vantage point

gram evaluation at university seven-

teen years ago. | can clearly recall
my professor telling us to pay attention
because “this was the single most
important course”*we were going to
use once we graduated. At the time |
didn't believe her, but, wouldn't you
know, she was right. Back then, | spent
a great deal of time explaining to peo-
ple what program evaluation was all
about. Ten years later, when | first
went out on my own as an evaluation
consultant, many non-profit managers
| spoke with still did not appear to
appreciate the need for evaluation.

Nowadays, however,
there are very few front-
line staff who have not at
some point heard the term
"putcome". The fact is, as
funders and organizations
alike have embraced eval-
uation and outcomes
measurement more wide-

Irernernber my first course in pro-

Thankfully, there are
many user-friendly
evaluation resources
available these days for
staff wishing to
improve their skills.

ence in the community. In addition to
satisfying your funder's need for
accountability, evaluation has enor-
mous benefits for your program.
Amaong other things, it can provide
key information for decision-making,
retain or increase your level of funding,
identify training needs for staff, high-
light positive results for program mar-
keting, supply feedback to donors, and
promote program sustainability.

Don't get overwhelmed by different
labels,

Along with increased attention to
evaluation has come greater complex-
ity. What was once known
simply as “program evalu-
ation” now encompasses a
dozen different models.
Many program staff get
confused and frustrated
when each funder appears
to use a different model.
Although some individuals

ly, it has become a more
important part of how
community organizations operate. As
an experienced practitioner with many
evaluations under my belt, permit me to
share my own personal list of evalua-
tion “dos” and "don'ts” to make it a
more effective process.

Don't think evaluation is anly for your
funder.

Somewhere along the line, as gov-
ernments and foundations began to
place more emphasis on evaluation,
many organizations started to see it as
just another exercise for the funder.
This is unfortunate, as nothing could
be further from the truth. Evaluation is
an activity that all programs should
undertake because they genuinely care
about whether or not their work is
having an impact and making a differ-

= and academics may dis-

agree, they all represent
essentially the same basic underlying
theory. Don’t panic if you don't know
the difference between outcomes
measurement, results-based manage-
ment, performance management, or
summative evaluation. If you have a
basic understanding of the program
logic model, one of the fundamental
concepts of evaluation, you can apply
this foundation to any model you
come across. As a program manager
it is important to be able to differen-
tiate between an output (measurable
products of your activities) and an
outcome (short, intermediate, or
long-term benefits aor changes as a
result of your activities). It's also
helpful to know the difference
between an evaluation that assesses
how a program is operating versus
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one that measures how well it is
achieving its outcomes,

Do educate your staff on evaluation.

Evaluation has become such a critical
part of program management that it is
now arguably just as important a skill as
supervision or budgeting. Staff with
some ftraining in evaluation are less
resistant to the process, develop more
concrete program plans, and are more
proactive about monitoring and col-
lecting baseline data. ‘While it is not
always feasible for staff to conduct an
entire evaluation themselves, they are
more confident of their needs when
working with a consultant if they have
some understanding of the process.

Thankfully, there are many user-
friendly evaluation resources available
these days for staff wishing to improve
their skills. Two resources | continue to
recommend to clients are the United
Way's Measuring Program Oulcomes:
A Praclical Approach (www.unitedway
.org), and PLAN: NET's excellent
Splash and Ripple Outcomes
Measurement model (www.pssg.gov.
bec.ca/community_programs/publica
tions).

Do plan for evaluation at the begin-
ning of a program.

Many people are under the impression
that evaluation happens at the end of a
program, when in fact, it really starts at
the beginning! In addition to helping you
design your evaluation, a program logic
meodel is a valuable planning tool for any
program manager. When you are able
to identify what outcomes you expect
your program to have, you can review
and revise your planned activities to
ensure they will, indeed, accomplish this.
You can also identify ahead of time what
evaluation data you'll need to collect,
which leads us to the next point.







