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  W HA T IS  A  BAS ELIN E ?  

  W HY  USE  BASE LI N E  M E A SU RES?  

  H OW  DO  YO U D EV E LO P  A  BA SE LI N E?  

  H OW  DO  YO U IN T E RPR ET  C HA N GES  FR OM  T H E BA SE LIN E?  

  H OW  DO  YO U USE  BAS E LIN E  D A TA  T O DE V E LO P  AN  

IN T E R VE N T IO N?  

 

So you've set out to identify the problems that exist in your community and you've started 

collecting information about a particular problem. How will you get started attacking the 

problem unless you first have some idea of its extent and intensity? Once the intervention is in 

place, how will you know how effective it is unless you know how bad the problem was before it 

started? This is where baseline measures come in to play. 

W H AT IS  A  BA SEL IN E?  

To make a change in your community, one of the first things you'll need to do is figure out how 

much the different factors and trends you're examining are happening in the first place. Try to 

find out how prevalent any problems and positive tendencies are, how often things happen, the 

duration and intensity of most incidents, etc. The things you keep track of in order to obtain this 

sort of information are called baseline measures. In other words, the baseline is the standard 



against which you will measure all subsequent changes implemented by your program. We call 

them baselines because they're usually shown as lines in graph form to easily show changes over 

time. 

Here's how baseline measures work. Suppose you've observed a high rate of teenage pregnancy 

in your community, and your organization decides to do something about it. So you gather 

statistics over a one-year period about the number of reported teen pregnancies, and then you 

measure again, comparing the new figure against your baseline. Depending on whether the 

numbers have gone up, gone down, or stayed about the same, you'll know whether or not your 

intervention is working. 

Let's look at some other examples of baseline measures from everyday life. 

Examples: Baseline measures in everyday life 

 A mother hears her baby crying. She knows from past experience how and when her baby 

usually cries -- that's her baseline. Because of that, she can tell this time around whether 

the baby is crying just because he's fussy, or whether there might be something to worry 

about. 

 Rafael gets up in the morning and doesn't feel well. He makes that judgment based on 

knowing how he usually feels when he gets up. That usual feeling, based on past 

experiences, is his baseline. He uses it to help decide whether he should get up and go to 

work, or call in sick and get some rest. 

 Your friend Marisol tells you you're looking good. She knows how you usually look-- 

that's a baseline for her. If you're looking particularly rested, or tanned, or fashionable, or 

bright-eyed this morning, Marisol notices and comments. 

All of these simple everyday examples involve baselines. Sometimes people may call them other 

names: reference points, adaptation levels, anchors, or norms, for example. But whatever we call 

them, we all have them and we all use them. In a way, they are essential for all of us in making 

judgments about people and things. Without baselines, it would be much harder to navigate our 

way through the world. 

Most everyday baselines are casual and informal. We may not even notice them; we certainly 

don't measure them. In making decisions about community actions, and about public policies in 

general, however, we sometimes take baselines a lot more seriously. For example, every month, 

the Consumer Price Index is released by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. The numerical value of 

that index, which tells us whether the cost of living is going up or down, relies on a baseline. 

Likewise, many other indices, including stock indices (e.g., the Dow Jones), local quality of life 

indicators, et cetera, rely on baseline measures. 

Interpretations against a baseline are the way most policy decisions get made. If a new law has 

raised the penalties for drunk driving, has drunk driving decreased? What kinds of activities will 

draw visitors to local parks, based on data we already have on park use? Good decisions in these 

cases and countless examples more will depend on good collection and utilization of baseline 

data. Comparison to a baseline is the standard against which policy success is judged. 



Experts generally consider determining baseline measures of behavior to be the first phase in any 

sort of behavior modification program, followed by implementation of the program and finally a 

follow-up phase in which the results are measured and analyzed. 

W H Y USE  B ASELI NE  ME AS URE S?  

BA S E LIN E  M E ASU R ES C A N TE LL Y O U  WH ET H ER Y O U R E FFOR TS 

A R E W OR K IN G .  

To plan a truly effective program, you have to know how much of an effect your efforts are 

having. You need to have an idea of the level of the problem without your efforts being a factor 

to know whether you're really making a difference at all. Recording baseline measures, which 

you can then compare with whatever the numbers are after your intervention has started, will 

help you figure that out. 

A baseline can help you make sense about something that might be too massive and 

complicated to understand otherwise. 

A question like How well are our schools working? might be overwhelming to try to answer. 

However, keeping track of baselines, such as standardized test scores or high school graduation 

rates, can help you better understand the bigger picture. 

A baseline can help you decide whether this is a good time to start an intervention or 

whether a particular intervention is appropriate. 

Say you're working to decrease fatal car accidents in your county. One of the ways you're 

thinking about doing this is to start a program to encourage seat belt use. Getting some idea of 

how many people in your county are consistently using their seat belts will help you decide 

whether you should spend any time and resources on such a project. The rate of seat belt use will 

be your baseline measure. If 98% of local citizens are already using their seat belts most of the 

time, you may want to explore other possible interventions. 

Baseline measures can sometimes tell you if an intervention isn't necessary at all. 

For example, community leaders may be crying out about an increase in gang-related activities 

among youth and demanding programs to discourage it, but a good, accurate baseline measure of 

juvenile delinquency rates could show you that there really isn't a problem at all. 

Baseline measures can help you tell if you're using methods that aren't working. 

If there is no change in the behavior compared to the baseline, you can stop wasting your time 

with an ineffective method. 

For example, let's say you're working to increase the numbers of pregnant women in your city 

getting prenatal check-ups, and you've decided to use a series of public service announcements to 

do this. By comparing the number of women receiving prenatal check-ups after a given period 

(such as a month or six weeks) to your baseline measure the number of women receiving 

prenatal check-ups just before the public service announcements started running you can decide 

whether the numbers have improved enough to warrant continuing with the public service 

announcements. Maybe the numbers are increasing and you'll decide to continue running the 

public service announcements, or they may be remaining steady or even decreasing, in which 

case you might want to consider trying another method. 



Keep in mind, however, that your method or intervention may take some time to produce the 

desired effect. Behavior change may not show up immediately. Be sure to wait a while before 

concluding that a method or an intervention isn't working. It could be that it just needs more 

time. 

H OW  D O YO U DEV ELO P A  B ASEL IN E?  

P IC K  A N IN D IC A T O R OR  IN D IC A T ORS  T H AT  BES T  RE FLE C T  T HE  

BE H A V IO R S T HAT  AR E M OS T IM P O R TA N T TO  YO U .  

An indicator is anything that is measurable that can be used to identify a change in trends. An 

indicator can be the number of alcohol-related car accidents per county per month throughout 

your state, the number of people requesting a particular pamphlet that your organization 

distributes, or the number of pregnancies among teenagers in your community in a year. 

The indicator needs to be relevant: it should tell you what you need to know. 

Ask yourself these questions: 

 Does this represent what's most important and pertinent to our community? 

 Does this show some facet of the long-term well-being of our community? 

 Is this measure showing what it's supposed to measure and not some by-product? 

 Can this measure be compared to progress in similar communities on this issue? 

Below is an example of a group selecting a baseline measure to use in tracking the effectiveness 

in one of its programs. 

Example: An anti-gang project for urban high school students 

Some indicators that you might want to consider using as your baseline measures could be rates 

of: 

 Students involved in extracurricular activities and church groups 

 Drug and alcohol use 

 Students wearing gang colors 

 Students in counseling programs 

 Students in conflict resolution programs 

 After-school and weekend employment 

If one of the things your group is planning is an after-school discussion group, then the first 

indicator would probably be a good one for you to use as a baseline measure, because it should 

give you a good idea of the numbers of students who might be likely to participate in an after-

school activity. 

FI N D  ME AS UR EME NTS  O N  T HOSE  I N DI CA TO RS.  

Once you've chosen indicators, decide exactly what you're going to measure, and for how long. 

For example, will you measure violent gang-related incidents on school property during the 

school year? Will you measure the number of alcohol-related automobile fatalities over a four-

week period?It's possible that someone else has already measured these things; if so, then you'll 

http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/assessment/assessing-community-needs-and-resources/collect-information/main


just need to verify (and, if necessary, update) the information. Otherwise, you or someone else 

will need to go out there and measure them. 

Some things to consider if you're doing the measures yourself: 

 What characteristics of behavior should be measured? Some of those characteristics 

include frequency of behavior, rate of behavior, percentage of occasions the behavior 

occurs, and duration of behavior. 

 Under what conditions should you collect data? 

 Will you observe continuously or do sampling? If sampling, how often to do so? 

 Will you collect data for given periods of time, or by intervals? If for given periods of 

time, how long will those periods be? If by intervals, how long will the intervals be? 

Remember that a good baseline will include information gathered at several points over a period 

of time, rather than simply a snapshot of information gathered over, say, a single weekend. 

H OW  D O YO U USE  B ASEL IN E DA TA  T O DE VEL O P AN  

I NT ER VE NT IO N?  

D E C ID E  W H IC H  PR O BLE M ( S)  TO  AD D RESS  

Based on the data, decide what problem(s) should most be addressed by your group or coalition. 

What looks like it most needs to be dealt with? Is it something you can reasonably expect to be 

able to change? 

ID E N T IFY  P R IM A R Y T AR GE TS O F  T H E IN T E R V EN T IO N 

This means deciding who your intervention will be aimed at. A given group of people? An 

institution? Decide how their behavior helps produce and maintain the problem. Figure out what 

your research results suggest about relationships between the problem(s) and the behaviors of the 

targeted group. 

D E V E LO P  A N  ACT IO N  P L A N  

 Set a behavioral goal for the intervention 

 Study what knowledge and information you already have about the community and the 

problem to decide what procedures to use. 

 Decide who will be in charge of making the behavior change(s). 

 Determine how to involve those affected by the problem(s) in the solution. 

 Study other models of change. What existing methods for dealing with the behaviors 

have been successful in similar communities? 

 Decide how you will go about explaining the intervention to the public. 

Get going! With the knowledge you've gained from checking your baseline measures, you will 

have a much better chance of making real changes in your community, and you can use those 

measures to monitor your success. 

 

 

http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/assessment/assessing-community-needs-and-resources/analyzing-community-problems/main
http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/structure/strategic-planning/develop-action-plans/main
http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/structure/strategic-planning/develop-strategies/main
http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/participation/promoting-interest
http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/structure/strategic-planning/identify-action-steps/main
http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/structure/strategic-planning/identify-action-steps/main


I N  SU MMA RY  

Using your baseline measures to figure out how prevalent any problems and positive tendencies 

are in your community can be very effective in helping you to monitor how the effect your 

efforts are having. By giving you one way to measure the success of your programs, baseline 

measures can be enormously helpful to your efforts. 
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