Program Evaluation: Choosing the One that is Right for You

By Nikki Rohling, Catholic Volunteer Network Associate Director

How often do you take a critical look at your programming? Maybe it’s time to evaluate your programs. Program evaluation involves carefully collecting information about your programs or some aspect of your programming in order to make necessary decisions about it.  Far too often program evaluations generate information that is either impractical or irrelevant. With careful planning and understanding, hopefully you will find some options for program evaluation to make sure your program is exactly where it needs to be.

First, let’s explore why you might want to evaluate your programs. Today, many foundations require you to verify the impact of your programs on a certain group of people or in a particular community. They want to know what influence your work has. Even though you might be collecting data to report to a foundation, you might be able to use some of it for public relations and promotional purposes. With the realities of today’s economic conditions, it is important to evaluate programs in order to improve them so that they are more efficient and less costly (think recruitment). In looking at the budget, you might be able to make some cuts in certain areas that might be underperforming. Finally, it is good to continually evaluate your programs so that you know you are doing what you think you’re doing.

When planning to evaluate your programs, it helps to think in terms of inputs (resources to run the program, e.g., money, volunteers, program staff), process (how the program is carried out, e.g., volunteers transformed, homeless people fed, children taught), outputs (units of service, e.g., number of volunteers served, children taught) and outcomes (impacts on people receiving services, e.g., increased number of volunteers, better educated children). 

If you are working with a limited budget and resources, using various methods can give good insight into the programs. It can give you a unique understanding of certain aspects of your programs without breaking the bank.
Before beginning the evaluation, there are some important questions to keep in mind. What is the purpose of the evaluation? Who is the audience (funders, potential volunteers or board/staff)? What type of information is needed (hard numbers or perception)? Where should the information be collected from and how can the information be collected (interviews – in person or phone, surveys or focus groups)? When is the information needed and what resources are available?

Once you have walked through the evaluation in your mind, you must then choose the type(s) of evaluation. There are three major types of evaluation: goals-based, process-based and outcomes-based. 

Goals-based evaluation is evaluating the extent to which programs are meeting set goals or objectives. Process-based evaluations are geared to fully understanding how a program works. This type of evaluation is especially helpful for long-standing programs. Many nonprofits are turning to outcome-based evaluations because many foundations are interesting in seeing if organizations are doing the right activities to yield the desired outcomes.

There are numerous methods for collecting data, including questionnaires/surveys, interviews, observation, focus groups and case studies. No matter what method you choose, you want to get the best information in the most cost-effective way.

Remember that there is no perfect program evaluation design. While questionnaires are useful, they don’t capture the story. So, if possible, try to include some interviews into your methods. With the work that we do, telling the story is important. No matter the type of evaluation you choose or the method you use to carry out that type, hopefully some useful information comes from evaluating your programs.

For sample forms, please visit the Catholic Volunteer Network Resource Library on our website (www.catholicvolunteernetwork.org) or the CNCS Resource Center at http://www.nationalserviceresources.org/forms-evaluation.

 

