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Effective Child Welfare Research and

Evaluation Using Remote Methods

Introduction: COVID-19 and the “New Normal”

In response to COVID-19, child welfare agencies must deliver services
remotely, and evaluators must shift to remote research methods. This
guide provides an overview of challenges child welfare researchers and
evaluators may face in conducting research and collecting data remotely,
and it offers concrete strategies and recommendations to address these
challenges.

COVID-19 and Child Welfare Practice

The pandemic has required rapid adaptations to child welfare services. The Children’s Bureau
has developed resources to help guide services provided by states to children and families
(Children’s Bureau, 2020). States have already addressed the unique situations created by COVID-
19 by implementing such initiatives as extending the age of emancipation of foster youth."
Caseworkers have conducted investigations and visits with families remotely, and virtual court
hearings are being held to avoid viral transmission. Many community services, such as substance
abuse treatment programs and parenting classes, were initially closed but have since transitioned to
remote delivery.

Whether conditions created by the pandemic have increased rates of child maltreatment is
unclear. The pandemic has brought job losses, reduced wages, and financial instability to all income
levels, though lower income individuals are more likely to report negative effects (Pew Research
Center, 2020). Stay-at-home orders may have increased parenting stress by removing families from

' California extended benefits to young adults in foster care in April 2020. See Governor Newsom Announces $42 Million to Protect
Foster Youth and Families Impacted by COVID-19, accessed July 2020.



https://www.gov.ca.gov/2020/04/13/governor-newsom-announces-42-million-to-protect-foster-youth-and-families-impacted-by-covid-19/
https://www.gov.ca.gov/2020/04/13/governor-newsom-announces-42-million-to-protect-foster-youth-and-families-impacted-by-covid-19/

sources of social support (Griffith, 2020). School closures have isolated children from their peers,
and from adults who may observe signs of child abuse and neglect. A study by Baron, Goldstein,
and Wallace (2020) suggests that school closures during the pandemic may be associated with
reduced reports of child maltreatment; however, whether adverse conditions created by COVID-19
have affected child maltreatment rates remains unknown—some studies that examined the
relationship between depressed economic conditions and rates of child abuse and neglect showed
mixed results (Nguyen, 2013). Regardless, for child welfare organizations, the pandemic has created
new challenges in identifying and contacting families that could benefit from services and supports.

COVID-19 and Child Welfare Research

Researchers must revisit their understanding of child welfare services. Child welfare agencies
have had to implement changes in state and local policies, contend with funding cuts and staff
layoffs/furloughs, delay implementation of new projects, and adapt initiatives that have already been
launched. Researchers need to know how COVID-19 has affected child welfare service delivery,
including the implementation and impact of new initiatives intended to improve services.
Understanding how services have been modified may prompt new research questions and suggest
changes in study methods.

Researchers must adapt traditional research methods to the new virtual environment. COVID-
19 has affected the way child welfare data are collected. Plans developed pre-pandemic, which
relied on in-person data collection, must be revised in light of travel restrictions and safety
precautions. Like child welfare practitioners, researchers must learn new technologies, revisit
methods, and develop skills to continue to provide critical information on service delivery and its
impact on children and families.

This guide will highlight considerations for building and adapting evaluation plans in the
COVID-19 environment. It is not an exhaustive review of all technology and remote approaches;
rather, it outlines strategies to consider when planning, budgeting, designing studies, selecting
outcomes, and conducting data collection for child welfare evaluations in a remote environment.

There is a 40 percent decrease in calls received by the Child Abuse Hotline, while
calls to 211 for support on food, housing, etc., have increased by 400 percent.

— FEDERAL CHILD WELFARE GRANTEE, CALIFORNIA
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Evaluation Planning: Start-Up and Rebooting

Partner with the program you are evaluating to understand changes to
program capacity, service delivery, and priorities.

Engage in honest conversations with program
staff about changes to capacity and resources. In
response to COVID-19, many staff in child welfare
departments have been reassigned to special
emergency response task forces, management has
had to gather resources and develop policies for
telework (many for the first time), and programs have
shifted or ceased usual service delivery to focus on
urgent community needs. These changes often
mean less time to dedicate to evaluation planning.
Having honest conversations with program staff
about their obligations and priorities is an important
first step in continuing with an evaluation. Exhibit 1

Strategies to Minimize
Program Burden During
Evaluation Planning

e Schedule evaluation planning
meetings or calls before or
after other regularly scheduled
meetings.

e Keep agendas brief and
targeted.

e When seeking feedback, give
staff adequate time to review

highlights potential programmatic changes in documents.

response to the pandemic and prospective e Use communication tools that
are user-friendly and with
which staff are already
familiar.

evaluation adaptations.

Ask program staff about any new technological
resources they are using and how these tools are
working. As more staff work remotely, many are
leveraging technology to improve productivity and have developed ways to meet and work together
in virtual settings. Determine if staff are familiar with or are using virtual collaboration tools such as
those that allow users to share computer screens or virtual whiteboards. Consider employing
technology that program staff already have access to—and are familiar with—for planning,
communication, and data collection. Adapting existing tools for new purposes can save time and
resources.

We continue to brainstorm ways to convene groups of people through the use of
technology and continue to hold in mind the capacity and ability of our partners and

families during this crisis.

— FEDERAL CHILD WELFARE GRANTEE, CALIFORNIA
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Exhibit 1. Planning Evaluation Adaptations in Response to Programmatic

Changes

Service delivery

Have services been changed? If so,
how/why were adaptations made or
selected?

What remote technology is being used for
these services?

Have any services been discontinued?

Are there any changes in who is receiving
services?

Are there anticipated changes in how many
children/families will receive services?

Have time frames for service delivery been
extended or shifted?

Have collaborative partnerships changed? If
so, who is no longer involved? Who is
newly involved?

Are meetings of collaborative partners, or
meetings of agency staff, being conducted
using remote methods? If yes, what
platform/software is used?

Implications for evaluation design

Review and revise the theory of change/logic
model as necessary.

Consider whether the technology used to
deliver remote services could generate
potential data sources.

Determine if evaluation activities are no longer
applicable, and, if so, consider how evaluation
resources could be reassigned.

Assess whether changes in population may
require shifts in sample size/instruments.

Determine if evaluation design and/or analysis
methods may need adjustments.

Determine if evaluation activities need
scheduling adjustments, or if the evaluation
workplan needs to be revised.

Consider whether process data collection
design/methods need to be changed.

Review meeting platforms used and determine
if they may provide digital process evaluation
data.
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Virtual Methods, Real Money: Evaluation
Planning and Budgeting

Technology costs are not limited to hardware and software.

Costs of remote data collection are often associated with helping people learn to use the
technology effectively. The evaluation considerations described in exhibit 2 also have potential
implications for the evaluation workplan and associated costs.

Exhibit 2. Workplan and Budget Implications in a Remote Environment

Evaluation changes Potential workplan shifts Possible budget implications

Remote data collection
activities replacing
traditional in-person or
onsite methods (e.g.,
interviews, focus groups,
observations)

Changes in number, type, or
burden on respondents

Data security practices
needing to be enhanced and
updated

Hardware and internet
access needed for program
staff, or families, to collect
data

New software platforms for
communication and remote
data collection (e.g., survey
design, meetings)

Time to review and select
hardware and software that
will meet data collection
needs

Extended time frames to
allow for recruitment,
scheduling, and data
collection

Time for Institutional
Review Board (IRB)
revisions

Time allocated to purchase,
set up, distribute, and train
staff on new technologies

Time allocated to purchase,
set up, distribute, and train
staff on new technologies
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Travel costs reduced

Increased or decreased staff time to
recruit participants, schedule data
collection activities, and collect remote
data

Reduced/no costs needed for
transcription

Incentive adjustments due to changes in
the number of respondents, or
respondent burden

Staff time to review, revise, and resubmit
to IRB

Purchase of devices and insurance

IT support

Training for staff to operate devices

Staff time to orient families, if they will
provide data via a remote device
Purchase of software

Purchase of add-on features to enhance
data collection (e.g., chat functions, in-
presentation surveys)

Training for staff to use software




Evaluation Design and Redesign

Programmatic changes made as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic may
require revisions to planned or approved evaluation designs.

Consider revisions to the program’s theory of change and logic model to reflect

modifications in service delivery. Social distancing has forced many programs to suspend in-

person service delivery; some services have been adapted to a virtual platform, while others have

been delayed or canceled. These changes, whether temporary or permanent, may require staff and

evaluators to reassess their programs’ theories of change and logic models; they may need to be

updated to reflect new activities, outputs, and outcomes.

Multiple stakeholders can explore these questions remotely by using a variety of existing online

collaboration tools and platforms. Exhibit 3 shows an example of one federal grantee’s use of an

online collaboration platform—Trello—to create and modify a theory of change.

Exhibit 3. Example of a Theory of Change Developed Remotely Using the Online

Project Management Software Trello

Theory of Change ¢t | Personal | & Private | EG AS BC CW DD +3 Invite

Activities

Find Data Stakeholders
G on

Process Measures

Identify distinct communities

Proximal Indicators

Connect w/ Distinct Communities

Convene Data Stakeholders

Identify agencies serving
communities

Integrate w/ existing agency efforts
in communities

Distal Outcomes

# of High Needs family stabilized w/o

involvement

Find Pre-Existing
Navigators/Navigation Teams

Identify Navigators in Other Agencies

Connect and convene larger group of

Convene Navigators

Identify Supervision Structure of
Navigation in Other Agencies

and supervision

[—

Utilization Rate of Prevention
Services (Services Used/Total Who
Could Use Service)

Holding/Questioning

. % of Total "At-Risk" Community w/

ACEs Score
02

Create action plans w/ distinct

+ Add another card

Identify Meeting times w/ distinct
communities

9% of "Key Agencies" with Slack team
commitment and use

# of initial contact between
Navigator team and families in "At-
Promise"/"Underserved"
Neighborhoods

o=
9% of Groups Actively Invested in
Prevention Collaboration

L]
9% of Necessary Data Stakeholders

+ Add another card Q

# of families successfully engaging in
"High Needs" level of Navigation
Team Work

——
Provider Knowledge of Additional
Resources

. % of Navigators Trained to Administer

ACEs and Transmit Data

% of needs request on Slack that lead
to timely completion

—
% of Protective Factors Met
(Surveyed at Parent Cafe/Equivalent)

©2

| —
Rate of Increase of ACEs Scores in
Community

—
% of Known Persona Profile Based
Causes of Social Isolation

——
# of Neighborhoods w/o Navigators

-
% of System(s) Effectively
Trained/Using Human Centered
Design

Q2

-
% of Community Protective Factors
Surveved (at Parent Cafes)

+ Add another card

Source: Larimer County, Colorado Department of Human Services
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-
Reported feelings of social isolation
in "At-Risk" communities

Q2

+ Add another card

+ Add another card




Consider the following important questions when assessing changes to service delivery:

e How has service delivery changed?
e How has service delivery remained the same?

e What adaptations made in response to the pandemic are likely to continue after the crisis is
over?

e How do these changes affect our understanding of how our program works and of the outcomes
we expect it to achieve?

When significant changes are made to services, shifts in evaluation design may be warranted.
Exhibit 4 describes some options evaluators may want to consider.

Exhibit 4. Evaluation Design Decisions in Response to Service Changes

Has service delivery changed? Pausing summative evaluation activities to
conduct a formative evaluation

Are there opportunities for comparison between in- A substudy comparing outcomes among
person and remote service delivery? participants receiving services before and
during the COVID-19 pandemic

Are you interested in generalizable results about Using a retrospective design with pre-COVID-
“business as usual’? 19 pandemic administrative data

Does the evaluation involve the use of administrative Using intermediate child and family measures
data to assess the program’s impact on long-term to link program services to shorter term
outcomes (e.g., number of child abuse reports, length  outcomes

of time in foster care)?

Was the collection of these data affected by the
COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., delayed collection, less
complete or lower quality data)?

Due to the impacts of COVID-19 on the child welfare data, our evaluation team will

be tasked with controlling for the anomalies of our comparison group.

—FEDERAL CHILD WELFARE GRANTEE, COLORADO

Effective Child Welfare Research and Evaluation Using Remote Methods 7



Consider a shift toward formative evaluation. Formative evaluation focuses on early
implementation and service quality before more rigorous summative evaluation, and it can be used
to confirm that outputs and outcomes are still appropriate and moving in the right direction. Ongoing
summative evaluations may benefit from a pause to reevaluate whether the program is still meeting
its goals.?

Make sure your data analysis plan carefully tracks service delivery dates. The pandemic has
created a separate treatment “condition” for all program participants receiving services since the
onset of COVID-19. This treatment condition can be compared with pre-COVID-19 participants or
controlled for in statistical analyses. Consider case studies, interviews, and focus groups to
understand how the pandemic has
affected participants. If you are interested
in generalizable findings, use only pre-

Participant Safety
pandemic data in a retrospective study

design. The pandemic has heightened stress and
increased isolation for children, parents, and
Changes in services offer a chance to professionals. Take actions during planning

and evaluation design to help protect the
safety of study respondents.

test whether the same outcomes can
be achieved via remote methods. For

example, using the same survey o Ensure the research team is familiar with
instruments, compare training outcomes mandated reporting responsibilities.
Create protocols that direct staff
responses when maltreatment is
suspected.

among participants who completed in-
person training pre-COVID-19 with those

who completed an online version during
e Routinely seek program partner input
when selecting recruitment and data

collection activities. This is especially

the pandemic. Substudies can be added
to your research design to test if remote

service delivery generates any time or critical for studies seeking information
cost savings without a loss of from populations at risk for abuse and
effectiveness. violence.

e When designing online surveys,
incorporate information to inform
respondents about local services, such as

child abuse, domestic violence, and
increased data security and human mental health services.

Shifts in evaluation designs and data
collection activities may require

subject protections. Collecting digital
information may involve updating data

2 For more information and tools to design and conduct formative evaluations, see Formative Evaluation Toolkit: A Step-by-Step

Guide and Resources for Evaluating Program Implementation and Early Outcomes.
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security practices and reviewing data sharing agreements. Data from video and text recordings may
give the evaluation greater access to sensitive information, which will require IRB review and revised
informed consent procedures.

Selecting Outcomes: Go Deep, Go Wide

Child welfare outcomes can be measured using remote data collection
methods.

Consider using “quick hit” methods to measure short-term outcomes within a large sample.
For example, a one-question text message survey or brief survey administered via social media
could be used to assess common short-term outcomes, such as the following:

e Increases in knowledge
e Changes in attitudes or beliefs

e Service quality

Rapid feedback data collected in this way can also be used for continuous quality improvement
(CQl) purposes to monitor and improve program services on an ongoing basis. When selecting
short-term outcomes, be clear about which will be used for evaluation purposes and which will be
used for CQl (it is also possible for the same short-term outcomes to be used for both purposes).

Focus in depth on intermediate outcomes. Data from the Adoption and Foster Care Analysis and
Reporting System (AFCARS) and the National Child Abuse and Neglect Data System (NCANDS)
are often used in child welfare research to measure long-term outcomes; however, changes that
child welfare agencies have made during the COVID-19 pandemic will significantly affect the
completeness and quality of these data. For example, an evaluation of a county’s parenting program
designed to reduce risk of future child abuse may have planned to use NCANDS? data to assess
recurrence of child maltreatment within 6 months; however, this measure could be invalid if
decreased in-person school attendance significantly lowers the overall number of child abuse
reports. An alternative approach could be to measure family relationships if the program’s theory of
change hypothesizes improved relationships lead to reduced child maltreatment.

3 NCANDS. Outcome 1.1 Recurrence of maltreatment within 6 months. For additional information on NCANDS data, see About
NCANDS, accessed July 2020.

Effective Child Welfare Research and Evaluation Using Remote Methods 9


https://www.acf.hhs.gov/cb/resource/about-ncands
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/cb/resource/about-ncands

Measure intermediate outcomes using standardized measures. Many instruments can be used

to measure changes at the child, parent, and family level. Exhibit 5 describes some examples of

instruments used in evaluations of federal child welfare grant programs.

Exhibit 5. Sample Intermediate Measures to Assess Program Impact*

Caregiver/
parent
level

Family
level

Development

Behavioral issues

Cognitive/academic
performance

Mental health
Social relationships

Resilience and protective
factors

Trauma impact

Outcome . .
level Potential domains Examples of measures

Battelle Developmental Inventory, 2nd Edition (Bliss,
2007)

Eyberg Child Behavior Inventory (Rich & Eyberg, 2001)

The Woodcock-Johnson Tests of Cognitive Abilities
(Woodcock, 1997)

Child Depression Inventory (Finch et al., 1987)
Youth Connections Scale (Jones & LalLiberte, 2013)
Children’s Hope Scale (Snyder et al.,1997)

Child PTSD Symptom Scale (Foa et al., 2001)

Parenting skills

Employment status

Mental health
Social supports and
connections

Domestic violence

Substance use

Parenting Sense of Competence Scale (Gilmore &
Cuskelly, 2009)

Job Search Attitudes Inventory (Liptak, 2002)

Edinburgh Postnatal Depression Scale (Cox et al.,
1987)

Maternal Social Support Index (Pascoe et al., 1987)

Domestic Violence Inventory—Short Form (Lindeman &
Khandaker, 2011)

Substance Abuse Problem Checklist (Carroll, 1984)

Overall family functioning

Interfamilial relationships

Source: James Bell Associates (2015)

Family Assessment Form (McCroskey et al., 1997)

Parenting Interactions with Children: Checklist of
Observations Linked to Outcomes (Roggman et al.,
2013)

4 For an extensive list of standardized instruments that can be used to assess child and family outcomes, see Measuring Child

Welfare Outcomes: A Compendium of Standardized Instruments.
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Data Collection: Start With What You Have

Select technology your respondents can use.

Access to the internet and technology is unequal. It is critical to know if your respondents—and
program staff—can go online. Exhibit 6 shows demographics associated with whether individuals
can afford internet service and whether they can access it in their location.

Exhibit 6. Availability of Broadband and Home Internet

Residents in urban locations
Residents in rural locations
Residents of tribal lands
Income $50-74,999 |
Income $30-49,999 N

Income < $30,000  NS67——

H Broadband available m Have home internet

Sources: Federal Communications Commission (2020); Pew Research Center (2019)

Understand what devices are used by respondents. A survey meant to be delivered on laptops
will not be effective if your population does not use them. Certain populations are more likely to have
access to and use devices, as illustrated in exhibit 7. Consult with program partners to understand
more specific local community access issues.

Exhibit 7. Access to Devices

94%97%
83%85% 80% 79% 82%82%
71% 70%
54% 55% 539% 58% 58%57%

43%

36% I I
Income < $30,000 Income $30-99,999 Income $100,000+ Black Hispanic White
m Have tablet Have computer/desktop m Have smartphone

Source: Pew Research Center (2019)
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Survey Instrument Design and Administration

Deliver and design surveys so that respondents receive them and want to

complete them.

Evaluators may use paper-based surveys or remote tools, such as computer assisted

telephone interviews (CATI) and electronic surveys. CATI and paper surveys have the

advantage of a well-established base of research and best practices, whereas electronic survey

technology is continually evolving—with
research only starting to catch up to
these advancements. Phone surveys
may be preferable for individuals with no
internet access or for those who have
lower literacy levels. For those without
stable or consistent phone or internet,
paper surveys will be necessary;
however, for many researchers, the
increasing availability of technology and
the cost savings provided by electronic
surveys make this data collection method
a favored choice.

Many virtual meeting platforms can
help collect data through polls and
chat boxes. Platforms such as Zoom, Go
to Meeting, and WebEx allow for live
polling, and results can be displayed
onscreen to facilitate discussion among
participants. This method may also be
used to capture brief question responses
during online meetings, interviews, or
focus groups.

Evaluating Survey Programs

Herzing (2019) identifies seven questions for
evaluating survey software:

1. What should the software/application
track?

2. Does the software/application adjust to
different devices/browsers?

3. Which question formats are available, and
how are they designed?

4. How can the question format/screen
layout be adjusted for your purposes?

5. Have fieldwork monitoring features been
implemented?

6. How and in which format are the data
delivered?

7. On which operating systems and
browsers does the survey
software/application work?

Effective Child Welfare Research and Evaluation Using Remote Methods
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Electronic Survey Design Principles

Antoun et al. (2018) note the following
components of effective survey design:

Readability: The font size should be easy
to read.

Ease of selection: Response options
should be large enough to tap accurately.

Visibility across the page: Content
should fit the width of the screen so there
is no horizontal scrolling.

Simplicity of design: Design features
should be simple for respondents to use
(avoid sliders, embedded video, auto
advance of questions, etc.).

Predictability across devices: The
survey should function the same across
devices.

Electronic surveys vary in costs and
the types of data they can collect.
Some of the most innovative and
interactive data collection procedures
allow respondents to take or upload
pictures, videos, or voice recordings
(Herzing, 2019). Survey software or apps
can be downloaded on a smartphone to
gather additional information, which can
increase accuracy by avoiding recall or
social favorability biases while also
reducing burden on respondents. Data
collection using smartphone-based
technologies is a relatively new
alternative that requires careful
consideration of potential data privacy
and security issues.

When selecting a survey program,
think about the types of features that
will enhance your data collection.

Systems such as Salesforce and REDcap allow users to download and analyze data for greater

efficiency. If current data collection systems are inadequate, consider what features will be needed.

Surveys that are designed to be completed on mobile phones must be optimized for use on mobile

devices. Some online survey programs like Qualtrics provide side-by-side views of how questions

will look in a web browser compared with a mobile device.

Mobile surveys must be designed carefully to ensure adequate response rates. Surveys

administered via mobile phone require special attention to ensure they display and function properly.

Poor design can negatively affect response rates, both to the survey overall and to individual

questions.

Effective Child Welfare Research and Evaluation Using Remote Methods
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Qualitative Data Collection: Using Digital
Technology to Obtain Human Perspectives

Remote data collection creates special challenges for conducting
qualitative research.

Remote communication technology limits our ability to read individuals’ social cues, such as
gestures, facial expressions, and vocalization (Vinciarelli et al., 2008). Facial expressions are an
especially important source of cues that help individuals successfully navigate conversations. We
read facial expressions to know whether
another person has finished speaking,
has another thought, or is feeling
stressed. When interviewers see these What Type of Information Do You
cues, they can use them to decide Need?

whether to move to another question, ask
e Focus groups collect a broad range of

information. They do this through a
group process of sharing and comparing
information and experiences among
multiple participants, which encourages

a prompt, or stay silent.

Remote methods may require active
facilitation and structures that amplify

social cues for participants.
Communication technology can limit or
prevent access to the visual and vocal
cues that are present in face-to-face data
collection, making it more difficult for
participants to “take turns” in the
conversation. A moderator who creates
organizing structures and actively leads
discussions can facilitate a smoother
conversation and interactions. That said,
moderators must also avoid dominating
the discussion to ensure information
sharing is not reduced.

Select remote methods that respondents can access and that match their preferences when

the collection of data from a variety of
perspectives.

Individual interviews allow for the
collection of rich and in-depth
information on one or more topics
related to a person’s experience. They
are sometimes used to collect sensitive
information that respondents would not
want to disclose in a group setting, and
they may be more convenient because
they can be scheduled around
respondents’ availability.

possible. Some communication devices, software programs, and social media platforms are

preferred by certain demographic groups (Chen & Neo, 2019; Ford et al., 2019). Giving respondents

the option to select their preferred communication mode can increase their satisfaction with the
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interview process (Hershberger & Kavanaugh, 2017) and potentially ameliorate some of the

limitations of remote communication technology noted above.

Video Communication

Video-based communication can help us read some social cues—but not all. Video helps

participants see one another’s facial expressions and gestures, which facilitates the flow of

information. But video-based methods
do not allow participants to make direct
eye contact because of the placement
of the camera on most computers. For
example, a facilitator who looks at the
image of the respondent to address her
will not be looking directly at the
camera lens; therefore, to the
respondent it will appear the facilitator
is looking past her rather than engaging
in simultaneous and direct eye contact.

Video may be more suitable for
collecting less personal or sensitive
information from those participants
with access to and comfort with
technology. Research suggests the
decreased anonymity of video focus
groups may explain why they are less
successful in collecting information on
sensitive topics (Gothberg et al., 2013).
The required audio-video technology is
not universally accessible, which may
increase sample bias, and technical
challenges are common (Daniels et al.,

2019). Privacy issues should also be considered—for example, the possibility of someone entering

Participant Privacy

Video methods pose additional challenges in
maintaining participant privacy.

e When sending study information and
consent materials to respondents prior to
interviews and focus groups, include
information on community resources.

¢ In materials sent to participants before
interviews and focus groups, include an
explanation of the importance of maintaining
an environment that ensures privacy. Before
beginning interviews, remind respondents of
the importance of maintaining privacy.

e Remind participants at the beginning, and
throughout interviews, that they may decline
to answer questions or stop at any time.

e Stop interviews and focus groups if/when
you perceive nonrespondents are present.
Offer to reschedule for individuals who are
unable to maintain privacy.

the room where the interview is taking place. Exhibit 8 lists common challenges in using audiovisual

communication methods, and strategies to address them.

The most difficult part is building trust virtually.

—FEDERAL CHILD WELFARE GRANTEE, WASHINGTON STATE
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Exhibit 8. Audiovisual Interviews and Focus Groups: Common Challenges and
Strategies

Challenges Strategies

Frequent e Offer a practice session with respondents prior to the interview or focus group.
technical e Shorten the protocol to build in time to solve potential technology issues.
difficulties

o Use two interviewers: one to facilitate the discussion and one to prevent and
solve technical issues.

e Choose a video conferencing platform that includes audio, video, and text
functions to help members with technical issues contribute to the discussion.

Participants’ e Begin interviews with informal small talk to build rapport.

inability toread o  Adjust your ambient lighting to help respondents see your facial expressions.
interviewer’s

el GUES e When speaking, look at the camera lens to make eye contact; look at the

screen to attend to the respondent’s social cues.
e Show you are listening by nodding and using verbal cues (e.g., “yes,” “l see”).

Reduced visual ® Shorten the protocol to account for a slower pace of discussion, which can
and social cues occur as individuals try to avoid interrupting each other.

impeding group e  Use more active moderation with groups, such as asking specific group
interactions members to build on prior responses.

e Build in structured interactions using other tools (e.g., polls, chat boxes), which
can help draw in participants who may be less comfortable speaking.

Privacy issues e Communicate to respondents the importance of setting up their home or work
environments to protect the group’s privacy (e.g., ensuring nonparticipants will
not interrupt or walk in).

e Be prepared to pause the group to maintain privacy and confidentiality (e.g., if a
nonparticipant enters the room of a participant).

Sources: Abrams et al. (2015); Archibald et al. (2019); Daniels et al. (2019); Gothberg et al. (2013); lacono et al.
(2016); Kite & Phongsavan (2017)

Telephone Communication

Telephone interviews and focus groups involve technology that is easy to use and
accessible. Telephones, particularly mobile phones, are widely used, even by populations that may
lack access to other technologies, such as computers and tablets (Pew Research Center, 2019). As
such, mobile phones create opportunities for data collection that can reduce selection bias and
reach respondents who may otherwise be difficult to interview. They offer flexibility to participants,
who can dial in from most locations.

While the lack of visual cues can require more active moderation, it also offers anonymity—
which can help when collecting more sensitive and personal information. Exhibit 9 describes
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common challenges of interviews and focus groups conducted by telephone, and strategies to
address them. Without visual social cues, facilitators may need to give more verbal hints to ensure
respondents understand the questions asked and can provide complete responses. This may be a
particular challenge for telephone focus groups, during which it may be difficult for participants and
moderators to track the discussion. However, telephone discussions can increase participants’
sense of anonymity, which may encourage the disclosure of more sensitive information (Graffigna &
Bosio, 2006). Personal information may be more easily shared in focus groups when it consists of
members with shared experiences who can quickly develop a group identity (Frazier et al., 2010).

Exhibit 9. Telephone Interviews and Focus Groups: Common Challenges and
Strategies

Challenges Strategies

Sound quality e Schedule the call when the participant can be in a quiet location. If mobile
phones will be used, ensure, to the extent possible, that coverage and reception
is good.

No visual social ® Send protocol questions beforehand so the respondent knows what questions

cues leading to will be asked and how the conversation will be structured.

respondent e Keep protocol questions clear and brief.
confusion in Reduce the number of questions t tf ibl in th
conversations educe the number of questions to account for possible gaps in the

conversation.
e Limit focus group size to no more than four people.

e Use the same tag line to each question to cue respondents that it is their turn
(e.g., “Mary, could you speak to that?”).

Less detailed e Be prepared to use prompts that encourage respondents to provide more

responses information.

Sources: Allen (2014); Frazier et al. (2010); Gothberg et al. (2013); Hershberger & Kavanaugh (2017); Irvine et al.
(2013); Opdenakker (2006)

Online Communication and Mobile Phone Messaging

Digital text-based methods collect information that is exchanged intermittently or relayed
immediately. Asynchronous interactions, such as email exchanges, do not require people to be
present at the same time to communicate. Synchronous interactions, such as online chats, are “live”
communications that take place simultaneously. Both are useful remote data collection strategies.

Asynchronous Online Interviews

Asynchronous interviews may work best for respondents who have a greater interest or
investment in the results and need more flexibility to respond. Asynchronous, online interview
formats, such as email or discussion boards, collect information in a way that does not require an
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immediate response. The information collected will lack spontaneity; however, the information may
be richer and more detailed because respondents have more time to elaborate. Data can be
collected at the respondent’s convenience, but because asynchronous interviews require sustained
interaction over time, they may work best for respondents who are invested in the results. Exhibit 10
describes strategies to address common challenges of asynchronous interviews.

Exhibit 10. Asynchronous Online Interviews: Common Challenges and Strategies

Challenges Strategies

No visual or verbal social ® Make social connections, by offering some personal information, in

cues first email.
e Refer to previous email responses for clues to respondents’ feelings,
reactions, etc.
e Develop an interview structure, including time limits for the
“conversation.” Clearly convey these limits to the respondent.
Number of emails and e Have clear protocols for the length of each interview.
delays in responses e Limit the number of interviews conducted simultaneously to keep
fragmenting the better track of responses and help select effective prompts.
discussion

Sources: Bowden & Galindo-Gonzalez (2015); Hershberger & Kavanaugh (2017); Opdenakker (2006)

Synchronous Interviews and Focus Groups: Web Based and Mobile Phone

Information can be collected in “real time” using web-based or mobile phone chat or
messaging software. These online discussions can mimic the flow and interactions of in-person
conversations and include a larger group of participants. The amount of information collected may
be reduced because of the time needed to type questions and responses (Jowett et al., 2011). The
anonymity of online communication may also encourage participants to disclose more information.

Any selection of web-based or mobile phone messaging should consider population access
and use of technology. Web-based data collection may be best for respondents who have home
computers and are comfortable using online chat platforms. Mobile phone chat methods take
advantage of broadly used technology. Virtual focus groups conducted using mobile phone chat
apps may be especially suitable for teens and young adults, who routinely communicate by text.
Exhibit 11 illustrates the challenges and strategies for web-based and mobile phone synchronous
data collection.
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Exhibit 11. Internet and Phone Chat and Messaging: Common Challenges and
Strategies

Challenges Strategies

Individual interviews

Facilitator cannot rely on e Begin with an informal chat to establish rapport.

visual or verbal cues to e Match respondent’s communication style (e.g., level of formality, use
guide the discussion of emoticons).

Reduced amount of ¢ Reduce the length of the interview protocol.

information e Allow more time for the interview or divide it into several sessions.

Focus groups

Dropouts and no-shows e Provide several time slots for groups and assign participants based
on their time preference.

e Assign participants who are available at multiple times to the first
group and reinvite nonattendees to subsequent groups.

Difficulty tracking e Use two moderators/facilitators with clear roles (e.g., one person
posts the primary content and another person engages participants

discussion in large groups
and asks follow-up questions).

e Help orient members by referring to question numbers when asking
follow-up questions (e.g., “As we discussed in question 4 ...”).

Difficulty obtaining input  Invite responses from specific participants who do not type as quickly
from all group members as others.
Difficulty keeping e Schedule focus groups that feature questions in a series that are

participants engaged for spread out over several days.

longer periods
Privacy concerns e Select a messaging platform with privacy features that conceal
personal information such as participants’ phone numbers.

Sources: Abrams et al. (2015); Chen & Neo (2019); Graffigna & Bosio (2006); Jowett et al. (2011); Opdenakker
(2006); Thrul et al. (2017)
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Conclusion

Remote data collection creates both challenges and opportunities for child
welfare evaluators and researchers.

Remote methods are uniquely suited to study the effects of remote child welfare service
delivery and practices. COVID-19 has disproportionately affected families involved in the child
welfare system, with social and economic stressors exacerbating already difficult family situations.
Child welfare agencies across the country have had to quickly adapt by providing services virtually
and developing new processes to ensure the safety of children. This new reality creates a unique
opportunity to study and understand the implementation and effects of remote child welfare services.
The methods described in this guide demonstrate it is possible to collect high-quality data using
remote and virtual technologies. The quantity, completeness, and validity of data collected remotely
can approach or even equal that of data collected in person, with proper attention to the needs and
preferences of respondents, well-designed data collection protocols, and adequate safeguards to
protect respondents’ privacy and avoid technical pitfalls.

Remote research may encourage the development of new methods that had not been
considered previously. The current necessity of collecting information remotely may spur the
development or refinement of strategies for collecting information from children and families. For
example, researchers could pilot interviews or focus groups with youth using text messaging or
conduct online focus groups with relative caregivers. Data collection methods that are integrated into
routine interactions among service providers could gather more information without increasing staff
burden. For example, periodic polls could be integrated into recurring web-based project meetings.

Research is an integral part of building knowledge about effective child welfare services and
practices. The changes to the nation’s child welfare system that have occurred in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic may in some cases be permanent, and additional adaptations may be
necessary. Similarly, data collection and communication technologies will continue to evolve, which
will in turn create new opportunities for conducting research and evaluation in the child welfare field.
Child welfare researchers must stay attuned to both changes in child welfare practices and emerging
technologies to enhance their understanding of an evolving child welfare system and to foster further
improvements in services for children and families.

We 've come to the conclusion that we 've waited long enough.... Now we just need to

find creative ways to start reaching our community.
—FEDERAL CHILD WELFARE GRANTEE, FLORIDA
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