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2B Leveraging Data (You Already Collect) to Improve Internal Decision-Making 
April 12, 2022 

Caitl in McTiernan:  

Welcome to day two. Welcome back. I  think we can go ahead and get started 
right away. I  know we might have some people trickl ing in, but getting it  
recorded and have a packed agenda, so we'll  jump straight into things. So 
welcome to Leveraging Data You Alr eady Collect to Improve Internal Decision 
Making. That's going to be our focus for the next 50 minutes. My name is 
Caitl in McTiernan, I 'm a senior consultant at Just -Tech, which is a tech f irm. 
And we specialize in helping civi l  legal aid groups in New Yor k and across the 
country. We're real ly excited for the session we've got for you today. And I 'm 
going to start off  just by going through the agenda, so you know where we're 
headed. So in a second, I ' l l  introduce our great panelists, and you'l l  be hearing 
from them in just a l itt le bit. Before that,  I 'm going to start off  with a really 
brief, we'l l  say f ive minute overview of the data analysis project l ife cycle.  

We just want to make sure everybody here has a framework for the discussion 
that we'l l  be getting into. After that, we'l l  turn to our panelists and they'l l  be 
going through examples from their different organizations and talking about 
how they're using data for advocacy, for outreach, for understanding 
caseloads. And we'l l  get to those examples in a l itt le bit . And then lastly, we'l l  
save some time at the end for questions from the audience. And just to make 
sure everybody's clear, feel free to put your questions throughout the session 
in chat. I ' l l  be keeping an eye at those. We are going to save tho se questions 
for the end though. So again, chat away, put in questions and thoughts and 
we'll  address it  at the very end of the session. So without further ado, I  wil l  
introduce our panel.  

So we have Glen Baum, he is the data and technology training manage r from 
the Legal Aid Bureau of Buffalo. And then we have Lisa Rivera,  she's the 
managing attorney for the New York Legal Assistance Group here in NYC. And 
then lastly we have Michael Mainiero, he's the project manager for Her Justice, 
also based in New York City. And again, we're real ly excited to be talking with 
you. We'll  hear from them a lot more later today. Feel free to go camera off for 
the panelists for now and we'll  hop back to you in a l itt le bit .  Before I jump 
into things, I  also just want to clar ify our discussion a l itt le bit . So a lot of the 
examples that you hear today wil l  be focused on data from case management 
systems. But certainly, the discussions we're having don't need to be l imited to 
that. You might have data that you're collecting in other systems that can be 
useful for analysis. So just want to give the caveat that that's  our focus, but 
there's definitely transferable information in this.  

And then also, the focus of our conversation, what we've really worked to do is 
to make sure you can walk away with tangible, actionable items following this 
of, how to take data that you already have , maybe make adjustments to make 



 

 

2BLeveragingData  

 

Page 2 of 18 

 

sure it 's a better quality, it 's cleaner  and then have some kind of sense of 
where to go with it  to answer strategic and programmatic questions that you 
might have. So I've set a bit  of a t imer for myself,  going to try to give a brief 
overview of the data analysis l ife cycle. Obviously, sky is the l imit, in terms of 
how long we could talk about this. It  could take years of classes on data 
analysis. Right now, we just are going to be focused on the very basic 
framework, so making sure everyone on this call  has the understanding of the 
steps to any kind of data analysis project, which you can see outlined in this 
sl ide.  

So we'll  jump straight into things and go through that workflow. And then we'll  
bring our panelists back to talk through real examples. So with any data 
analysis project, you'l l  want to start off  by thinking through the kinds of 
strategic questions that you h ope to answer. If  you start out from a point of 
just having a data set, it 's really easy to get lost. So I would strongly 
recommend really any robust data analysis effort is going to be driven and 
shaped and informed by the questions that you're hoping to answer. Sounds a 
bit  obvious, but just a really key f irst step here. Depending on what your 
questions are, that's  going to shape the type of data that you want to use, the 
parameters on your data, who your audience for your analysis might be and 
what action items might come out of your analysis. So these on the slide are al l  
examples of questions that you'l l  real ly want to think through before you ever 
even start looking at  data.  

So for example, and this is one we'll  st ick with through these steps, I  might be 
working on a legal aid organization and I might suspect that maybe we're not 
reaching non-English speakers at the volume that we're reaching English 
speakers. So that might be my question that I  want to answer. Are we serving 
non-English speakers? Are we accessing those communities and effectively 
communicating our services and assisting those individuals? I  think that might 
help me. I  might suspect that I  wil l  have action items. I  might have an outreach 
campaign that comes out of this. I  might have a be tter sense of particular 
language communities to target as the results of my analysis. And I' l l  certainly 
want to include data based on our current client set of people that we're 
assisting. So we'll  start by defining our questions.  

And then next, we move to col lect ing the data. So most legal aid groups are 
already col lect ing a robust amount of case information, demographics, 
outcomes. So there's plenty of data that might be enough to just go ahead and 
fi l l  in your analysis with. But it 's certainly possible  that you might need to 
adjust your data col lection strategy. You might need to have built - in t ime to 
collect certain pieces of information in order to ultimately be able to conduct 
the analysis. So you might need to add new fields. You might need to adjus t the 
options and fields for sticking with that language example. I  might need to add 
options to my language look up so I can make sure that we're not grouping 
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everybody into another category, that I  can real ly dril l  down on the types of 
languages that cl ients are primarily speaking.  

Ultimately, the aim is going to be for good data quality. And by that, I  mean a 
couple of things. So you want to have complete data. You want to make sure 
there's not missing values. You also want to make sure that it 's accurat e. So if  I  
have a client that is a native Spanish speaker and I put English, that's just a 
very clear inaccurate select ion. So I want to make sure I have processes in 
place to make sure that the data that's recorded is true to reality. And then 
additionally, you want to make sure that  it 's rel iable data. So if  you have 
multiple spots where you're collecting that somebody has l imited English 
proficiency, you want to make sure that it 's capturing the same information in 
both f ields in a consistent manner. And  also, that whoever is completing data 
entry has a common understanding of those f ields.  

An example, sticking with l imited Engl ish proficiency, if  you have a question 
that says l imited English proficiency, yes,  no, people might interpret that 
differently. So you want to make sure that there are definit ions in place and 
that those are widely circulated so that those recording data points know how 
to f i l l  that in appropriately. So we're going to define the questions, collect the 
data that you need. And then w e get into the fun part, data cleaning. I  would 
strongly recommend saving a copy of the raw data that you're working with, 
and then using that other copy to do any of the cleaning. By saving a raw fi le of 
the data as it  is ,  whatever data set you're working  off of, that just means you 
can go back and use it  as a reference point. If  you make changes to the data in 
the copied sheet, you can cross reference it  with what it  was originally.  

So just make sure that you have this backup in place in case there are an y 
issues. So you can copy your data set, have your raw one, have the data set 
that you're cleaning.  And then you're looking for generally, to clean to make 
sure that it 's good data quality. So address missing information, addressing 
incomplete information.  There might be typos if  there are text f ields. There 
might be duplicative information. Maybe you want one row per case record and 
it 's giving you multiple. So those are al l  steps that are involved in making sure 
that the data set that you're going to be w orking off of is clean. And then 
separately, you can clean to make sure that your analysis wil l  be easier. So it 's 
pretty frequent that people will  be working in Excel when they are handling 
different data sets. And one thing you can do is make sure that E xcel is reading 
the data appropriately.  

So if  you've got a column of dates, making sure that Excel is recognizing them 
as dates, similarly for number or for dollar text, so that's a piece to it .  You can 
also remove unnecessary data, so if  you've got data w ith maybe a hundred 
columns and you only real ly need to focus in on 25. In your defining and 
collecting phases, you set your sights at 20 f ields. Delete out the rest of the 
data that you don't need, so you can just have quick access to the parameters 
and the set of data that you'l l  be analyzing. So that's step three. And as you 
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can clearly see, there's a lot of work that  goes in before you get to this fourth 
step to actually dive into the data and analyze it .  And your analysis is going to 
be driven by those questions that you set init ially. There  are whole classes on 
data analysis. Not going to be able to knock through that here, but I  really just  
want to emphasize that summary statistics alone can get you quite far.  

You don't have to be doing inferential statistics to be able to get some insights 
and help you answer key strategy questions that you might have. So by 
summary statistics we're talking  about looking at trends, averages, outl iers, I 'm 
sure we all  know mean, mode and median. But coming up with summaries of 
the data set that you have  and optionally,  you might choose to create some 
data visualizations. Those are really helpful in understand ing trends. So I have 
bar charts, l ine graphs, tables alone. But again, you're not making graphs just 
to make graphs, you're driven by those questions that you set init ially. So for 
example, if  I 'm looking into the language diversity of my clients, my data  
visualizations are going to be grounded in that. I  might do a breakdown of 
primary language of cl ients by geographic area. I  might do language 
breakdowns by the legal problem or by offices. But that's going to be the basis 
of the summary statistics and th e data visualizations that I  create.  

And I just also wanted to f lag a couple of really fantastic resources. So both 
New York State and New York City have open data portals. And those include 
easily accessible data sets on geographic areas, on a whole host of really 
interesting data points. And so depending on the questions you have, I  could 
help bolster your analysis. So there are l inks there, and I'm sure we can send 
this PowerPoint around if  anybody is interested. And then as the last step to 
this process, you're going to hopefully be able to act . So I don't want anyone to 
get alarmed by the word dashboards. Dashboards don't have to be a very 
complex thing. They could just be a collection of a couple of key data 
visualizations, of graphs or tables that you  find the most relevant to the 
question.  

But in however you're choosing to present the analysis, make sure that it 's 
clear, that it 's tailored to the audience that you're presenting it  to, and it 's 
self-explanatory. So if  you need to put in definit ions of f ields within the 
dashboard, that could be helpful. You want somebody to be able to look at a 
summary of your analysis and have all  the information included in that 
presentation to understand the data, to understand what they're looking at, to 
understand the parameters you might have placed on the analysis if  you're 
looking at data only for two years. You want to communicate that so they're 
not thinking this is from 10 years or the entire history of your organization. So 
dashboards are a really helpful tool ,  but they don't need to be something that 
is incredibly complex to be insightful.  

And then the l ife cycle doesn't really end here. So if  you have action items that 
come out, if  I 've done this analysis on the language distribution of cl ients and I 
determine, oh, we need to maybe do some outreach to a particular language 
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group. Then I might want to collect data on that outreach and see how 
successful it  is .  I  might need to add a new field in my case management system 
to say, "Hey, who came through? Who reach ed out to our organization because 
of this outreach activity that we engaged in?" Or I might need to collect some 
more data to real ly refine the analysis. And I might have additional questions 
that come out of this work.  

So as I  put in this last point, the  cycle really starts again, it  doesn't just stop 
there. You can go back and add additional questions, reshape your data 
collection strategies and keep going. I  think I went a bit  over f ive minutes, but 
that is the basic framework of a data analysis project . I 'm going to welcome 
back our panelists though, so you could hear these steps in action and we'll  get 
some examples that all  of them have worked through. So I wi l l  stop my share 
and I wil l  open it  up with our f irst question. So for each of our panelists,  what 
is one specif ic example of a data project that your organization has engaged in? 
Go in any order.  

Glen Baum: 

So I think I ' l l  kick this off. Glen Baum here in Buffalo. We've been keeping data 
for years and years and years, all  of our organizations. We  have four different 
areas of practice and one of them being criminal defense. This is civil ,  but the 
analysis works here. So part of our criminal defense, we keep track of charges. 
And when the state was looking at changing the marijuana statutes, thinkin g 
about decriminalizat ion and then ultimately, to actually get r id of the laws 
around marijuana or change them we thought, you know what? We've been 
taking data on this question for years. And of course, we keep data on our 
demographics as well,  so we know  race and ethnicit ies and stuff l ike that.  

And actually, the chief of the office came to me and said, "Can you give me 
some data on arrests for the top charge being possession or any kind of 
marijuana charge as the top charge?" So I was able to go into our  previous case 
management system, we're currently in LegalServer. But in our previous case 
management system we were able to go through, pull  out and identify all  of the 
cases where marijuana was the top charge. There might have been other 
ancil lary charges, but the primary charge that got that person arrested was 
marijuana related. And then we were able to analyze that by race and ethnicity. 
8% of all  of the arrests in Buffalo were top charge marijuana related, I  think in 
the three years we looked at, aver aged around 10 to 12,000 arrests a year.  

So only 8% of those were for marijuana top charge. However,  of that 8%, 76% 
were African American. So it  was obvious, this was a community that was being 
adversely affected by these laws. And we were able to take  that and share it  
with the Senate and the Assembly to say,  "Look, really this is harming our 
constituents here in Buffalo because of the way we were able to present the 
data and show, this is really affecting our clients." So that was one concept 
where we took that. And actually, part of  this process also informed a bit  how 
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we were going to keep data in our new database. We migrated to LegalServer 
and this process, doing stuff l ike this helped us to really understand how to 
start capturing more data. So it  served a couple of purposes.  

Caitl in McTiernan:  

Thanks. Mike, if  you want to go next.  

Michael Mainiero:  

Sure. I 'd be happy to. So  one of the things that we worked on recently was we 
use data, specif ical ly geographic data, to completely revamp the way that we 
did outreach. We were kind of realizing that a lot of our outreach events and a 
lot of the way we're going about it  was just, oh, what organizations do we know 
people at? And that's not a really good strategy when it  comes to outreach. So 
we decided to use both the data that we had, but also the stuff that was 
avai lable on NYC Open Data. So I was able to pull  a couple of KML fi le s from 
them and get an idea as to...  And of course, this isn't  perfect,  but this is what 
we were able to pull ,  which is IPV incident reports via community district. We 
layered that along with our own data that we already collected because we 
keep track of cl ients versus city council  d istricts, or state assembly districts, or 
state senate districts.  

And we are able to match those and basical ly create heat maps and see where 
the really hotspots are. And then of course, we then plotted all  of our current 
outreach events that we did in, say, the last two years. And we were able to 
see, al l  r ight, we've been seeing all  these different places where we've been 
doing work. That's great. But there's this  big heat map right here in the 
Northeast Bronx, where we have a  lot of cl ients and we've done next to no 
outreach. Or we real ize Southeast Queens, a very similar situation. And then 
we were able to tailor our approach going forward. And another example is 
similar to that, just using it  for business processing things. Realizing that 
something is maybe not broken, but could be improved, and then applying data 
to it .  

We did a similar thing with our intake program, where we realized that there 
was definitely issues with intakes. We sol icited feedback from clients, from the  
attorneys that received the intake calls after the fact and the intakes 
themselves. And we were able to f igure out what data points to be looking at, 
see where the problems are. Can I answer that question that just come up? 
Sure. Yeah. I  saw a question co me up and the question was the heat maps idea. 
So the applicat ion I used, and again, this  was kind of by the seat of the pants 
kind of thing, was not really a planned out fully perfectly streamlined 
operation. But I  pulled the KML fi les directly from NYC O pen Data. It 's al l  
downloadable, it 's al l  usable. And then I was able to add it  to a Google Maps 
basically document on Google Drive. But again, there are much better programs 
for this, this was just a spur of the moment, hey, I  bet I  can pull  this and put it  
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into this. But yeah, it  worked out really well.  I  definitely recommend NYC Open 
Data.  

Lisa Rivera:  

Hey, all .  So I 'm Lisa Rivera from the New York Legal Assistance Group. So what I  
wil l  share is,  I  think might be a similar sentiment for a lot of legal se rvices 
organization, is that our typical relationship with data is reporting on our 
deliverables to funders. And we're looking at what we promised and whether 
we met those targets as per our contracts. This is a very admirable goal. It 's 
l iteral ly why we exist. It 's our mission to make sure that we are serving the 
community that we promise to. And we need to hold ourselves accountable to 
those that are funding us. But this relationship is pretty passive. And so our 
organization decided to take a bigger role  in really examining what we have 
and what we're doing on a macro basis, but also handler by handler in each 
individual program. And so we did this through beginning a dashboard project. 
And Caitl in earlier used that word, which I didn't real ly know what i t  was 
beforehand, but I  have educated myself.  

And I think it 's really helped our programs and our supervisors better manage 
how to design cases and understand workflow. It  also will  help us in the future 
make better projections when we are applying for new  funding. What are our 
staff  actual ly capable of doing? What is the normal workflow? What are the 
numbers and deliverables that we can actually promise? So the dashboards that 
we started to look at, and you could look at anything really. And so we just had  
to narrow the scope of what we really wanted to know. And so in the 
beginning, we were really looking at how many intakes are open and closed per 
month for each handler? What is the cross section of level of service? When we 
look at our client base, who's  more successful in getting a higher level 
representation? Is there a story to be told there? Why? Is there an average for 
the unit to open and close in the rhythm of a month or a week, depending on 
their sites? 

We're looking at how long on average are cas es open for each type of level of 
service and each case type. When was it  last touch ed? How are we defining 
what is active and inactive? And if  it 's inactive, why? Is it  something that is 
external to us? The courts are not scheduling the court appearance? Or is our 
handler not reaching out to the client? Is the case just in l imbo because we're 
waiting for a decision? We're also looking at referral sources,  and I know that's 
something that we look at every day, but we are trying to see whether our 
referral sources are matching up to what community need looks l ike. And it 's 
what we think, because oftentimes when we're asked, where do we think our 
services are going to and how, and why? And we rattle off  a couple of different 
scenarios, but when we look at the data, it  doesn't necessarily tell  the same 
story and we try to f igure out what the disconnect, if  any, actually exists.  
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And then lastly, we're looking at what material differences between handlers in 
the same unit have. So in other words, is  everybody gett ing a similarly balanced 
caseload and responsibil it ies? If  no, why not? What can we learn from this? 
And so understanding these nuances across case handler and the program is 
going to better equip us for determining how and when to assign these new 
cases. We're going to look at numbers to f igure out, what can we propose? 
What can we see? But also, more importantly, and I think this is something that 
we're all  seeing right now is, the pandemic disrupted our way of work and the 
rhythm. 

And we are often talking about before the pandemic and during the pandemic, 
and we're preparing for this new normal. And we don't really know what that 
means yet. We know what we did before, we know what we did during. And 
some programs really were slammed and were taking a high  volume of cases. 
But we're functioning pretty well  with that high volume. Others were much 
slower, but facing increasing burdens, in terms of t ime management, in terms 
of pil ing up cases and not being able to close them. And we're trying to f igure 
out what that's going to really mean as the courts reopen and monitoring that 
in real-t ime. Because I think that that's going to help us prepare for that 
avalanche that we're all  expecting to happen as the courts keep reopening.  

Caitl in McTiernan:  

Great. Thanks L isa. Thanks everyone. And we'll  st ick with those examples that 
you just shared going into our next quest ion. So what roadblocks did you 
encounter in your particular projects? If  you want to talk a l itt le bit  too, about 
the steps you took to overcome those challenges, that'd be great.  

Glen Baum: 

So when I started analyzing the data that I  was pull ing to try to understand the 
marijuana cases in Buffalo, I  noticed a concerning thing to me was that we had 
16% of our cases with no race data. And I 'm like, "How d id we get 16% of our 
cases with no race data?" So I really started digging into that, trying to f igure 
out why. And it  real ly is for a number of reasons, nothing easily f ixed because 
sometimes the charging documents didn't have that information and nobody 
thought to ask the cl ient. So there's reasons why that happens. Another thing 
could be just data entry error, and that's something that we can address by 
creating reports to just review the data as we gather it .  

So on a regular basis, running a report to m ake sure that all  the cases have race 
data or all  the cases have what other demographics you need to have, so that 
you're not getting through to the end of the cycle where you have to report on 
something and not having the data there.  So I think that that' s something that I  
really took away from this experience, as well  as the statutes changed over 
t ime. So the Senate and the Assembly, they changed what marijuana law was.  
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And so now we've got a different statute, but our data entry, we didn't train 
them well enough on how to actually identify which statute to pick when they 
were putting the data into the system. So we may have had cases that were on 
an old statute that no longer exists and they're picking that going forward, 
which is a problem. So we really need to be clear. And again, this process 
helped me really identify ways to build in methods of avoiding similar problems 
in the future when we entered into a new case management system. So it  really 
is important to analyze the data that you've collected. And this project really 
helped me see that in full  color. Turn it  over to Mike.  

Michael Mainiero:  

Sure. So one of the roadblocks that we came across when working with the 
heat maps, and working specif ically with some of the information that we 
pulled from NYC Open Data. This is something that is very pertinent to our 
specif ic type of work at Her Just ice, given  the fact that we work with a lot of 
survivors of domestic violence. So looking at a stat l ike number of IPV reports 
per community distr ict is not always going to be completely accurate. Because 
there is always the question of, people not going forward, th ings not being 
reported, things not being reported by the city itself .  So we had to factor that 
in as well ,  and that's  what led us to, okay, let's throw in some of our own data 
too, because look, we know that and we know that that's a fairly good 
representation.  

So I guess really the point I 'm making here, is really looking at things at a 
bunch of different angles. If  you have one number, that's great. If  you have f ive 
different numbers to look at that you can compare, I  think that's even better. 
Another issue that we came across while revamping our intake system and 
reviewing the data from that was that one of the issues that we came across 
was that a lot of the complaints or a lot of some of the bigger problems were 
takers making mistakes during intake. Wh ile potentially putting the wrong legal 
problem, wrong case type or missing an address.  

And that's relatively easy to track, it  sounds at least until  you realize that after 
data cleaning efforts, all  those mistakes have already been fixed. And so in 
order to f ix that, we had to pull  both, not just this basic case data, but also 
historical case data. All  r ight, what was the legal problem code first? What did 
it  change to? What did it  change after that? And being able to see those 
changes over t ime, let us see, okay, here are the issues that we made. Okay, 
here's where the actual mistakes are. Like I said, looking at just one set of data 
is great, but having the other set of data is fantastic. It  really helps you look at 
a different angle and really get to wha t the core issue is so that you could make 
adjustments.  

Lisa Rivera:  
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So a lot of roadblocks. I  wil l  start f irst with when we're examining such large 
data sets, we have to f igure out whether we have the right data set to look at. 
And so the f irst thing that  we had to work through, even though we have been 
monitoring this quite closely, is that we have a lot of cases that were inactive 
and that needed to be closed. And so that  was our f irst step, sending out all  of 
that information out, these cases look l ike they haven't been updated in a 
while. What's happening? Put a note in it  if  it 's sti l l  al ive and you're just 
waiting for something or whether it  should be closed. Another is,  I  have case 
handlers leaving the case pending, but they're actively working on it ,  so it 's not 
capturing it  as an actual open case and remedying that. So we can look at it  in 
a full  data set that we can examine more closely.  

And the next really embarrassment of riches, it 's l ike f iguring out what data to 
look at and why. And there are dozens and dozens of data points that you can 
really examine. And they're interesting, at least to me, a lot of them. And so 
I'm trying to f igure out, in the world of infinite dashboards, how can we narrow 
the scope, so that it 's useful to all  of our progr ams? We have 14 different 
practice areas. We can build separate dashboards or just a couple that 
everybody can use because there are a lot of commonalit ies in the rhythm of 
our work is. And there'l l  be one or two differences, but it  doesn't need to be 
customized for exact ly every single program or unit.  

And the next is a technical know -how, and so building them and learning how 
to keep them updated is not a skil l  that I  necessari ly had on my own, but I 'm 
learning. And we have amazing data folks to help us g et them set up and then 
to make sure that they're sti l l  capturing everything that we need to as we 
evolve and figure out how we're going to use this data to inform our pract ices. 
And then the very last thing is getting staff  buy -in for these sort of proces ses. 
The last thing that supervisors want to hear is another task to their very busy 
days.  

And supervisors have their own systems, they're very accustomed to sitt ing 
down with their supervisee, walking through an Excel sheet with a case l ist  and 
hearing through somebody's cases and managing it  one -on-one. What's lacking 
though sometimes, is that macro view of  the whole team or the entire unit to 
see how the workflow affects every single member of the team. And so it 's a 
different ask to say, can you put tha t as part of your consideration when you 
are managing someone? And then teaching them how to do that because it  is a 
big difference. And then lastly, I  think the other roadblock is what to do with 
this when we actually want to apply for new funding streams  and how do we 
want to present this information and our f indings?  

Caitl in McTiernan:  

So in all  of your answers, I  think everybody touched at least  to an extent on the 
issue of data qual ity and having either missing data or maybe not collecting the 
data that you want in particular for that analysis. Could you talk a bit  about 
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what types of data cleaning efforts your organization engages in and how you 
work to have better data quality moving forward?  

Glen Baum: 

Sure. So I've taken to creating reports that we can run on the data to look for 
obvious typos or that kind of thing. Because if  I  run a report looking for the 
intake date and the day is open and it 's a negative number, obviously, there 
was a typo along the way there. Or if  I  run a report for future date s and I've got 
2099, I 'm pretty sure that probably most of us aren't going to be around in 
2099 to be doing something. So there's obvious things that we can do in that 
regard, just creating reports that we can run on a regular basis, whether it 's 
after a week of intake that you run these specif ic reports. And just make sure 
that all  the data is correct and make sure that you've got all  the data that you 
are expecting.  

And then if  you don't,  you can f lag those cases that need to be updated and 
send that back to the intake worker or to the handler of that particular case. So 
those are the kinds of things that I 've been working mostly towards right now, 
is just trying to capture that, the need for cleanup as early in the process as 
possible. So when I go to run funding reports I  don't have to go backtrack and 
start looking for data that happened six months or eight months ago. That it 's 
already been col lected. So I think th at's an important thing, is to try to be 
proactive about that data cleaning as you collect it  and not wait until  the last 
minute.  

Michael Mainiero:  

Yeah. We do do some data cleaning as part of just regularly scheduled quality 
assurance stuff,  making sure t hat al l  of our things are in order. And I 've also 
had a couple reports set up to either go to myself  or to other people within 
staff,  showing any major errors where they're l ike, "Hey, here's currently 
where the cases are at. Does this seem right to you?" But I  have found, and this 
might surprise some people, that not everyone l ikes to look at Excel f i les as 
much as I  do. And as disappointing as that is,  I  have found that a pretty good 
remedy for this, a good way to just keep track where everyone is,  keep t rack 
where the cases are if  there's any major issues. Look, we already run so many 
different reports quarterly, yearly and with tons and tons of data for these 
grants.  

And just taking a few minutes to compare that report to the previous report or 
look at what the numbers were previously, can give you a lot  of insight. Hey, 
wait,  all  of a sudden we have a bunch of cases that were closed with no service. 
Why is that? And again, it 's a l itt le less proactive than, as Glen was saying, then 
I would l ike it  to be,  but it  is something that is very helpful because it 's 
something we're already doing. It 's something that's already in front of you. 
And it 's just a l itt le, couple extra steps to make sure that these numbers are 



 

 

2BLeveragingData  

 

Page 12 of 18 

 

within the same as where they're supposed to  be from the previous year or 
previous quarter.  

Lisa Rivera:  

I 'm sure it 's no surprise we engage in s imilar tactics, in terms of a triage system 
so that we're f lagging things on a monthly or quarterly or yearly basis. We're 
not, Glen, at a weekly basis, bu t that's something to dream towards. I  wil l  say 
the other thing that we do, for f ields that we know that there is a high 
l ikelihood that they are not showing up or staff  resistance or lack of energy. 
And entering certain pieces of information that are real ly vital for our 
reporting or understanding of what our workflow is. We discuss making these 
mandatory and concert with the teams that it 's going to affect. And so we'll  sit  
down with the program and say, "Look, we run these reports. These are the f ive 
f ields, for example, that we seem to have trouble getting." And we have to do a 
lot of data clean up around them.  

Let's talk that through. What's happening here. Why is that information not 
popping up? Is the f ield in the wrong place in your normal workflow? And 
should we make these mandatory? And if  yes, why? And if  no, talk me through 
what your rationale is about this. I 'm real ly mindful that making a lot of f ields 
mandatory is hard because you can't rush through the intake. And sometimes 
people are in a rush to get some information. So we do it  sparingly, but we do 
it  with purpose. And I think that we've had some success in doing that because 
we're talking through why we're doing it .  

Caitl in McTiernan:  

And that's definitely where grounding your analysis proj ect in the questions 
comes into play. L ike you just said Lisa, having the purpose behind why you're 
making something mandatory is cr it ical,  because otherwise, you risk just 
putting this burden on the people who are entering data to say, "Oh, we would 
l ike this. We don't know how we're using this, but we want it  there so we're 
going to make it  mandatory." You can avoid that one, you're really working to 
streamline what it  is  exactly that you need to collect.  

Lisa Rivera:  

And I think the conversation with why  the purpose, whether it 's for 
understanding our workflow, whether it 's  for a funding, we also point to the 
other teams that need it  too. And so it 's often our development team or our 
data analyst that needs this information. And just think, every time we' re 
missing this and we have to go back, it  slows down this team. Don't you l ike 
them too? And we bring them along in those conversations so that they 
understand that there's an ecosystem to the work, and it 's just not them that is 
entering and it  goes into  a black hole.  
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Caitl in McTiernan:  

So I think you've al l  touched on this as well,  a lot of t imes there can be, let's 
say staff  reluctance maybe, I  don't want to say host il ity, to some of this data 
cleaning or analysis work. So what has been your experience overal l  with 
getting staff  buy-in? And then what strategies have you engaged in with 
particular change management to help get your data cleaned and to be able to 
facil itate these kinds of projects?  

Glen Baum: 

Sure. So as Lisa was just saying, that a lot of  t imes it 's getting the staff  to 
understand more than just the state funders need this information. But it 's how 
it 's impacting other people in our office, other teams in our office. Or just if  
you didn't get that information, then somebody else has got to  go back and 
circle around and try to dig it  up. And it 's  usually easier upfront, so there's 
always a reluctance to change. And so when you start changing stuff and you 
start. ..  And we did a huge change where we went from four separate case 
management systems into a single one, and so everybody had to change, and 
everybody had to learn something new. And the reluctance was huge because 
what you know, no matter how good or bad it  is,  is what you're comfortable 
with. 

And you've learned how to work around the idiosyncrasies of that particular 
system. So when you go to something new, it 's a matter of really almost 
working one-on-one in a lot of respects, to really get people to understand the 
importance of that data point, that one specif ic data point, or just a ll  of the 
data points. And again, I  think another thing is to l isten to the feedback that 
you get from them because the process may become super cumbersome 
because you are trying to gather too much information. So taking a closer look 
at what is absolutely  necessary and required, and then pairing it  down to that. 
We ended up with some data gathering for one of our units that was just way 
over the top, way more than what, ult imately, we needed.  

We took a minute, narrowed it  down based on feedback from people  who were 
reluctant, people who were really struggl ing with trying to use that. And so I 
think that's important, is to real ly have open communication with your staff  
about why you need it  and then how you're going to use that in the future. 
How it 's helping other parts of the program. And again, even with the funding, 
really understanding that if  you want to keep your job, we've got to have 
accurate information to provide to funders who are giving us the money to 
have the job. So it 's a lot of education for  the most part. Turn it  over to Mike.  

Michael Mainiero:  

Yeah. I 've had a fairly similar experience,  as I 'm sure most people in this 
meeting at this panel have as well,  where people do not always love to learn 
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more about the data or analyze the data or part icularly clean the data. But 
what I  found is,  especial ly when it 's,  hey,  we have this new piece of data that 
shows that some staff members may not be entering their cases correctly with 
the specif ic thing, which is not always the easiest thing to convey. B ut is one of 
the things that you have to do, in order to do quality assurance.  

But what I  found very helpful,  is making sure that people are invested to a 
certain degree. Making sure that it 's a l it t le bit  more...  Make it  a l itt le more 
tangible for them. For example, for when we were changing up our intake 
things and we were looking at intake data, we were also, l ike I said, surveying 
the attorneys and the intakers that were working on it.  So it  could be l ike, 
"Hey, I 've seen this issue so many times." And then be l ike, "All  r ight, well  
here's what the data says." And being able to have that back and forth and turn 
it  into a conversation, rather than just a PowerPoint, "Hey, I 'm sharing this 
Excel f i le if  you want to look at it ." Being able to turn it  into a  conversation has 
been a lot more effective in my experience.  

Lisa Rivera:  

So our experience, well,  t ime's been del ightfully easy because some people get 
it  really quickly, and other t imes it 's l ike h erding cats. And so I start these 
meetings when I 'm talking about these issues, f irst and foremost, I  
acknowledge that it 's burdensome and it 's not something that 's in the forefront 
of case handler minds. Because they're thinking about the case and achieving 
outcomes for their cl ient on highly sensitive manners. And I think I 've been 
successful in that because I also was a case handler and understand going 
through a really long intake doesn't achieve...  You don't feel l ike that's 
achieving your goals. So l ike all  the other fo lks, I  spend a lot of t ime sell ing and 
explaining the value of the data. I  go to each unit,  I  talk to the supervisors, I  
talk to the staff,  I  show them what we're learning. Trying to get them 
interested in the different types of data points that we're col l ecting because 
they too have an interest in learning who their cl ients are and what outcomes 
are being achieved for them.  

And then one of the things that we've developed, is having good data 
ambassadors in each of our programs. And so those are folks that have either 
self- identif ied as really l iking this, or that are pretty good at it ,  and we know 
that they are. And so we've asked them to serve as the point person for their 
unit,  to get folks on board with entering pieces of information, onboarding new 
staff and volunteers,  so that everybody has the same energy and the same 
point of view with respect to the value of  this. And then last ly, the thing that 
not all  of us talk about is,  we know who our super high performers are and who 
has struggled putting the information in.  And so I'm determined as an 
organization for those really high performers at the next hol iday party to tel l  
everybody that they're high performers and reward them with a nice l itt le gift.  
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And for those that need it,  to offer l itt le support i s l ike, giving them some extra 
training, talking to them about, this is going to be a big l ift .  It 's a lot of data 
cleaning. What can we do to support you right now, whether that's extra admin 
support? And then let's learn for the future so that we don't h ave to do this 
again. And we've been successful in that because no one wants to see hundreds 
of things that they have to f ix because it  just adds onto their day.  

Caitl in McTiernan:  

I  know we are coming close up onto time, so I think we can do a really rapi d 
f ire last quest ion. For our panelists, what would be your recommendation? 
Your one recommendation to the audience for how they can start leveraging 
their data better today?  

Glen Baum: 

So I think a couple of things, you really need to take st ock of the data that 
you're collecting and analyze, why are we collecting it? So really, that 's I  think, 
the biggest, most important thing for me, is to really understand what data 
you're collecting and why you're col lecting it.  And then from there, you can 
start f iguring out how you're going to move with it.  But that's the most 
important thing, is to know what you're collecting and why.  

Michael Mainiero:  

Sure. I  would say just in a very, very general sense, be proact ive. Be proactive 
in your data cleaning, be proactive in, hey, this particular process isn't  working 
the way we want it  to work. Or hey, this could be improved. I  guarantee you 
that there is some data in there that can tell  you exact ly why it 's not working 
or exactly how it  can be improved. Be wil l ing to look at other sources l ike NYC 
Open Data. Be more proactive and less reactive.  

Lisa Rivera:  

I  think knowing what you have is really important, Glen, I 'm so glad that you 
said that. And I think the other thing is re -examine your values. Why are you 
serving X population? Who do you want to serve? And does it  match up? And if  
it  doesn't,  why? What are the reasons? And try to align what you think you 're 
doing, to what is actually happening. And you can do that very richly and easi ly 
through data and then slowly make benchmarks for yourself  to get to your 
ultimate goal.  

Caitl in McTiernan:  

Fantastic and fast. Thank you. I 'm going to share my screen agai n just to go 
over a couple of other takeaway items. There's a lot of text in there. You can 
grab a screenshot of it .  And I'm sure this PowerPoint will  be accessible if  you 
want it .  At this point, I  know some people have put questions throughout. If  
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anybody has any questions at this t ime that they want to add, feel free. We've 
got a couple of minutes left,  so happy to answer. And I do see one from 
Will iam. So this is particularly for Glen, in the process of using your data points 
in regards to cannabis arrest, did you work with external partners through the 
whole process? Or did you see the f indings and then find the relevant external 
partners? So we'l l  start there, there's two parts.  

Glen Baum: 

So to be honest with you, I  was approached by the chief attorney  for the public 
defender program and asked for this information. I  gathered the information 
and handed it  over to him. And so I don't  really know what partners he worked 
with. I  wasn't part of that part of the policy experience or process. I  basically 
pulled data out of our system and handed it  off. So I wish Kevin were around 
then I could talk to him about that, but I  can't really answer your question 
there unfortunately.  

Caitl in McTiernan:  

I  think that's an example, that was clearly translated to publicly  distributed 
data set. I  don't know if  anybody else, L isa, or if  Mike, if  you have any thoughts 
on managing the pol icy side of data init iatives or working with external 
partners and maybe publicizing data externally. I  don't know if  you have 
experience or if  you have any comments on that example.  

Lisa Rivera:  

I  think similarly, as Michael was talking about, using the heat maps to f igure 
out where your services are, and to determine where need is. And so we've 
been able to point out to where our high COP qua l volume is to certain areas of 
law. And then use that in our advocacy, whether that is either pitching that to 
a funder for an idea,  or going to city council  and explaining why we're asking 
for increases in init iatives or a brand new initiative to point t o need. So at a 
bil l  that's being passed and we try to use that data richly and support it  with 
that larger New York City, local information.  

Michael Mainiero:  

We do similar work as well .  The elected officials that work with us they are also 
very invested in our work. They care because their constituents are the ones 
who need these services. So we wanted to also keep track of not only, al l  r ight, 
where are these heat maps? But also, where are these city council  districts? 
Where are these state assembly distr icts? Because these people clearly have an 
investment in this. We need to be on top of this as well,  and make sure that 
we're tracking that. And also, make sure that we're doing outreach in those 
areas because clearly there's a need.  
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Caitl in McTiernan:  

And Sally, this goes back to your question about the applications that you 
asked at the beginning. So I know Mike, you highl ighted the open data portals 
for both the city and the state have polit ical geographic data that you can use 
for those that are LegalSe rver users. LegalServer has modules, I  bel ieve they 
come with an extra cost, but they can geocode. They can map your data based 
on the address information, which gets you a bit  of a head start.  

But for those that just have addresses, maybe they don't have the coordinates 
in any system. There are publicly avai lable tools, I  think even the Census 
supports one, that can geocode your information. Might take some cleanup, 
might be a l itt le bit  slower of a process. But no matter what format you're 
tracking geographic data in, there are publicly available and free tools to map 
that data. And then I just also wanted to highlight QGIS is a platform that's 
open-source for mapping. So you can definitely take the open data from NYC, 
you can take your geographic data fro m a case management system, combine 
those all  together in  a platform like QGIS and get your heat maps. There might 
be easier solutions too, I  think Excel has some as well.  

Michael Mainiero:  

I  was going to say, I 'm sure that that is a much better system tha n what I put 
together on Google Maps. But yeah, definitely use those things that are 
avai lable to you, make sure that you use those different things that you have.  

Caitl in McTiernan:  

And a great point, if  you can get Google Sheets, if  you can get Excel to do some 
of this work, complexity of the system doesn't have to mean that it 's better. 
You can get insights with less robust tools, we'l l  say. Yeah. I  know we're going a 
bit  over, any last questions? Do I have a website for the GIS.. .  Sure. Yeah. Let 
me go ahead and grab that one. I ' l l  put it  in chat and then I' l l  do a last call  for 
any questions from the audience before we wrap for today.  

So this is the l ink to QGIS and you can download it.  And then I'm actually not 
sure I have a geocoding off the top of my  head, but if  you Google it  I 'm sure 
there are multiple platforms that support  it .  Okay. Well ,  a huge thank you to 
our panelists. That was a fantastic discussion, and I think incredibly insightful . 
Hopefully, everybody can walk away with some ideas of wher e to go next with 
their data. And thank you to the audience too for sticking around with us. We 
hope you have a great rest of the conference. I ' l l  also throw my email in the 
chat in case anybody has any quest ions and wants to reach out, specif ically on 
any of the things we talked to today. So thank you, everyone. We'll  see you 
throughout the comments.  

Glen Baum: 
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Thank you all .  

Lisa Rivera:  

Have a good day.  

Michael Mainiero:  

Thank you.  

 


