Handout 3.1

Characteristics of a Good Indicator
Simple: Indicators should be simple, but selecting a simple indicator is not always an easy task. It often requires finding a balance between the ideal (which may be complex and/or impossible to collect) and the practical. For example, to determine the prevalence of anemia in a population, it would be ideal to collect venous blood samples from respondents and measure the levels of serum iron, serum transferrin, and hemoglobin simultaneously. However, in surveys in which thousands of individuals are eligible for testing, financial and logistical constraints make this combination of laboratory-based tests impractical. Instead, only hemoglobin is measured as an indicator of anemia; using a drop of blood taken from the finger and a portable analyzer, hemoglobin levels can be measured in a matter of minutes. It is important to collect only what is needed rather than what is possible or interesting. 
Clearly and precisely defined: An indicator should be clearly and precisely defined. It is not sufficient, for instance, to use the number of underweight children as an indicator. How has underweight been defined? Which children are being measured? Also, presenting an indicator as a proportion of the population of interest is often more informative than presenting the number on its own. Thus, a better indicator for underweight children would be:

Number of underweight
 children age 6–24 months
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Total number of children age 6–24 months who were weighed
Measurable: Some indicators are easily and directly measured, such as height and weight. Others need to be clearly and precisely defined before they can be accurately measured. Take, for example, access to piped water. What qualifies as access and what does not? The DHS defines access as having piped water available inside the household or available within 250 yards of the household. Measuring qualitative variables in quantitative terms is even more challenging and may require creating a scale or index. Knowledge of correct breastfeeding practices, for example, might be measured by a respondent’s ability to give the correct answers to a set of objective questions.

Valid: A valid indicator accurately reflects the situation it is intended to measure. For example, weight alone is not a valid indicator of overweight and obesity; it must be combined with height. A valid indicator in one setting may be invalid in another. For example, in a population with adequate intake of fat, the dietary intake of foods rich in vitamin A may be a valid indicator of overall vitamin A status. However, among a population where fat intake is inadequate, it would be an invalid indicator because fat is required for vitamin A absorption.
Reliable: A reliable indicator will produce the same results every time it is measured, regardless of who collects the data. Reliability is not the same as validity. A reliable indicator may provide an invalid result. 

Variable: To be useful, indicators must measure variation. Some indicators vary in one population but not in another. If an indicator does not vary, it will not discriminate between those who have benefited from a program and those who have not. For example, the materials used in house construction may be a good indicator of economic status in rural areas, where houses may be made of mud, sticks, or cement, but not in urban areas where both poor and rich households may live in cement structures.

Sensitive: Indicators must be sensitive to assess change over time. For example, many countries in Africa have implemented large mosquito net distribution campaigns to combat malaria. Indicators that can measure the rapid changes in ownership of these nets over time are essential for evaluating the success of the distribution programs. 
� Underweight is defined as a weight-for-age two standard deviations (SD) below the norm. 
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