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ABSTRACT

Baseline measurements are critical for programs to track progress over time. However, there are
instances during which the lack of data completeness poses measurement challenges. Save the
Children, Nepal encountered such challenges in 2018 while conducting a midline assessment
and resorted to extrapolating baseline data using several approaches. This article highlights the
different approaches that Save the Children adopted for reconstructing the baseline and their
pros and cons, along with some practical guidance for reconstructing a baseline.
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RESUME

Les mesures de base sont essentielles pour faire le suivi des progres réalisés par des
programmes au fil du temps. Cependant, il arrive que des jeux de données incomplets posent
des difficultés e matiére de mesure. Save the Children Nepal a été confronté a ce type de
difficulté en 2018 lors d’une évaluation a mi-parcours et a d{i recourir a plusieurs approches
pour extrapoler des données de base. L'article présente les différentes approches adoptées par
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Save the Children pour reconstruire les données de base, ainsi que leurs avantages et inconvé-
ients, et fournit des conseils pratiques pour reconstruire une base de référence.

Mots-clés : données de base retrospectives, évaluation du re deme t, recon-struction d’'une
base de référence

Corresponding Author: Anil Sigdel, Buddhanagar-10, Kathmandu, Nepal;
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BACKGROUND

Organizations have their own provisions and methodologies for assessing the impact or
effectiveness of their interventions. However, the lack of complete baseline data arising from a
multitude of factors can seriously affect the possibility of generating evidence on program
outcomes. This article discusses strategies and approaches for reconstructing baseline data at
later stages of program cycles when such data either were not collected or had compromised
guality to ensure valid midline and endline comparisons.

Why are baseline data important?

A baseline is a systematic and scientific method of collecting the data prior to deploying
interventions that support the program teams to establish a reference value for key indicators
(EvalCommunity, 2024a). There are several sources for baseline data, such as the program’s
monitoring and evaluation systems, primary data collection (surveys/interviews), and secondary
sources (annual reports, Demographic Health Survey Report, etc.; Brown, 2017). Regardless of
the source, it is critical for the midline or endline assessments to have an appropriate baseline
value, as measuring progress is not possible without reliable and valid data regarding the
context prior to the initiation of the program. In addition, baseline data help the implementors
to set up the program goals and targets and monitor the progress (EvalCommunity, 2024b).
However, there are several reasons for not having reliable and valid baseline data, including the
baseline not being conducted using scientific methods and tools, not covering the entire
program areas, and others. This document suggests some of the approaches that could be
utilized to reconstruct the baseline values when such data are not available.

Sponsorship program and the need to reconstruct the baseline

Save the Children, Nepal (SC-N) has been implementing a long-running sponsorship
program in Saptari district of Nepal since 2013 that focuses on six different thematic areas: Early
Childhood Care and Development, Basic Education, Adolescent Development, School Health
and Nutrition, Maternal Child Health and Nutrition, and Child Poverty (Save the Children
International, 2017). Save the Children (SC), as part of its monitoring evaluation accountability
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and learning plan, aimed to conduct a midline evaluation in 2018 to measure the progress over
5 years. However, it faced several challenges with having a comprehensive baseline measures
that included (a) staggered implementation of the six thematic programs, such that they had
separate baseline surveys conducted indifferent years; (b) there were separate baselines for
same thematic focus within project locations (based on the program initiation year); (c) the
methods and tools used for assessments within and between thematic programs were not
comparable; and (d) a lack of full data coverage, whereby none of the thematic programs at
baseline covered the entire program area. To overcome these challenges, SC-N adopted a
technique to reconstruct the baseline in Saptari and assess the program’s progress through the
midline. The methodology employed in this reconstruction, along with the insights gained from
it, are discussed in this article.

STRATEGIES FOR RECONSTRUCTING BASELINE DATA

Before diving into the approaches for reconstructing the baseline data, it is essential to
assess and define (a) the key indicators (that are the measurable indicators used to evaluate
program success; EvalCommunity, 2024b) for which baseline value are essential; (b) the
indictors that have baseline values versus those that are missing; (c) the potential strategies for
reconstructing the baseline values for a particular indicator(s); a d (d) the resources (cost a d
time) available to restore the missing baseline values (Bamberger, 2010). There are several
approaches for reconstructing baseline data. Most of these are fairly straightforward and
require minimal technical expertise, time, and resources to implement. As discussed in the
following sections, there are key considerations to consider when implementing these strategies
to reconstruct the baseline.

Secondary sources

There are several secondary sources available that may provide or help triangulate
information on the key indicators at the time the program is initiated. Some of the important
secondary sources include (a) census data, which covers comprehensive information on
demography, agriculture, education, migration, among others; (b) periodic national and sub-
national surveys like the Demographic and Health Survey, the Multi-cluster Indicator Survey
(MICS), the Household Economic Survey (a multidimensional poverty index survey), and others
that provide information on several indicators related to health, education, protection,
livelihood and others; (c) annual reports from different ministries and departments, which can
also be utilized as reference data on infrastructure, including, schools, health centres, and other
facilities within program areas; (d) studies from donor agencies, universities, and other entities
conducted in the study or neighbouring areas, which can also provide usable information; and
(e) occasionally, administrative data, such as birth and death registration, which ca be used to
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measure indicators like life expectancy, family size, and common cause of death (Bamberger,
2010).

There are several factors that affect the useability, reliability, and validity of secondary
data, including (a) unavailability of data for certain reference points (immediately preceding the
program initiation); (b) the data not aligning with program indicators; (c) information not
collected from the appropriate respondents (e.g., only household head was interviewed but
indicator is being generated for women of reproductive age, which might lead to bias); (d) the
sample is not representative of the program areas or respondents (for instance, the data might
be old or from geographic or administrative areas not covered by the program); (e) most reports
published by ministries or departments are based on service data, which typically reflect only
those individuals or entities utilizing the services and do not include non-users (e.g., such data
do not provide information on those outside the service coverage areas); and (f) finally,
secondary data cannot be disaggregated as per program needs (e.g., the data cannot be
stratified to sub-national levels like districts or municipalities where the program indicators are
to be generated).

REGULAR MONITORING DATA

Many programs collect monitoring and other data before implementation, which can be
leveraged to estimate the baseline conditions of the target population. For example, the SC-N
sponsorship program typically maintains a community-based management information system
(Save the Children International, 2015), which collects basic standardized information including,
total number of families, key sources of income, education status of parents or children, health-
seeking behaviours, or livelihoods options, that is then used to design or tailor programs. This
type of information is equally valuable for establishing reference points in the absence of a
proper baseline. In addition, many other interventions, as part of routine data collection, gather
information on various aspects through project recording tools, which can also be leveraged to
reconstruct the baseline. For example, socio-economic data collected in the application forms of
individuals or groups applying to participate in or receive benefits from the organization can be
used to estimate baseline values for indicators related to socio-economic status. However, the
limitation of this type of data is that it leaves out individuals or groups who may be eligible but
are not captured in the application process or those who are ineligible due to stronger wealth
status, potentially excluding certain segments of the target population from the baseline
estimation.

While regular monitoring data can be a valuable source for reconstructing a baseline,
there are several considerations to keep in mind. Some potential challenges include (a) data not
being available in a user-friendly format for analysis (e.g., lacking necessary disaggregation), (b)
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inconsistencies in data collection methods (e.g., lack of uniformity in data collection,
denominators, or indicator definition, especially when using multiple programs to collate
information on the same indicator), (c) there may be incomplete representation of the entire
program areas (e.g., insufficient data or gaps in data coverage), and (d) monitoring data often
suffers from incomplete or missing information, with key variables sometimes left unreported or
inaccurately filled out, compromising the quality and reliability of the baseline reconstruction.

RECALL METHODS

The recall technique is a discussion-based method used to gather information from
individuals or groups about their socio-economic conditions, as well as their access to and
utilization of basic services such as education, healthcare, and other relevant services. This
method focuses on understanding the conditions of their families and communities at a specific
point in time (e.g., just prior to the launch of a program) or over a defined period (Bamberger,
2010). It relies on participants’ ability to remember and reflect on past experiences to provide
valuable context for baseline data reconstruction, which is subject to recall bias. There are
several instances where recall methods have been utilized to obtain the baseline. For example,
Glewwe and Grosh (2000) used it to generate information on behaviour like contraceptive usage
or fertility and economic status like household income or expenditure (Bellietal., 2009; Glewwe,
Paul et al., 2000. Different evaluators have concluded that the recall technique can be a
prominent and potentially valuable method for reconstructing baseline data. It can be applied
through questions in surveys or discussions, either individually or at a group level. SC-N, as part
of reconstructing baseline values for its sponsorship program in Saptari, used two approaches as
described in the following sections (Save the Children International, 2017).

Key informants interview

Key informants are individuals who possess extensive knowledge and experience
regarding a particular agency and the population it serves (Akhter, 2022). While reconstructing
the baseline, SC-N identified different key informants for each indicator in consultation with
thematic experts and community stakeholders (Save the Children International, 2017). For
example, the key informants for educational indicators included head teachers, school
management committee members, members from parent—teacher associations, parents of
children who attend and do not attend school, and religious leaders. While health service
providers, community health volunteers, and pregnant and lactating mothers were considered
key informants for indicators related to maternal and child health. Key informants provide
empirical evidence along with their unique perspectives, offering valuable insights based on
their knowledge and experience. Thus, identifying informants who cover a range of perspectives
is critical (Akhter, 2022). For example, literate and illiterate mothers may have differing opinions

doi: 10.3138/cjpe-2024-0040 © 2026 RCEP/CJPE 40.1 (Spring), 1-10



https://doi.org/10.3138/cjpe-2024-0040

Reconstructing Baseline: A Case Study from Nepal 6

and perspectives on maternal and child health indicators, reflecting variations in their access to
information, education, and health care practices. In addition, SC-N also considered individuals
as key informants who had been part of the community at least prior to the program’s
implementation (Save the Children International, 2017).

Group discussion

Group discussions are commonly used in research and evaluation to gather information
on various aspects of programs, including the socio-economic characteristics, attitudes, and
behaviours of groups that share common traits or experiences (Krueger & Casey, 2014). SC-N
conducts group discussions with various groups, including mother groups, children groups,
farmer groups, religious leader groups, and social leader groups, to reconstruct the baseline. We
noted that the groups should include a wide variety of respondents (Krueger & Casey, 2014). For
example, the mother groups were made up of representatives from different economic
backgrounds, including those from higher, middle, and lower economic statuses. Likewise,
groups should include a mix of illiterate and literate individuals, along with homemakers and
employed persons, to capture a diverse range of perspectives on the same indicators.
Additionally, group facilitators must ensure that all respondents actively participate and respond
to the questions or checklist. We also learned that the questions should be both generic and
specific, allowing for a broad understanding while also addressing the unique aspects of each
group’s experience. An example of a generic question could be asking about the proportion of
pregnant women having four or more antenatal visits in a particular municipality, while a more
specific question would probe about which subgroups (caste/ethnicity, economic status, literacy
status) had more frequent visits (Bamberger, 2010). This approach could reveal discrepancies
within the subgroups in the community, highlighting differences in perspectives and experiences
across various socio-economic and demographic segments.

There are several considerations to consider when implementing key informant
interviews or group discussions. Potential sources of bias include selection, confirmation, or
respondent bias. For example, respondents may sometimes overestimate progress or provide
overly positive responses in an attempt to appease the interviewer, which can distort the
accuracy of the information collected, leading to social desirability bias.

There is also the possibility of interviewer bias, which is especially likely when program
staff are directly involved in data collection. In such cases, interviewers may unconsciously
influence responses, whether through their tone, body language, leading questions, or subtle
cues, causing biased or skewed data. In addition, aggregating indicator values from discussions
with diverse participants can be equally challenging. For example, different groups may have
varying views on the same indicator, making it difficult to arrive at a consistent baseline.
Furthermore, there is a significant risk of recall bias, particularly for indicators not directly linked
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to the respondent’s daily life, such as birth, death, migration, or divorce. In such cases,

participants may struggle to accurately recall past events or may provide less reliable

information, especially as the recall time increases.

EFFECTIVE STRATEGIES FOR RECONSTRUCTING BASELINE DATA

Based on field experiences, this section outlines some key considerations and practical

tips to consider when reconstructing baseline values using the aforementioned approaches:

Identify the indicators that need to be reconstructed and explore the potential
approaches for building each indicator. Identify the limitations of each approach and
develop applicable mitigation measures to overcome them. By selecting the appropriate
approach for each indicator and clearly documenting the data sources, you can improve
the accuracy and credibility of the baseline reconstruction process.

Reconstructing the baseline values for all indicators cannot be achieved with a single
strategy or approach. Specifying the data sources used for each indicator is important to
ensure transparency and accuracy. For instance, when reconstructing the baseline for
education related indicators in Nepal as part of the sponsorship project, we used
government data to estimate the completion and dropout rates among primary school
children (up to Grade 5). For indicators related to minimum proficiency in literacy, we
relied on monitoring data, which was clearly cited as the source in the report. This
approach ensures clarity and strengthens the credibility of the baseline reconstruction.

When possible, using the same data sources for the baseline, midline, and endline is
important to ensure comparability overtime. For example, if MICS data are used to
reconstruct the baseline for a literacy-related indicator, it would be ideal to reference the
most recent MICS data for the same indicator in subsequent assessments, rather than
comparing it with data from different sources. However, this may not be applicable
when using recall methods (such as key informant interviews or group discussions). In
such cases, it is equally important to clearly document in the methods which indicators
and timelines rely on the recall method for transparency and clarify any potential data
limitations.

The community validation method can be used to resolve discrepancies in indicator
values when results from different respondents vary to an appreciable degree. This
process involves presenting the study’s findings—gathered from surveys or other
methods—to a broader group of community members beyond the original respondents.
By allowing the community to review and validate the findings, this approach enhances
the credibility and trustworthiness of the study, ensuring that the results accurately
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reflect the real context of the community (Salzano et al., 2023). For instance, SC-N,
during the baseline reconstruction process, conducted community validation workshops
with beneficiaries, including children, and key stakeholders, such as local government
representatives and staff from all thematic programs. These workshops were designed to
reconcile differing perspectives on indicators and reach a consensus that better
represented the actual conditions of the project area. Participatory tools like mood
charts and rubrics were used to facilitate discussion and agreement, strengthening the
accuracy and relevance of the baseline data.

e [f time and resources permit, when reconstructing baseline values using recall methods,
key informant interviews, and group discussions, having a third party lead the process is
recommended. This approach helps minimize both interviewer and respondent biases,
ensuring a more objective and unbiased collection of data.

CONCLUSION

Reconstructing baseline data is a critical task when original baseline information is
incomplete, missing, or compromised. Using insight gathered through the SC-N sponsorship
program, this article has explored several strategies, including using secondary sources,
regularly monitoring data, and using recall methods to reconstruct baseline values for key
indicators. While each approach has its ow strengths and limitations, careful planning and
selecting an appropriate methodology can help ensure the validity and reliability of
reconstructed baseline data. By identifying the most suitable strategies for each indicator, using
consistent data sources across assessment points, and incorporating methods like community
validation and third-party facilitation, organizations can enhance the credibility and usefulness
of the reconstructed baseline, enabling more accurate assessments of program progress and
impact.
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