Preparation for Implementation

Planning and conducting a pilot test’

Abstract

Pilot testing involves conducting a preliminary test of data collection tools and procedures to identify
and eliminate problems, allowing programs to make corrective changes or adjustments before actually
collecting data from the target population. This document describes advantages of pilot testing and lists
simple procedures to pilot test instruments.

Pilot testing is an important way to improve the usefulness, reliability and validity of data collected for
performance measurement. Reliability has to do with the reproducibility or stability of the data.
Validity refers to the accuracy of the data.

Issue

A pilot test usually involves simulating the actual data collection process on a small scale to get
feedback on whether or not the instruments are likely to work as expected in a “real world” situation.
A typical pilot test involves administering instruments to a small group of individuals that has similar
characteristics to the target population, and in a manner that simulates how data will be collected when
the instruments are administered to the target population.

Pilot testing gives programs an opportunity to make revisions to instruments and data collection
procedures to ensure that appropriate questions are being asked, the right data will be collected, and the
data collection methods will work. Programs that neglect pilot testing run the risk of collecting useless
data.

Pilot testing provides an opportunity to detect and remedy a wide range of potential problems with an
instrument. These problems may include:

Questions that respondents don’t understand

Ambiguous questions

Questions that combine two or more issues in a single question (double-barreled questions)
Questions that make respondents uncomfortable

Pilot testing can also help programs identify ways to improve how an instrument is administered. For
example, if respondents show fatigue while completing the instrument, then the program should look
for ways to shorten the instrument. If respondents are confused about how to return the completed
instrument, then the program needs to clarify instructions and simplify this process.

'From a page in the online Resource Center of the Corporation for National and Community Service, retrieved from
http://www.nationalserviceresources.org/node/19498 . Also see “Pretesting the questionnaire,” page 14 of Ellen Taylor-
Powell, Questionnaire Design: Asking Questions with a Purpose, University of Wisconsin Cooperative Extension, Program
Development and Evaluation, 1998 http://learningstore.uwex.edu/assets/pdfs/G3658-2.PDF .
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Action
The following guidelines can be used to conduct a simple pilot test of an instrument.

1. Find at least 4 or 5 people from the same group of people whom you will actually
measure (the target population).

2. Arrange for these people to complete the instrument under conditions that match as
closely as possible the actual conditions under which the instruments will be
administered when you collect performance measurement data for your program.
Consider the time of day, the location, and the method. If it is a phone interview, then
conduct the pilot test over the phone. If it is a mail survey, then make sure the pilot test
is completed via the mail. Whenever possible, record the time it takes for respondents to
complete the instrument so that you can inform the data collectors of the approximate
time needed for respondents to complete the instrument.

3. After each respondent completes the instrument, take some time with the respondent to
discuss his or her experience. The following are some questions you might want to ask.

= How long did it take you to complete the instrument?

= What do you think this instrument is about?

= For what purposes do you think this information will be used?

= What problems, if any, did you have completing the instrument?

= Are the directions clear?

= Are the instructions clear on what to do with the instrument after completing it?
= |s there any words/language in the instrument that people might not understand?
= Did you find any of the questions to be unnecessary or too sensitive?

= Were any questions difficult to answer?

= [For specific questions:] What do you think this question is asking?

How would you phrase this question in your own words?

= Did the answer choices allow you to answer as you intended?
= |s there anything you would change about the instrument?
4. Collect the completed instruments. Read through the responses. Did respondents
interpret the questions the way you intended?
5. Analyze the data and present the results of the pilot test as you would when you actually
administer the instrument. Will the results give you the information you need?
6. Share the results of your pilot test with other stakeholders who will be using the data.
Does this instrument provide the data they need to answer their questions?
7. Modify your instrument based on the information you have gathered.

When reporting performance measurement results, be sure to describe any pilot testing you have done.
This gives readers greater confidence in the results you report.

It may be tempting to skip the pilot testing step, but remember that you run the risk of collecting
useless data. A pilot test almost always reveals ways to improve an instrument. Once data are
collected, it will be too late in the data collection cycle to fix problems that were missed because an
instrument was not pilot tested.



