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PREFACE
This Guide to the Systems Evaluation Protocol is intended to serve several purposes: it is first 
and foremost designed to be a step-by-step guide for both program and evaluation professionals 
who wish to integrate a systems evaluation perspective into their evaluation work in order to 
enhance the quality and appropriateness of program evaluations. The information provided in 
this Guide is designed to be comprehensive enough to allow the non-professional evaluator to 
use the materials and in-depth enough to serve as a useful reference for the professional who is 
new to the Systems Evaluation Protocol (frequently referred to simply as our “Protocol”). 

This Protocol was created in the context of education and outreach programs generally and 
specifically for programs in Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) education 
sponsored by the National Science Foundation (NSF) and in programs sponsored by Cornell 
Cooperative Extension. While many of the examples will be related to STEM and Extension 
education and outreach contexts, we have designed the Protocol to be generally applicable for 
any type of program evaluation context and we hope that a broader audience will find it useful.

We start from the assumption that the basic unit of interest in the use of this Protocol is a 
“program.” The term “program” might be defined generally as “a series of activities conducted 
with the intention of producing some effect (outcomes) on participants.” But even though this 
is the focal unit, it is important to recognize that from a systems perspective a program is always 
a part of a larger whole and is a whole to its subparts. That is, programs are often parts of 
collections of similar programs (or program areas) that are parts in organizations which are in 
turn parts of larger networks and systems. And programs have parts that consist of activities, 
people (both deliverers and participants), and so on. This Protocol continually incorporates these 
multiple system levels into the focus on a specific program.

The Introduction below goes beyond simply laying the groundwork for the steps of this Protocol, 
and it is here that we address a second goal – that of providing an overview of the “Systems 
Perspective” that shapes our approach to evaluation. The Systems Evaluation Protocol (SEP) 
has its foundations in the literatures of evaluation theory, systems theory, and evolutionary 
epistemology. 

For readers who are interested in learning more about our systems approach to evaluation, the 
Introduction should provide some insight and knowledge about the theoretical underpinnings 
of our Protocol.  Throughout the Protocol there are green sidebars that will be of interest to 
systems evaluation theorists. These are added for their supplementary value and will enhance 
understanding of the foundations of our approach. However, the reader should be able to use 
the Protocol even without this material. 

At the same time, we hope that practitioners who simply want to start in and walk through 
utilizing the Protocol are able to do just that by beginning in Section II: The Systems Evaluation 
Protocol. 

The systems perspective that shapes the Protocol highlights the value of having multiple voices 
and perspectives included in the evaluation process.  Accordingly, this Guide is written with the 
assumption that the steps will (usually) be completed by a working group made up of internal 
program staff and possibly some external stakeholders who are close to the program.  The 
working group may be large or small, balancing the risk of being unwieldy against the benefits 
of multiple perspectives.

It is important that a lead person be designated to guide the process.  This could be someone 
hired by the organization as an external evaluator, an internal staff member assigned to the 
task, or someone selected by the working group.  We will refer to this person as the “Evaluation 
Champion.”  This term refers to the person in this role, rather than to any specific professional 
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title or qualification. Because the Protocol consciously adopts a systems point of view, it is not 
sufficient from that perspective to think only in terms of a program as an isolated entity. Instead, 
the Evaluation Champion should be thought of not only as a facilitator of the Protocol but as a 
driving force behind the creation of an evaluation culture in the participating organization that 
provides a key system context for programs. 

The appendices offer sample materials and worksheets for many of the steps in the Protocol. 
Throughout the Guide there are red inset boxes describing activities that could be used to guide 
a working group through a particular step in the Protocol.  These are optional and are meant to 
provide suggestions or ideas on the process and can be adapted as needed.

For more information about evaluation methodologies, terms and other background information 
the reader may wish to refer to the Research Methods Knowledge Base, a comprehensive 
web-based textbook that addresses all of the topics in a typical introductory undergraduate 
or graduate course in social research methods. The Research Methods Knowledge Base can be 
found online at: www.socialresearchmethods.net.

Finally, this Guide is meant to be a snapshot of where we are now in the development of this 
approach in early 2012. As a second edition, this guide has evolved significantly from the original 
version. Much of the new content was created as a result of implementing the Protocol with 
several initial cohorts of programs and staff. Their experiences and feedback, as well as our 
learning, are reflected here. In addition, because we have continued to work with our program 
partners past the planning phase, this Guide will be supplemented with separate sections that 
cover evaluation implementation as well as utilization. These sections will be incorporated into 
a single Guide in future.

We anticipate that this Protocol will continue to undergo changes as our understanding of 
system interactions evolves and becomes more succinct and that materials in the Appendix will 
be adapted to these changes over time. Our expectations are to make our materials available 
on our website (http://core.human.cornell.edu/research/systems/protocol/index.cfm) between 
publications of this volume, and we encourage feedback and discussion of our approach to 
systems evaluation.

For comments or questions please contact:

William M. Trochim
Professor, Policy Analysis & Management
Director, Cornell Office for Research on Evaluation (CORE)
wmt1@cornell.edu 
CORE phone: 607-255-0397

Mailing Address:
Policy Analysis and Management
Martha Van Rensselaer Hall
Cornell University
Ithaca, NY 14853

Jennifer Brown Urban
Assistant Professor, Family and Child Studies
Director, Developmental Systems Science and Evaluation Research Lab (DSSERL)
urbanj@mail.montclair.edu

Mailing Address:
Montclair State University
1 Normal Avenue
4144 University Hall (FCST)
Montclair, NJ 07043
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I. Introduction to Systems Evaluation
We use a systems perspective as the framework for developing evaluation capacity, enhancing 
evaluation quality and ultimately improving programs. Several theoretical systems constructs 
have guided our work including complexity theory, evolutionary theory and natural selection, 
general systems theory, ecology, system dynamics, developmental systems theories, and ideas 
on research-practice integration (including evidence-based practice and translational research). 

The field of evaluation can itself be viewed as an evaluation system, and refers to the 
comprehensive and integrated set of capabilities, resources, activities and support mechanisms 
for conducting evaluation work. This should not be confused with systems evaluation, which 
refers to the assessment of the functions, products, outcomes and impacts of a system (set of 
programs, activities or interventions). Systems evaluation is an approach to conducting program 
evaluation that considers the complex factors that are inherent within the larger “structure” or 
“system” within which the program is embedded. Systems evaluation provides both a conceptual 
framework for thinking about evaluation systems and a set of specific methods and tools that 
enhances our ability to accomplish high-quality evaluation with integration across organizational 
levels and structures. 

In the Systems Evaluation Protocol (SEP) we have tried to integrate principles associated with 
systems theories into program evaluations in order to assure that programs that use it will 
incorporate such principles when developing program pathway models , identifying key pathways 
and nodes (outputs and outcomes), determining the boundary conditions for program models, 
assessing program lifecycles, and selecting evaluation designs that are appropriate to program 
evolution.

It was the examination of some of our beliefs about evaluation that led to our work in systems 
evaluation. Here are some of our assumptions about evaluation, which were precursors to 
developing a systems perspective of evaluation:

•	 Evaluation is a dynamic on-going process that is applied to programs that are (themselves) 
dynamic. 

•	 Evaluation is a form of feedback that can be used for 
program or organizational improvement (see sidebar 
“Driving with your Eyes Open,” page 44). 

•	 A formalized and standardized evaluation framework 
utilizing a systems perspective is needed to develop 
consistent and high-quality evaluations.

•	 Program Evaluation is best viewed as a three-phase 
process, beginning with Evaluation Planning, followed 
by Evaluation Implementation, and completing the cycle 
with Evaluation Utilization (which leads back to planning 
for the next iteration of the program). Figure 1 provides a 
pictorial representation of the Phases of Evaluation. 

•	 The Evaluation Planning phase is a critical step for 
systems evaluation. This is where introducing the systems 
perspective will shape how evaluators and program staff 
view the program, program boundaries, stakeholders, and 
its evaluation.

•	 Because of the need to evaluate multiple programs within 
an organization, there is value in developing systems for 
evaluation that encompass multiple programs, rather 
than conducting isolated evaluations of individual programs.

I. Introduction to Systems Evaluation 

Figure 1. 

Phases of 

Program 
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reader should be able 
to use the Protocol even 
without this material.
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Greater Than The Sum - Part-Whole Relationships

Systems are by their very nature collections of multiple things, so it’s not surprising that one of the most fundamental 
distinctions in systems theory is that of “part” and “whole.” What do we mean by “part” and “whole” in a systems context? A 
part can be almost anything. For instance, it might be a piece in a machine – a wheel is a part of the larger whole that we call 
an automobile. Or it might be an organ in an organism – a heart is a part of a body. In most systems part-whole relationships 
exist in nested hierarchies. For instance, a hubcap is a part of the whole wheel which is in turn a part of the automobile which 
might in turn be considered part of a fleet of vehicles. Or, a cell is a part of the heart which is part of the body which is in turn 
part of a class or group of organisms. But the part-whole distinction is more than just a physical one. We can also talk about 
part-whole hierarchies in concepts. For instance, our idea of the concept of humanity consists of parts like nationalities and 
sub-parts like people from different states or towns. Or, we might divide the whole concept of humanity into the parts of those 
who were born in different years, subgroups who are male and female, and subgroups of those who have brown hair or are 
right-handed. As these examples show, the part-whole concept is a universal one that can be applied to virtually anything. 

When thinking of parts and wholes it is also important to keep in mind that in addition to the whole and the parts that it is 
made up of, we also can think about the relationships between these as something that is distinguishable and meaningful 
(almost as if the relationships are separate “parts” of the part-whole distinction!) For instance, in a car there is the whole of the 
car, its various parts (e.g., wheels, engine) and the relationships between these. This idea of the importance of relationships 
is central to systems thinking. It gives rise to the famous saying that “the whole is greater than the sum of 
its parts” that you have probably heard of. We have to be careful about this saying, however. In mechanical 
systems, the whole is very often precisely the sum of its parts. You can take a car apart 
and reassemble it and it will work. However, in dynamic or living systems this is not the 
case – you cannot take a human body apart and then reassemble
it and expect to have a working system. So, the phrase “the whole is greater than the 
sum” really is meant to refer to dynamic systems, not mechanical ones. 

Part-whole relationships are everywhere in evaluation and it is critically important 
that we use these concepts in our evaluation work. For instance, an organization 
(whole) will often operate in multiple program areas (e.g., an educational or outreach 
organization might have programs for children, teens, adults and the elderly; or 
programs in health, education, environment, science, etc.); each program area (whole) 
might have multiple programs (parts); each program (whole) will usually consist of 
multiple activities (parts); each activity (whole) can typically be broken down into different tasks (parts); 
and so on. Or we can view different levels of part-whole hierarchies in terms of stakeholder groups. In an educational or 
outreach program we might think of stakeholders at the program level (participants, their families and program deliverers), 
the organizational level (program managers and organizational administrators), the local context (local officials or the local 
public), the funders level (e.g., state or national) and even the societal level (Congress or society as a whole). The idea of part-
whole relationships is essential in the development and implementation of our programs. It is central to our description of the 
program, the development of logic or pathway models, and the analysis of stakeholders and their interests

A Systems Perspective on Programs  
and Program Evaluation

Below are some key points that we believe should anchor a systems evaluator’s perspective.

•	 An organization is a system, and is composed of a collection of parts (see sidebar “Greater 
Than the Sum,” page 2). Systems involve parts, wholes, and their interrelationships. 

•	 Any program necessarily occurs within a complex environment composed of “nested 
systems”. “Nested systems” refers to the structure where a system is embedded within 
another system, which is embedded within yet another system. For example, Ms. Smith’s 
third grade class is a system within the entire third grade, which is part of the elementary 
school, which is part of the school district, which is part of the state school system, and so 
on. 

A Systems Perspective on Programs and Program Evaluation
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•	 Human systems are dynamic (see sidebar “The Rock and The Bird”, page 8). A dynamic 
system is necessarily composed of evolving relationships and programs. 

•	 Consequently, evaluation needs to be dynamic and should change in order to successfully 
link with the needs and maturity of the program being evaluated (see sidebar “The Flower 
and the Bee,” page 26). 

•	 Programs have lifecycles, and move through various phases. Different evaluation approaches 
are appropriate for different program phases. In other words, like programs, evaluations 
should evolve (see sidebar “In the Course of a Lifetime,” page 27). 

•	 Many organizations have multiple programs and many programs are implemented in 
multiple organizations – perhaps the third grade consists of Ms. Smith’s class, Mrs. Jones’ 
class, and Mr. Perez’s class, and at the same time there are many schools with numerous 
other third grade classes. But each school also has multiple grade levels, and you quickly see 
that systems can rapidly become complicated.

•	 Nested and dynamic systems create an environment where there are multiple perspectives. 
Each stakeholder has their own perspective (see sidebar “Eye of the Beholder,” page 11). 

•	 Each stakeholder of a system has specific expertise, and brings a distinct perspective and 
motivation for evaluation. This comprehensive set of stakeholders should be identified 
and included in the evaluation design and/or process and be viewed as partners in the 
evaluation. Placing the program being evaluated at the center of a circle, and surrounding it 
with stakeholders placed closer to or further away from the program of focus – depending 
upon their relationship to that program – can create a representative map of stakeholders 
(see Protocol step 2.01 – Stakeholder Analysis). The perspectives of these stakeholders are 
described in relationship to their association with the program. A stakeholder within the 
organization would have a local perspective, and one that is placed at the outermost ring 
would have a more global perspective (see sidebar “The Local and the Global,” page 4).

 
Terminology
Before proceeding further we would like to clarify some of our hierarchical terminology. This is 
not meant as a standard hierarchy applicable to all systems, but is simply a convenient hierarchy 
for describing how the steps of this Protocol might be applied when working with an organization. 
The broadest level is that of the system (rather like a network of organizations). Within that there 
are assumed to be multiple organizations. Each organization may have one or more programs. 
Programs in turn are made of up multiple components, including inputs, activities, outputs and 
outcomes (see Figure 2).

Figure 2.

Protocol 
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for System 

Hierarchy
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Throughout the Protocol 
the red activity boxes will 
suggest some exercises the 
Evaluation Champion may 
want to use as a group 
exercise in order to work 
through specific steps. 
These are optional, but 
are based on the authors’ 
experience with facilitating 
the Protocol.
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The ‘Local’ and the ‘Global’ - Scale

In systems thinking we are always dealing with hierarchies of part-whole relationships. For instance, activities are parts of 
programs which are parts of collections of programs in an organization which may exist in 
a system of many similar organizations. When we think or talk about different levels of this 
kind of hierarchy we are operating at different levels of scale in the system. Physical part-
whole hierarchies can exist from the subatomic level to the scale of the universe as a whole. 
Conceptual hierarchies can exist from the most general level (programs in general) to the 
most specific subcategory (the summer science youth camp in Ithaca, New York).

We can look at any system from many different viewpoints. For instance, if we are looking 
at an organization with multiple programs, each program can be viewed as a “part” in the 
system that constitutes the organization.  When we talk about the relationship between a 
program and its organization, we can think of the program as “local” and the organization as “global” in relation to each 
other because they are at different but related levels in the hierarchy. On the other hand, when we compare or contrast two 
programs within an organization we can think of that as a “local–local” relationship because both are at the same level 
of scale in the hierarchy. If we shift our perspective to a higher level of scale, we are also shifting what we consider “local” 
and “global”. For instance if we think about an organization as one part in a larger system of similar organizations (e.g., a 
county office in a state-wide system of such offices), then the organization becomes “local” to the system’s “global”. When 
we compare two county level offices, we are looking at a “local-local” relationship. When we look at the county level office 
in relation to the state office we have a “local-global” relationship because we are looking across different levels of scale. 

Why are the ideas of scale and of local and global relationships important in evaluation? Different parts of a system don’t 
exist in isolation. If we don’t take them into consideration throughout our evaluation efforts we can run into significant 
problems that can jeopardize the whole endeavor. For instance, very often something in one part of a system may be in 
conflict with something in another part of a system. A program activity may conflict or compete with the activity of another 
program (a local – local relationship in a system) or with an organizational policy or effort (a local – global relationship). 
Or the expectations that stakeholders at one level of scale have for an evaluation may be very different than those of 
stakeholders at a different level of scale.  Funders may expect that the evaluation will focus on accountability and impact 
while program implementers may be more interested in how evaluation can contribute more immediate feedback that can 
be used to improve programs

Universe multiverse

Atom

Solar System

Planet

galaxy



5 Phase I: Evaluation Planning
Stage 1: Preparation

II. The Systems Evaluation Protocol
The Guide to the Systems Evaluation Protocol (SEP) is more than just the sequence of steps 
and a list of factors to be considered when designing an evaluation. The Guide specifically 
articulates the unique facilitation techniques and strategies that the Evaluation Champion may 
use, as well as the role that he or she plays when conducting systems evaluation. Throughout 
this Guide, we will refer to the reader as the “Evaluation Champion.” This term is intended to 
be inclusive, and applicable to any professional who may be using this Guide to plan or help 
plan an evaluation. An Evaluation Champion should be thought of not only as a facilitator of the 
Systems Evaluation Protocol but as a driving force behind the creation of an evaluation culture 
within the participating organization. In addition to the Evaluation Champion, we will also refer 
to the “Working Group.” This is also intended to be an inclusive term, describing any members of 
the organization who are working together through the steps of the Protocol. In some cases this 
may include collaborating program staff exclusively, while in other cases this term may refer to 
members of the organization from various levels in the organizational hierarchy (program staff, 
administrators, funders) as well as participants and related stakeholders.

The process of working through the Protocol will consist of collaborative meetings that will 
seemingly spiral through several focal points over time, as well as ongoing work around building 
a culture of evaluation in the participating organization. This process is essential to the nature 
of the SEP. It is through these discussions that the organization and its programs will develop 
a new outlook on their work that will change both their understanding of how the program 
stakeholders perceive the program and their sense of purpose in what they are doing and why.

The SEP is a standardized protocol that nevertheless enables any program to develop an 
evaluation uniquely tailored to that program. In this sense it addresses the administrative need 
in an evaluation environment to standardize evaluation approaches while respecting the variety 
of contexts within which programming is conducted. 

Putting evaluation concepts into a simple set of steps which we call the Systems Evaluation 
Protocol requires that we present the Guide in a linear format. In fact, an important objective for 
us in this work has been to instill the idea that effective modern evaluation requires evaluators 
to move beyond a linear mindset. Good evaluation requires feedback, and is embedded within 
a dynamic changing system. Although any written document is by definition linear, systems 
evaluation is a non-linear and iterative process (see sidebar “Simple Rules”, page 7). We expect 
that in various contexts it will be appropriate to perform steps out of the presented sequence or 
in tandem, as well as to revisit steps repeatedly throughout the process.
 
Phase 1: Evaluation Planning
The purpose of the Evaluation Planning Phase is to create a logic and pathway model as well as 
an evaluation plan for the program. 

We identify three separate stages within the Evaluation Planning Phase: 1: Preparation; 2: 
Modeling; and 3: Evaluation Plan Development (see Figure 3). Each of these stages, in turn, 
contains a number of individual steps. Once these stages are completed, the organization will 
have a comprehensive evaluation strategy that will guide the subsequent Implementation and 
Utilization Phases of a complete evaluation effort. 

Stage 1: Preparation
Together, the Evaluation Champion, the Working Group, and the participating program/
organization form what is referred to as the Evaluation Partnership (EP). The Preparation Stage 



6The Systems Evaluation Protocol
Phase I

is intended to help you, the Evaluation Champion, enter into an organization (if you are not 
already an internal member of the organization) and establish the Evaluation Partnership (EP); 
or, if you are already a member of the organization, to help you establish your role as Evaluation 
Champion and make expectations about this process clear to your colleagues. During this stage 
you will identify people’s key roles, acquaint the participants with the SEP process and establish 
baseline information regarding the target program(s) and organization. 

Figure 3.

Phases of 

Evaluation 

Planning
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Simple Rules - Complexity and the Idea of a Protocol

How do we get complex phenomena in nature? How do birds fly in formation or ants build complicated anthills? How is 
the ecosystem regulated? How do our bodies adapt to changes in the environment? All of these are questions related to 
complex adaptive systems. The recently developed field of complexity theory attempts to 
address these types of questions scientifically. Complexity theory holds that when we have 
multiple independent agents that follow simple rules and are provided with feedback, complex 
phenomena will emerge. For instance, when ants build an anthill or bees build a beehive, they 
don’t first get together and do strategic planning! Instead, each ant or bee does what it is 
genetically and biologically programmed to do and the environment provides ongoing feedback. 
The complex structures that are anthills or beehives result from the millions of behaviors that 
are undertaken. Similarly, in human behavior, no one group planned a city like New York or Paris 
(although certainly city planners try to plan at least some aspects of them). These cities have 
evolved based on the choices made by millions of individuals over centuries. Each individual 
made countless decisions based on local circumstances and feedback in their own lives, and the complex cities we know today 
emerged as a result. And, the individuals who live and work in a city change over time and yet the city continues to exist 
despite a constant churning of specific inhabitants. Complexity theory seeks to model and identify the simple rules that can 
lead to the emergence of complex adaptive systems like cities.

The notion of “simple rules” can be extremely valuable in evaluation. If we recognize that an evaluation is undertaken in an 
ecosystem that involves a wide variety of different stakeholders (autonomous agents) each making their own decisions based 
on their understanding of local circumstances and feedback, we can readily see why evaluations can be such challenging 
endeavors. If we can provide a set of simple rules that multiple independent stakeholders can follow and that incorporate 
feedback as the process unfolds, we can help to shape an evaluation without trying to force it into a “one-size-fits-all” 
framework.

The idea of “simple rules” is a lot like the idea of a protocol in medicine. A medical protocol is simply a set of “rules” that 
one or more medical staff apply consistently whenever the circumstances call for it. They don’t have to recreate the rules 
every time the triggering situation arises. Wonderfully complex and adaptive results can emerge from simple protocols. For 
instance, in basic first aid, there is a standard set of “rules” for first responders who use the acronym ABC: check for a clear 
AIRWAY; make sure the person is BREATHING; check CIRCULATION. The protocol helps individuals concentrate, makes sure 
they don’t skip a step, and means that they don’t have to reinvent processes each time they respond to a new emergency. 
From these simple rules complex phenomena can emerge, including saving someone’s life!

In systems evaluation we are using the idea of simple rules to develop a standard protocol that anyone can follow when 
doing an evaluation. The protocol does not predetermine the result – each evaluation, like each life threatening emergency, 
is a unique event. The protocol can be useful for ensuring that we don’t miss key steps in an evaluation and can lead to the 
emergence of unique and adaptive evaluation systems.

Phase I. Evaluation Planning
Stage 1 : Preparation

1.01 Enter the System
The SEP always begins with contact between the Evaluation Champion and the organization’s 
and program’s key decision makers. Whether the Evaluation Champion is an external evaluator 
or an internal staff member, it is important in this step to make contact with the key decision 
maker(s) in order to lay the foundation of a working relationship with the person(s) responsible 
for approving the Evaluation Partnership (EP). Part of this foundation should be a clear summary 
of what this process includes and its primary objectives.

1.02 Memorandum of Understanding

The Evaluation Champion and relevant decision maker(s) will need to negotiate, identify and 
outline the responsibilities and expectations of the Evaluation Partnership members and put 
the finalized commitments into a written Memorandum of Understanding (MOU). Why is a 
written MOU important? First, in order to develop such a product, the group needs to reach 
consensus about the roles of the key participants and the expectations of each. While this 
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The Rock and the Bird - Static and Dynamic Processes

There is a parable in systems thinking that illustrates well the difference between static 
and dynamic processes. If you throw a rock into the air, you can predict with some 
accuracy where it will go. The harder you throw it the farther it will generally go. The 
higher you aim it, the higher its trajectory. And, if we eliminate the variability of the 
human thrower and use mechanical devices like a catapult we can predict even more 
accurately where the stone will go. A rock is a static object, one that cannot direct itself. 
On the other hand, if you throw a bird (gently, please!), there is virtually no way to predict 
which way the bird will go and where it will land. The bird can sense its surroundings and may head off in any direction. A bird 
is a living dynamic system that gathers and processes input and interacts with its environment.

This distinction between static and dynamic processes is important in systems theory and in evaluations that are done from 
a systems perspective. Since programs involve people and organizations they are inherently dynamic. It is difficult to predict 
where they will go and what will happen. As programs unfold the directions they take are 
influenced by the surroundings and by the interactions of the participants. In this sense, 
programs are more like birds than like rocks. On the other hand the idea of a “program” 
suggests that we are trying to do something systematic, that we are attempting to follow 
a pre-determined set of steps in order to achieve some predictable result. In this sense, 
programs are more static, they are more like the stone in the parable.

So, which is it? Are programs static or dynamic? Should our evaluations be constructed 
for one or for the other? The short answer is: both are important. Both the rock and the 
bird can be understood from a systems perspective. Both are parts in a larger whole. 
Both have relationships to the other parts. Over time programs are likely to evolve 
through different phases, some more static and others more dynamic. For instance, when a program is first being developed 
and piloted it is likely to be very dynamic and unpredictable. In fact, that dynamism is essential for learning and adaptation, 
for enhancing the focus and quality of the endeavor. Over time many programs will tend to become more static. They become 
routinized and develop standard operating procedures that can be implemented consistently. They can be transferred to new 
contexts and settings with some degree of predictability. This standardization is also essential. Over even a longer period of 
time the program may become too static or rigidified, or it may lead to insights that suggest even better variations that might 
be tried. In either case, we might be motivated to begin other cycles of dynamic-static program development and evolution.

Understanding the interplay of static and dynamic systems is essential for systems evaluation. We need to recognize that both 
have their place in evaluation and identify how our evaluation approaches need to evolve over time to encourage program 
evolution as well as provide feedback and learning about it.

could be done implicitly without setting it out in written form, we assume that an evaluation 
is a dynamic and evolving entity and that such a document can help the participants to remain 
focused on the nature of what they have undertaken. While the understanding of roles and 
expectations may evolve over time – and the MOU can be revised accordingly – without such 
a document it is likely that there will be greater misunderstanding and confusion over time. 
Second, a written MOU is itself a form of feedback. It signals to the entire organization what is 
happening. It encourages various stakeholders to react to it, to state any interests or concerns 
they might have up front. And, it helps the stakeholders to adapt to the changing circumstances 
that any evaluation necessarily introduces. Finally, an MOU is a way to be transparent. Without 
it, different organizational stakeholders might tend to misinterpret or misunderstand the nature 
of the work. With it, the organization has an objective written statement that describes who will 
be responsible for what in the evaluation.

The development of the MOU may take as long as a couple of weeks, depending upon the 
number of people involved and the scope of the work envisioned. The discussion (and eventual 
document) should identify the working group members by name and specific role. In addition, 
the MOU should detail the goals for the project, expectations for the Evaluation Champion, 
working group members, organization administrators, and organization staff. 
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There are several key points to negotiate at this time:
•	 Project Goals. The goals of the project should be agreed upon as part of the MOU.  If the 

primary focus is to plan and implement an evaluation for a single program, then the scope 
of work is smaller.  If this is viewed as part of a larger process of building evaluation capacity 
and evaluation culture within the organization, then more time would be required for 
trainings, communication, broader staff meetings, and so on.  

•	 Who will be in the evaluation working group? Deciding who will be part of the working 
group that works directly with the Evaluation Champion is an important consideration. The 
Evaluation Champion can work with one or more working group members to train them on 
aspects of evaluation so that they become an evaluation resource to the organization. 

•	 Responsibilities and roles of the EP members. How will the key decision maker(s) support 
the evaluation working group and Evaluation Champion? What expectations do the key 
decision makers have of the evaluation working group and Evaluation Champion reporting 
back to them? 

•	 Time commitments.
• 	 General timeline of the expected process for a quality evaluation. Depending on 

priorities and time availability, it may take several months -- even up to 6 months or 
more -- just to create the evaluation plan, then more time to implement the plan and 
analyze the results. The time put into planning will pay off in the long run.

• 	 Time commitments of staff and working group members. The members of the working 
group are typically comprised of staff members who are directly engaged with the 
program and are committed to evaluation. The working group members are the 
core team that works with the Evaluation Champion. Additional staff members may 
also assist at various points in the process. There will be at least one meeting with 
stakeholders, and several meetings with the working group members. There will be a 
need to educate the working group and other staff about evaluation, and eventually 
about the specifics of program modeling, measure development, and the like. These 
meetings will have to occur within the busy and demanding schedules of program staff. 
The time commitment of working group members will vary depending on how much 
support and collaboration the Evaluation Champion desires. 

• 	 Time commitments of the Evaluation Champion. The Evaluation Champion’s role and 
responsibilities will be shaped by the project’s goals and scope of work, and by the 
availability of and roles assigned to members of the working group. In cases where the 
Evaluation Champion is a staff member internal to the participating organization, this 
individual will be spending additional hours planning meetings and addressing questions. 
The additional responsibilities of the Evaluation Champion should be considered and 
planned for in light of their existing duties and this should be documented in the MOU. 

• 	 Policy regarding evaluation. Although many organizations have some sort of policy 
stating that evaluation is a requirement, most organizations don’t think about the 
amount of time that this will take. Ten to fifteen percent of an employee’s working 
time is not unreasonable. We encourage organizations to make their commitment more 
explicit by writing it down either as part of the MOU or elsewhere.

•	 Costs and Budget. Costs could include fees for an external professional evaluator, if used, 
as well as the planning costs – travel, time for meetings, phone calls, room rental, fees for 
licenses, printing, etc. Also consider equipment – laptops, projectors, copiers, etc. Getting 
agreement in writing about the expected costs and how they will be covered is critical to 
determining the scope of and commitment to evaluation.

•	 What is the timeline for this MOU? We have traditionally used a single MOU specifically for 
the evaluation planning phase, and then created a new one for the implementation phase 
– but this is not the only option. You may wish to address the entire evaluation process in 
a single MOU. But it is very important to be clear about expectations on the length of time 
each phase takes. Some programs have moved relatively quickly through the evaluation 
planning phase (4 months), while others may take a year or more. We often begin by asking 
staff about their annual cycles – when are reports due? When is the next program being 
held? The answers to these questions will help determine a timeline that will work for the 
project.

Activity:  Evaluation “Café”

This discussion format 
allows participants the 
opportunity to express their 
expectations and concerns 
out loud. Discussion 
members should be broken 
up into 3-4 small groups 
(at least 2 people in each 
group). A discussion prompt 
is then displayed to the 
whole group at the front of 
the room. At each “café” 
table, individuals are given 
2-3 minutes to think about 
and take notes on the 
prompt. Then, each small 
group discusses the prompt 
and takes notes. After about 
5-7 minutes, participants 
must stand up and re-
shuffle themselves, creating 
new small groups for the 
next prompt. This process 
can be repeated several 
times, though 3-4 prompts 
generally allows for ample 
discussion. At the end of the 
café sessions, smaller groups 
share the notes created at 
their table with the larger 
group. Possible prompts 
include: “What comes to 
mind when you think about 
evaluation?” “What do you 
expect to get out of the 
evaluation partnership?” 
and “What are your 
concerns about evaluation 
and/or the evaluation 
partnership?”
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At a minimum, the MOU is meant to be a vehicle to plan evaluation activities, and to help assure 
that all parties are clear about what is intended or expected, understand their individual roles 
as they pertain to evaluation, and agree on what can feasibly be accomplished in the timeframe 
allotted. This written agreement does not necessarily have to be a formal legal document, but 
it should be a consensus between all the involved parties, be put in writing, and made available 
for easy reference. A sample MOU can be found in Appendix I. Although this will ideally be 
accomplished through a series of face-to-face discussions, we have often worked through this 
step via teleconferencing and email. 

1.03 Internal Stakeholders
An important first step in the launch of the EP is to bring together the internal stakeholders of the 
organization and its programs in an introductory meeting. This typically goes beyond the working 
group to include directors, administrative staff, and staff from the target and other programs in 
the organization. The introductory meeting will help the organization understand the process, 
and what to expect as a result of participation. Not all of the people attending this meeting will 
participate in each and every step of the process, but it is particularly important that this first 
meeting be inclusive. One of the most common challenges of implementing the SEP is working 
with organizations and staff who hold inaccurate expectations about the process. Though the 
MOU does address many of these on paper, we have found that it is essential to talk directly 
with stakeholders and participants, either in person or over the phone. This way, the Evaluation 
Champion has the opportunity to address any questions that may arise early in the process. 
One way of addressing these issues and allowing expectations, questions and concerns to be 
expressed is to use an activity such as the “Evaluation Café” (in the sidebar on page 9).

1.04 Working Group(s)
The working group will consist of the people who should be responsible for and directly involved 
in evaluation planning, implementation and utilization. This group should represent a range of 
perspectives from within the program, as well as the organization. If you are working with an 
organization to conduct evaluations on multiple programs you will need to determine if each 
program needs its own working group, or if they can start off together then break apart later. 
Things to consider when deciding which staff members to include in the working group are:
•	 Who needs to be present in order to obtain a complete picture of everything and everyone 

involved in and affected by the organization and its relevant program areas and programs, 
and the roles of key players?

•	 Who cares about the program areas and programs, and why?
•	 Is there anyone who might be upset to later find out that they were not included in a 

conversation about evaluation? 
•	 Who from the organization or program is able to participate in this process? The significant 

time required to participate should be carefully considered.
•	 If evaluation capacity will be measured, who is the best person or group of people to fill out 

the Organizational Evaluation Capacity Survey? This may be the organization’s director or 
key decision maker.

•	 Who should complete the Program Evaluation Capacity Survey? This is usually the Evaluation 
Champion, program leader and/or staff.

As the evaluation effort continues, the working group(s) will likely become smaller – and more 
focused on the program staff. Maintain flexibility about who to involve in each step throughout 
the planning process. 

Once the working group is identified, it can be helpful to create a contact list of all participants so 
that when you work with many offices in the same system or organization you may share it with 
all participants so they can contact each other easily and begin building an evaluation network.

1.05 Evaluation Capacity 
It is generally a good idea to assess the organization’s and program’s capacity surrounding 
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The Eye of the Beholder - Multiple Perspectives

A system can be viewed from many different perspectives. Almost everyone is familiar with the famous drawing from the psychology 
of perception that shows either faces or a vase depending on how you look at it. When you stare at this picture you can actually 
experience the shift in perspective that psychologists have described as the “figure-ground” effect. The same system can seem very 
different when looked at from different viewpoints. We cannot really understand the system and its interdependencies unless we look at 
it from multiple points of view.
 
The issue of multiple perspectives is essential in evaluation for a number of reasons (depending on your perspective!). For instance, all 
program evaluations involve a multiplicity of stakeholders including the participants, program developers, administrators, support staff, 
families and community, funders, policymakers, politicians, and the general public. One of the most important things an evaluator can 
do is to help the different stakeholders see the system of a program from the perspectives of other stakeholders. For instance, program 
deliverers may not perceive why they are being pressured to evaluate their programs “from an outside perspective” or why they need 
to demonstrate outcomes and impacts. If they understand the system pressures on different stakeholders, in this case the funders, they 
may gain a greater appreciation of how their view fits into the larger system. Conversely, funders 
may not understand why the organizations they fund are resisting their calls for evaluation. If 
they can begin to view the program through the eyes of those who deliver it or participate in it 
they are likely to understand the system better. In this example it’s easy to see that the issue of 
perspective is intimately related to the motivations and incentives of different stakeholders. The 
field of evaluation has long emphasized the values of participatory evaluation approaches, in part 
because of this critical importance of multiple perspectives.

But multiple perspectives are also critical for understanding the content and meaning of 
programs. Throughout an evaluation it is valuable to have key stakeholders look at different 
parts of the program, to share their views, and to consider how others might perceive them. 
For instance, it is surprising how many times even in simple programs different people will have 
remarkably different views of what they are trying to do or what the program is affecting. We find 
that when people share their perspectives they can uncover such differences and that this learning 
is critical for informing the evaluation.

Phase 1: Evaluation Planning
Stage 1: Preparation

evaluation prior to developing and implementing an evaluation plan. This process can help to 
elucidate resources available within the organization and program as well as areas that may 
need additional attention. In addition, it helps to establish a baseline assessment of evaluation 
capacity prior to implementing the SEP. By working through the SEP, the Evaluation Champion 
and the working group will hopefully help to build the evaluation capacity of both the program 
and organization. 

Assess Organization Evaluation Capacity 

Organizational capacity can be assessed formally by completing a capacity survey. It should be 
completed by individuals who have the information available to accurately assess evaluation 
capacity. Typically, in order to assess organizational capacity, an organization leader (who has 
a broad perspective on the organization and its programs) should be asked to reflect on: a) the 
evaluation resources available within the organization (personnel, budget, and technology), b) 
any organizational evaluation policies, and c) the current evaluation capacity of the staff. You 
may decide to ask an organizational leader to complete the Organization Evaluation Capacity 
Survey in Appendix II. This instrument only needs to be completed once for each organization, 
even if you are doing several program evaluations.  

The benefit of using the survey is that it can be revisited after the organization has implemented 
the evaluation and used to assess whether any changes have occurred after participating in the 
SEP. 

Assess Program Evaluation Capacity 

Program capacity can be assessed formally by completing another capacity survey focused on the 
program, such as the Program Evaluation Capacity Survey included in Appendix III. This should 
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Stage 2: Program Model Development
Introduction

This stage is intended to enhance the working group members’ knowledge of evaluation concepts 
and how to use systems approaches for analyzing programs, and develop and fine tune their 
program’s Logic Model and Pathway Model. In the previous stage we were working with the 
organization as a whole. During this stage we are working primarily at the level of the program 
(but there may be some overlap between programs if you are working with more than one 
program in an organization). Of course, because we take a systems view, we will be considering 
the broader organizational stakeholder context. But in this part of the Protocol we primarily work 
with staff of each individual program.

This stage involves several steps that address: Stakeholder Analysis, Program Review, Program 
Boundary Analysis, Lifecycle Analysis, Logic Model, Pathway Model, Evaluation Scope,  Program-
System Links, and Reflection and Synthesis. Many of these steps could be completed by the 
Evaluation Champion alone. However, the process of developing a program model depends on 
the contribution of stakeholders and is strengthened by collaboration and discussion among 
program staff. Many of the steps may be performed in a different sequence or in tandem and will 
build upon each other in an iterative manner. 

2.01 Stakeholder Analysis
The goal of this step is to identify all of the potential people and/or organizations that have a 
stake in the program and its evaluation and to begin to understand their perspectives on the 
program and its evaluation. This should be a broad and inclusive brainstorming exercise. The 
working group should be encouraged to name every possible entity at all levels of the system, 
from program participants to state and national funding sources. Use of a whiteboard or Post-
It® notes are suggested so that the stakeholder names can be physically placed and moved on a 

Phase 1: Evaluation Planning
Stage 2: Program Model Development

Activity:  Launch Meeting

The purpose of this meeting is to introduce the Systems Evaluation Protocol and begin working through some of its initial steps. 
This is a working meeting or “workshop,” and should include all members of the working group who will be involved in the 
evaluation planning process for the coming year. Other stakeholders, including organization administration need not attend the 
entire workshop. However, inviting these stakeholders to participate in conversations around program boundaries may be useful. 
This initial workshop could take on a variety of different formats depending on the needs of the working group. In some cases, the 
“launch” meeting might last several days and include the completion of a majority of the steps in the Protocol. In other instances, 
the working group may decide to work through only the steps described in “Stage 2” of this Guide, pausing to take time to revise 
and share their program model with stakeholders. The introductory meeting and “evaluation café” activity presented earlier help 
to establish expectations for the evaluation partnership and a working definition for “evaluation.” Though these concepts will be 
revisited, the launch meeting is the time when these expectations and ideas are first put into practice.

Additional meetings will not be listed specifically in this Guide because there is no specific timeline for the completion of the steps in 
this Protocol. However, an example timeline of workshops is provided below:

January February May July September
Introductory Meeting Steps 2.01 - 3.02 Steps 3.03 - 3.06 Steps 3.04, 3.07-3.08 Steps: 3.09

be completed by staff who are familiar with how the program currently handles evaluation. The 
Evaluation Champion and the working group should be involved in assessing program evaluation 
capacity. The survey should be completed for each of the programs that will be evaluated. The 
purpose of this step is to establish a baseline and also to get a sense of what is actually involved 
in running each of the programs. This includes gathering basic program information such as a 
description of the program, its participants (i.e. numbers, and demographic characteristics) and 
other key data that will be used for the logic model - the inputs (i.e. staff, curricula), activities, 
outcomes, context, and assumptions. It also includes gathering information on any evaluations 
of the program that have occurred to date. 
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diagram. The following questions may help guide the conversation:

•	 Who are the people/types of people who have a stake in the program? Who benefits? 
Who is responsible for the program? Who takes part in it? Who encounters those who 
take part in it? Who experiences it indirectly? Whose lives are affected by it? Who 
has to pay for it? Who has to make decisions about it? Note: Local stakeholders may 
include the funding agencies, participants, program leaders, parents, administrators, 
staff, board, local and county government, the press, etc.

•	 Who else cares about the program, or at least the program’s general scope? This 
refers to people beyond the immediate scope of the program, and could include the 
community, schools, policy makers, researchers, a potential future funding agency, 
other organizations with similar or related programs, global issue leaders, etc. 

Create a “Map of Stakeholders” - a visual depiction of the stakeholders and their relationship 
to each other (see Figure 4: Hypothetical Map of Stakeholders). This is an informal map that 
is designed to show all the key stakeholders or stakeholder groups at a glance. In general the 
stakeholders most centrally involved with the program should be at the center of the map, and 
others who are more remotely related should be at the outer circles. You might want to arrange 
the stakeholders so that similar groups are near each other, but the most important thing is 
to identify all of the relevant stakeholders and ensure that everyone in the working group is 
comfortable with the map. There is a blank map in Appendix IV.  It is likely you will have to go 
through several iterations to produce a map that everyone is comfortable with.

Guide the group to consider which aspects of the program each stakeholder is most interested 
in learning about. It can be helpful for later steps if you record the identified interests of each 
stakeholder. See the Stakeholder Worksheet in Appendix V. 

2.02 Program Reveiw
The goal of this step is to gain a firmer understanding of the components and characteristics 
of the program and its parent organization, including how the program operates and whom 
it serves. The output will be a fairly comprehensive program description, which will probably 

Figure 4. 

Hypothetical map 

of stakeholders
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be more helpful than the benchmark initial description given in the earlier Evaluation Capacity 
Surveys. This is an iterative step - any tools that have been used or developed in previous steps 
in order to describe the program should be discussed and reviewed – such as the surveys and 
stakeholder map. It is also appropriate to examine any curricula, guidelines, manuals or prior 
evaluations that might exist in relation to the program. 
The following questions may help guide the discussions:

•	 Why does the program exist? 
•	 What is the program’s mission or vision? 
•	 What are the program’s activities? 
•	 Who participates in these activities? 
•	 When does the program take place? 
•	 Where does the program take place?

Even though these questions are listed from the broadest to the more specific, that is not 
necessarily the best order to follow when working with a group. Sometimes the best place to 
start is with what program staff actually do – brainstorm the activities of the program – and 
then build from there to the more general issues of program mission/vision. This may be best 
if the program is underway or well-established and the working group includes active program 
managers.  For programs that are being developed, or that are especially mission-driven, it may 
work best to start with broad themes and work toward discussing specifics.  Regardless of the 
sequence, the discussion should be inclusive and ideally should help build relationships within 
the working group and with the Evaluation Champion. 

This step should be approached knowing that some of these questions can probably never be 
completely answered to everyone’s satisfaction. There may be some areas of disagreement, or 
responses for which answers are uncertain, but it is not necessary to have complete agreement 
at this point. The descriptions outlined should be fairly comprehensive so as to “fill out” a 
relatively complete picture of the elements of the program. This effort to define the program can 
be surprisingly difficult.  This is an important discussion to have before moving on to the next 
step, which will be to set some boundaries for the program.

In our experience this step has been an exciting one for many programs. It offers staff the 
opportunity to step back and reflect on ALL that goes into their program. Sometimes some 
unexpected connections arise as they recognize the contributions of program components they 
may previously have undervalued. When you’re doing this step it is probably a good idea to use 
a white board or black board and draw things out as the group is saying them. 

The working group shouldn’t get ahead of themselves —don’t start drawing the logic or pathway 
models yet. Stay focused on encouraging brainstorming. The next few steps will give shape to 
what is generated in this step. The result of this step will typically be a tangled mess that shows 
the level of detail in the program. The complexity of the program may even surprise many in the 
working group, who previously may have had a rather narrow, organized view of the program. 

2.03 Program Boundary Analysis
Program names are simply labels given to a set of related activities and goals. Understanding the 
meaning behind these labels and constructs is the purpose of this exercise. This task builds off 
the previous one, and is frequently one of the most difficult steps because there are many ways 
to define, structure, and parse the elements of a program. The goal of this step is to determine 
what is “in the program” and what is “outside of the program”. While this may seem simple or 
unnecessary at first glance, the boundaries of a given program are seldom made explicit and 
frequently vary with the context. Different people within the same organization often draw a 
program’s boundaries quite differently, and other stakeholders define it still more diversely. 

The Program Boundary Analysis exercise is focused on language and terminology, and asks 
participants to clarify and make precise the statements they make about their program and may 
take for granted. Boundaries are artificial constructs created by humans, and now is the time 
to question exactly what those boundaries are. The output should be an improved program 

Activity:  Stakeholder 
Affinity Diagram

For larger groups, and 
especially colleagues 
working on different 
but related programs, 
an additional level of 
analysis of stakeholders 
can be useful. In order 
to produce an affinity 
diagram, in which like 
stakeholders are located 
near similar stakeholders 
across program lines, each 
program/participant will 
need to make a copy of 
each of the stakeholders 
they brainstormed for their 
individual map. This can be 
done with index cards if you 
are using a sticky wall, or 
sticky notes if you are not. 
When each program has a 
copy of their stakeholders 
in hand, ask them to place 
them on the wall near their 
peers’ similar/common 
stakeholders. Rather than 
taking turns in a formal 
sense, participants should 
just add their items as 
they find a place to do so. 
It is important to allow 
participants to use their 
own criteria for similarity 
so that affinity clusters 
develop organically. When 
the diagram is complete, 
participants should reflect 
on and discuss the process 
and what they noticed as 
well as assign identifiers 
or titles to the clusters 
that have developed. This 
may help them identify key 
stakeholders on their own 
diagrams and additional 
stakeholders they had not 
previously recognized.
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description, improved understanding of the program, and the possibly 
new common ground for those who participated in this conversation. (For 
resources that may help guide this discussion see Appendices VI and VII.)

Keep in mind that staff cannot realistically evaluate every aspect of their 
program during this evaluation cycle, but they may evaluate different parts 
at different times. Participants should be encouraged to be broad and to 
include all the things that matter and go into or come out of the program 
even though they may not be evaluated in this evaluation cycle. Below are 
several guidelines for thinking about what the program is, and developing a 
comprehensive program description. 

•	 Ask the program staff exactly what it is that they do, and ask other 
stakeholders what they think of as the program effort. The chances are 
that you will get different answers, but all of those things are part of 
clarifying the boundaries of the program.

•	 What are the “elevator stories” of the program – if someone were to 
describe the program in two sentences during a short elevator ride, 
what would they say? 

•	 Is there a formal definition of the program?” If there is such a definition 
this can be the working program definition and boundary. If not, do 
they have any informal descriptions of it? Did you come up with a better definition during 
the previous step (2.02 Program Review?) Examples might include program descriptions on 
their website, or in various types of promotional literature. Do these say the same thing, or 
are they different? Synthesize a working definition from these descriptions and move on. 

•	 Another thought to consider is what statements would they like to make about their 
program? If they want to say that their program increases community health, then the 
community should be within the boundaries of their program.

•	 If they were to package up the program and hand it over to someone else, what elements 
would it consist of? Usually the program staff training is not considered part of the program 
itself, assuming that the staff come to the program adequately trained to carry out the 
program (note, this would be one of your assumptions for later on in the Logic Model).

•	 Look at the Map of Stakeholders. How would the various stakeholders define the program? 
Would strangers, reporters, board members, funders, etc. be able to “get” what the program 
is doing if they read your description? Would they include or exclude elements that have 
been included in the description? Have the working group take the perspectives of different 
stakeholders or stakeholder groups and play the roles of those people. How are they similar 
to or different from how another stakeholder would describe the program? Perspective 
taking is absolutely critical to understanding the program. For example, how does a teacher 
define “school”, as opposed to a student, the parents, or even the government? Why do 
different stakeholders, including program staff, describe the program differently (i.e. draw 
the program boundaries in different places)? What different information or values inform 
these differing descriptions? Can the group reconcile these differing views in a meaningful 
way?

•	 Do you describe your program differently in internal communications (such as memos or 
program plans) than in external communications (such as websites or mailings)? Does the 
program description include the information from both types of sources?

•	 How would the program evaluation be affected if elements were included or excluded from 
the program description? For example, what would happen if you included or excluded 
activities that are aimed at different audiences but share similar resources and goals? 

•	 Look back at any previous program logic models. Is the information in there (including 
inputs, participants/audience, activities, outcomes, and assumptions) still in the picture 
with this new program description? If you have excluded or included elements, are you able 
to justify that? 

•	 Write a new program description with the boundaries clearly established, and in language 
that would be understandable to someone with no knowledge of the program. 

One way to think about the drawing of common boundaries is to consider it from the perspective 

 

The level of detail may lead to 

frustration or confusion when trying 

to make sense of the complexity of 

even the simplest program. 
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of a biological scientist. Imagine that the program is a specimen and you are examining it under 
the microscope. You can zoom all the way in and see all of the intricate details of a portion of the 
specimen. Alternatively, you can zoom all the way out so that you can see the broader structure 
of the whole specimen. Or, you might want your level of magnification to be somewhere in the 
middle so that you maintain a sense of the broader structure while still gaining an understanding 
of some of the more nuanced details. 

It is important to note that there is no one “correct” way to draw program boundaries, but there 
are ways of drawing boundaries that will be more or less useful for your purposes. To continue 
the biology example, the boundaries of the system may be the incubator full of petri dishes, a 
single dish, a single colony, a single cell, or a cell organ. These are all systems that are nested 
within other systems, and the job of the working group is to define their boundaries for their 
purposes. They should be guided by the kinds of statements they wish to be able to make at the 
end of the analysis (i.e. “X% of sample dishes share evidence of…” vs. “cell walls in the treated 
colonies showed the effect of…”).

This conversation can help guide the efforts toward a tighter boundary with finer detail, or a 
wider boundary with broader components. The objective is to get the definition of the program 
to a point where it is not too detailed and not too vague. Here another helpful metaphor from 

Inside – Outside  -  Boundaries

All systems have boundaries that distinguish the system from what’s outside it. That sounds simple enough, and for many 
systems it is a relatively simple thing to define what’s in the system and what’s not. But for other systems the boundaries are 
continuous (not abrupt) and are not easily defined. For instance, in nature how do we define the exact borders of the system 
that constitutes an organism, or a river, or a cloud? What is the “boundary” between two different breeds of dogs or two 
different species of animals? In living systems, the boundaries may be different depending on how you look at the system and 
the level of scale or precision at which you look.

In systems evaluation, defining boundaries is a very challenging endeavor. For instance, where does one draw the boundaries 
on who is a stakeholder to a program? In an educational program, for instance, do you limit the stakeholders to the program 
participants and deliverers? Do you include family members? Administrators? Funders? The public? Or, how do you determine 
what the boundaries of your program are? In many situations, we think of the program as a set of activities that we can 
list. However, when we actually try listing program activities we can often find that even co-workers involved in delivering 
the same program may have different items. For instance, one person might say the planning of the program or training of 
program staff is an essential “part” of the program, while others would say the program just consists of what is done once the 
program is planned and the staff are trained. Is one right and the other wrong? Even if we take the narrower version, we can 
run into difficulties. Two trained staff members who try to do exactly the same set of activities will inevitably do things slightly 
differently. A teacher will adapt the way they are presenting material depending on the reactions of students. A doctor will 
adapt the way they are treating someone depending on their pain level or initial response to treatment. Is that adaptation 
part of what we call the “program”? What exactly is the boundary of the program? The same kind of boundary problem 
occurs in relation to outcomes. If we have a science outreach program that is trying to influence children’s attitudes towards 
science, where do we draw the boundaries on what that means? Does that mean that children become more interested in 
science? And what does that mean? What do we include in “science?” What do we mean by “more interested?” All of these 
questions involve determining boundaries, often in circumstances where there simply are no fixed and easily determined 
borders between what is or is not in the system.

Developing an understanding of boundary issues is an important part of systems evaluation. 
There are no simple answers and often reasonable people involved in the same program 
will disagree. In some sense, boundary discussions require that stakeholders negotiate a 
consensus about what they mean by their “program.” For instance, in a teacher-training 
program, is the program just the set of activities used in training teachers or does it also 
include the activities that the teachers subsequently do in training their students? Discussions 
about program boundaries often become important learning events for stakeholders because 
they lead to discussions about the meaning of what they are doing with their programs and 
the evaluations of them.
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the story of Goldilocks and the Three Bears comes to mind - Goldilocks’ quest to find the perfect 
bowl of porridge which was neither too hot nor too cold, but just right. Also demonstrated in this 
example is that we did not focus on the whole story – instead we chose to focus on the porridge 
(rather than on the chairs or the beds, or on the Bears’ return).

As one last example of different possible boundaries, consider how someone might define 
“school”? Does school begin when the first class begins, or does it begin when a student walks 
out of their home or gets on the bus? Is lunch part of school? Does school end after the last 
class, or when a student gets home. Are after-school activities – such as drama or sports – 
part of school? The selection among these options is ultimately a practical one driven by what 
participants want to do with their evaluation results. Under the circumstances, the decision 
about boundaries tends to get revisited several times as the working group moves through the 
modeling and evaluation planning steps.

For a program that is designed to “train the trainer” a key boundary question is whether the 
program includes the activities done with the trainers or only the subsequent activities with 
their students. Another classic boundary question is whether program planning and preparatory 
training is considered part of the program, or do program activities only involve what happens 
after program staff are trained? 

The output of this whole step should be a newly revised and even more precise program 
description upon which the working group has reached consensus. (See Appendix VIII for 
guidance) At this point they should agree on what activities are considered to be part of the 
program, and which ones are not. In addition, the working group should develop a mission 
statement for the program. Often, the organization will have an existing mission statement 
for each of its programs. The working group should keep a copy of this statement with their 
evaluation files. If no mission statement exists, or the existing statement needs revision, this 
should be done as part of this step.

Some groups get very ambitious about defining the program boundaries, and they may pay a 
price later when trying to evaluate it. If their boundary includes an extended view of the program, 
their whole logic model becomes much bigger and more complicated. Some groups will try 
to scale back and define more precisely what they are trying to do and they run the danger 
of leaving key program components out. This is all an iterative process that will be revisited 
throughout the other steps. Redefining the boundaries will likely continue as you work through 
other steps, such as when completing the logic model, when determining the evaluation scope, 
or prior to the next evaluation cycle.

2.04 Lifecycle Analysis

 Programs change over time.  In fact, like organisms, programs can be viewed as progressing 
through lifecycle stages: they are initiated (born); they typically go through phases of rapid 
change and growth; they may stabilize and become more “settled”; they may be disseminated 
widely; and at any point along the way they may be retired or replaced. Integrating principles 
from both systems theories and evolutionary theories, the SEP was explicitly designed to identify 
where a program is in its lifecycle and to encourage a progression through evaluation phases 
appropriate to its lifecycle phase. 

Figure 5 offers a way of characterizing a program’s evolution. The “State of the Program” arrow 
emphasizes that it is not just the passage of time that marks a program’s evolution. Decisions 
are made throughout a program’s lifecycle by program staff, organization leadership, key funders 
and others. Over time, these decisions contribute to a substantive progression that includes 
refinement and stabilization of program content and approach (reducing the variability of the 
program from one round to the next as a program settles into its essential components). In other 
words, as the state of the program moves from left to right, the internal stability of the program 
increases. This progression in the state of the program also reflects decisions that are made along 
the way about a program’s expansion, continuation, or contraction and also generally reflects a 

Phase 1: Evaluation Planning
Stage 2: Program Model Development
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move from smaller-scale pilot trials of a program to more widespread use.

For practical purposes we define four broad lifecycle “phases”: initiation; 
development; stability; and dissemination. In actuality, program evolution is a 
continuous and dynamic process. In fact, a program is never “done evolving.” 
Moreover, an individual program’s evolution is not always linear. The iterative, 
“regroup-and-try-again” possibilities symbolized in the blue dashed lines are 
realistic (and important) paths. There can be “backward” reversions to an 
earlier phase at any point in a program’s lifecycle, even for mature programs.  
Programs may also stay in one phase or move incrementally within it for some 
time (symbolized by the red circles); and they may be retired at any point (the 
exiting red arrows). 

Each iteration of a program is related to the program’s prior history but is 
also shaped by decisions based on new information about how and how well 
the program works, and about what is needed by the target audiences or 
community; and by purely external factors like funding availability. The process 
of evolution involves learning, changing, and ultimately strengthening the 
larger system as a program is run, evaluated and revised and re-run over time.

The process of program evolution through lifecycle phases is driven, in part, 
by evaluation. Information gathered through evaluation can be used to make 
positive changes to a program’s implementation and scope, pushing the 
program forward - and sometimes backward - through the lifecycle stages. 
Accompanying and supporting the program’s evolution is a similarly evolving 
pattern of evaluation activities.  A key tenet of the SEP is that there are lifecycles 
in evaluation as well, and that for any given program lifecycle phase or state of 
the program, there is an appropriate evaluation lifecycle phase. These lifecycle 
phases are defined in more detail below.

Figure 6 provides an image for evaluation lifecycle phases, analogous to the 
program lifecycle phases in Figure 5 above. The “State of the Evaluation” is 
a synthesis of the multiple dimensions of a program evaluation. Movements 
from left to right in this figure correspond to potential increases in the scope 
and/or intensity of the evaluation effort.  We distinguish four broad phases, 

Activity:  Program History

The purpose of this activity is for participants 
to reflect on the origins of their program 
and how and why the program has changed 
over time. Participant working groups should 
begin by discussing their program’s evolution. 
The following prompt is designed to help the 
working group bring the program’s history to 
light:

• Think of yourself as biographers working to 
tell the life story of your program. As you recall 
your program’s history, specific considerations 
might include: how and why the program 
began, how it has changed over time and why 
and the degree to which it continues to change. 
 
Following the discussion, the group should 
try to capture the program’s history in a 
schematic way using either a blank version 
of the “State of the Program” graphic used 
in Figure 5 (see Appendix IX), or any other 
graphic representation that enables the group 
to best communicate the story of the program’s 
history. If there are several working groups 
engaged at the same time, use the opportunity 
to have working groups take turns sharing and 
describing their illustration and program history 
with the larger group. These brief presentations 
should include a description of how the program 
has evolved so far and a brief description of 
the factors that have influenced its evolution - 
funding changes, community needs, and so on.)  

Figure 5. 

Phases in 

Program 

Lifecycle
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Figure 6. 

Phases in 

Evaluation 

Lifecycle

delineated according to their basic purpose or goals.  Early phase evaluations focus on how 
well the program is being implemented and how participants are responding to it; evaluations 
in the next phase assess change associated with program participation; evaluations with more 
elaborate comparison and control group designs allow for examination of causality, and the 
fourth phase examines how generalizable the program’s results are likely to be to other contexts 
and settings.
 
Alignment
Alignment between program and evaluation lifecycle phases is essential for ensuring that 
programs obtain the kind of information that is most needed at any given program lifecycle 
phase, and that program and evaluation resources are used efficiently. New programs should 
generally be doing process and implementation evaluations and basic satisfaction surveys rather 
than more controlled pre-post assessments. These programs are still changing a great deal, and 
need basic rapid feedback that can be incorporated into the next round of implementation.  

Using sophisticated outcome evaluation strategies on a program that’s still in an early lifecycle 
phase is more than just a waste of resources.  Outcome evaluation for an early phase program 
might happen to yield favorable results, but since the program is still changing considerably 
this seemingly favorable outcome might not hold up in subsequent rounds of the program, and 
could lead to an overinvestment in something that has not yet stabilized.  The opposite risk is 
also significant: early outcome evaluations might show poor results and lead to the premature 
cancellation of a program that actually has great promise but needs to have some basic 
weaknesses resolved.  

On the other hand, managers of a mature, consistently-presented and well-received program 
typically need to make decisions about whether to re-commit or even expand the resources 
being devoted to it.  At that phase it is critical to evaluate program outcomes, and obtain 
evidence of change associated with or possibly caused by the program. This program might not 
really be attaining its intended outcomes and should be retired or substantially revised in order 
to meet a community need; alternatively it may be an extremely valuable program that is not 
being disseminated as widely as it should be, because it cannot build a strong enough case to 
funders. Without appropriate evaluation, program resources will not be allocated as well as they 
could be. Questions of participant or facilitator satisfaction alone simply would not serve the 
program well. 

Figure 7 offers a simple representation of what alignment and non-alignment of program and 
evaluation lifecycle looks like, using the sequential lifecycle phases we have established above.  
Program C in this illustration lies on a 45-degree line, indicating ideal alignment between its 
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Figure 7. 

Lifecycle 

Alignment

program and evaluation lifecycle phases.

In practice it is very common to have programs whose program and evaluation lifecycles are 
not aligned.  Early phase programs such as Program A in Figure 7 may face stakeholder pressure 
to evaluate effectiveness through sophisticated outcome evaluations even though the program 
is still changing considerably from one round to the next. As described above, this pressured 
over-investment in evaluation may be using more resources than are warranted at this stage, 
and raises the risk of poor program decisions. Program B may have been in place and stable 
for some time, but is using simple end-of-session satisfaction surveys. This under-investment 
in evaluation also raises the risk of poor program decisions.  This non-alignment may simply be 
the consequence of being trapped in a rut of familiar routines, or it may be that the program is 

constrained with insufficient resources if their evaluation budget was underfunded. These are 
common and realistic scenarios. But misalignment can be costly and increases the risk of poor 
decisions about programs.  Moving toward alignment should be treated as a key goal of the 
evaluation plan.

Program Lifecycle Definitions
Each program will follow its own unique path through a lifecycle. Any given program might 
move forward and backward through and between the phases as needed, although the general 
tendency will be to progress through the phases over successive implementations. We define 
four broad phases, each of which is then more finely separated into two parts: 

1)	 Program Phase I: Initiation 

A Phase I program is typically a new program that is just starting up or an existing program 
that has been overhauled and revised considerably and is being piloted in its new form.  
Programs in this initiation phase will almost inevitably go through revisions. 

a)	 Phase IA programs are in their initial implementation(s) either as a newly conceived 
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program or as an existing program adapted from another context or from basic research. 

b)	 Phase IB programs have been through initial trials but are still relatively new and 
are still going through substantial changes or revisions to major parts of the program. 

2)	 Program Phase II: Development 

Programs are considered to be in the development phase when they have been implemented 
successfully one or more times and are still undergoing some refinement but, compared to 
those in Phase I, the scope and pace of change are much smaller.

a)	 Phase IIA programs are going through significant changes but some program 
elements have settled into consistent patterns.

b)	 Phase IIB programs are still going through change in some components, but most 
program elements are being implemented consistently. 

3)	 Program Phase III: Stability 

Programs are considered to be in the stability phase when they are being implemented 
consistently.  Program planners and providers know what can be expected in implementing the 
program; there are relatively few surprises. Participant experiences are relatively consistent 
from one session to the next. The program has finalized its procedures and protocols. 

a)	 Phase IIIA programs are being implemented consistently and have lesson plans or 
curricula to guide facilitators.

b)	 Phase IIIB programs have formal written procedures or protocols that make it 
possible for new facilitators working in that context to deliver the program consistently.

4)	 Program Phase IV: Dissemination 

The dissemination phase is a period when the program is adapted for wider implementation 
while still adhering to the essentials of the program model. Logistical issues regarding support 
of the program over a broader range of circumstances are addressed. In short, dissemination 

Activity:  Evaluation History
This activity parallels the previous activity. In this case the purpose is for participants to reflect on the evaluation that has been 
done on this program over time, on what they know about the program and how they know it, and the factors that have shaped 
the evaluation decisions. To the extent that the underlying program may have moved forward or backward among lifecycle phases 
at various points in time, it may be that the evaluation as well has moved iteratively back and forth among evaluation phases 
along the continuum in Figure 6. This history of evaluations contributes to a body of knowledge about the program and its context. 
Exploring a program’s history of evaluation illuminates both the evolution of the state of evaluation, and also the factors shaping 
evaluation decisions.
 
The prompt questions below are designed to help the working group think through the evaluation history.
•	 What types of evaluation have been done on this program, and when? (Include both formal and informal evaluations and 

feedback.)
•	 What have been the primary purposes of the evaluations that have been done?
•	 How have results been used?  Have the results influenced decisions about the program?
•	 Who have the results been shared with or reported to?
•	 Does your funder require a certain type of evaluation?
•	 What have been the sources of information that have been used? (Documents, responses from individuals on surveys or in 

interviews, etc.) 
•	 Have there been evaluations that are descriptive of the program (e.g. interviews with program participants or leaders)?
•	 Have there been formal evaluations of the program that included structured data collection (qualitative or quantitative data)?
•	 Have there been evaluations that used comparison groups or control groups?

Following the discussion, the group should try to capture the program’s evaluation history in a schematic way using either a 
blank version of the “State of the Evaluation” graphic used in Figure 6 (see Appendix X), or any other graphic representation that 
best communicates the program’s evaluation history. If there are several working groups engaged at the same time, use the 
opportunity to have working groups take turns sharing and describing their illustration and the program’s evaluation history with 
the larger group. These brief presentations should include a description of how the program has been evaluated over time and 
a brief description of the factors that have influenced the decisions about evaluation (stakeholder priorities, evaluation funding 
changes, program challenges, and so on.)  
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In the Course of a Lifetime - Ontogeny

An evolutionary systems evaluation 
perspective leads us to think differently 
about programs. For instance, the idea 
of ontogeny in evolutionary theory 
is concerned with the origin and the 
development of an organism from inception through maturity. In human organisms ontogeny refers to the different phases 
of development from infancy to old age. Instead of thinking of our programs as static entities, this notion encourages us to 
think of each program as continuously evolving through different phases in a lifecycle, much like any organism does. While 
this lifecycle will manifest itself differently for each program, much as different people develop at different rates at various 
times in their lives, we can sketch out a hypothetical sequence that would likely fit many programs into multiple phases like the 
initiation, development, maturity or stability, and implementation or dissemination phase. 

These stages aren’t meant to be a strait-jacket or an inflexible taxonomy. For any given program, the progression may not be 
sequential. Like some people, a program may be precocious. It may for instance quickly evolve through the development phase 
and become stabilized or routinized. Or, a program can revert to an earlier stage, much like the young adult that temporarily 
reverts to juvenile behavior before resuming more mature development. At any phase, we may decide whether to continue the 
program or not. Sometimes it is apparent even early in a program’s development that it is not able to be implemented well or 
that it has a fundamental flaw in its conception or structure.

This notion of a program lifecycle has practical implications for evaluation. How should a program be evaluated at each stage 
of its lifecycle? In organizations that are simultaneously running multiple programs – and most organizations do this routinely 
– what are the advantages of thinking about the collection of programs as constituting a type of portfolio and encouraging 
variation of programs at different stages of development? What role can evaluators play in helping program administrators 
and organizations assess where their programs are in their development and in encouraging them to think about when and 
how they will evolve their programs to their next phase? 

In many of our program contexts, we become committed to the program as it currently exists. The program evolves up to 
a point and then we get a type of “lock-in” where we seemingly get stuck in a phase and are unable to move any further. 
Program decisions turn into a struggle between program preservationists who fear change and the potential loss of their 
familiar context, resources, or even their jobs, and program critics who push for ever-extending demonstrable results and 
emphasize ever-shrinking funding and resources. 

An evolutionary perspective on programs and the idea of ontogeny emphasize program change as something to be expected 
and embraced. Instead of the commitment to preserving the program as it is, they encourage the idea that programs have a 
limited life-span, that they should not be assumed to live forever, that it is normal to see them as part of an ongoing trial-and-
error learning process, and that the abandonment of an older program and the development of new ones is part of the normal 
cycle-of-life. From the beginning of the program, and throughout its evolution, the focus is on where the program is in its 
development and how to move it to the next phase. In effect the idea of a lifecycle creates system pressure to move programs 
along and not allow them to become static.
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phase programs are run at multiple new locations with new and diverse sites, staff and 
participants. 

a)	 Phase IVA programs are being implemented in multiple sites in different contexts; 
adaptations to new contexts have been made in order to maintain the essential meaning of the 
program.

b)	 Phase IVB programs are in wide distribution, well beyond the initial context in 
which it was developed and used.

Most programs do not progress all the way through to the dissemination phase. In many cases, 
experience and evaluation will show that a program is not sustainable for various reasons. It is 
possible for evaluation to reveal that a program is not achieving the desired outcomes or that 
there are negative consequences. Perhaps the funding stream has dried up, or participation was 
too low to maintain the program. Many programs will be retired then revamped in order to try 
another approach, thus facing another cycle of growth and starting the process over again. 

Figure 8. 
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Evaluation Lifecycle Definitions
Evaluation lifecycle phases are distinguished according to the kinds of claims one would be 
interested in making in that phase, the corresponding evaluation methodology or design, and 
the quality of measures. Figure 8  (page 23) provides a concise version of these evaluation phase 
definitions.

1)	 Evaluation Phase I: Process and Response

Evaluation in this phase emphasizes implementation and process assessment in order to 
provide rapid feedback that will be used to refine the program model, “debug” the program 
procedures, identify barriers to high-quality adoption, and assess participant response to the 
program. 

a)	 Phase IA evaluations examine program implementation or process, and 
participant and facilitator satisfaction.  These typically use documentation strategies, and post-
only evaluation of reactions and satisfaction. Evaluations may rely more heavily on qualitative 
measures, with more open-ended questions for example, but quantitative measures are also 
used. 

b)	 Phase IB evaluations are also typically process, implementation or satisfaction 
assessments, but they extend the evaluation scope to examine the extent to which selected 
outcomes are present or absent.  Evaluations are post-only, quantitative or qualitative outcome 
measures are under development or are being adapted from other uses and their reliability is 
being established.

2)	 Evaluation Phase II: Change 

This phase of evaluation emphasizes the assessment of changes in outcomes (e.g., 
knowledge, skills, attitude, behavior, performance) that occur in association with the program. 
The major distinction between the two sub-phases is where the change is being measured – 
within groups or within individuals. 

a)	 Phase IIA evaluations typically involve unmatched pretests and posttests of 
outcomes and assessment of consistency (reliability) and validity of measurement. Change is 
assessed within groups, and may use quantitative or qualitative methods. Results tend to be 
utilized for management and accountability of the program.

b)	 Phase IIB evaluations typically consist of a pretest and posttest of outcomes 
matched at the level of the individual, using quantitative or qualitative methods. The matching 
allows for more precise analysis of patterns of change that may be occurring, and enables 
exploration of reliability and validity of measures. Because participant identification is necessary 
to match pre and post outcomes and results are increasingly used for public accountability, 
the required level of participant protection increases.  Human subjects review and protection 
(informed consent, anonymity or confidentiality) is typically undertaken here and increasingly 
formalized.

3)	 Evaluation Phase III: Comparison and Control

The emphasis in this phase is on evaluating effectiveness – that is, whether the program is 
responsible for causing the observed changes in outcomes. Here, evaluation involves the use 
of comparison groups or variables and statistical controls for adjusting for uncontrolled factors. 
Phase III evaluation designs typically call for use of more sophisticated statistical analysis, so 
programs using Phase III evaluations may need the assistance of a data analyst or statistician.

a)	 Phase IIIA evaluations use design and statistical controls and comparisons (control 
groups, control variables or statistical controls). 

b)	 Phase IIIB evaluations use controlled experimental or quasi-experimental designs 
(randomized experiment; regression-discontinuity) for assessing the effectiveness of the 
program.

Phase 1: Evaluation Planning
Stage 2: Program Model Development
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4)	 Evaluation Phase IV: Generalizability 

These in-depth and extensive program evaluations focus on how well programs dependably 
display consistent outcomes over an increasingly broad range of circumstances. Evaluations at 
this phase may include meta-analysis or synthesis across multiple sites and implementations, 
investigation of regional/national effects, and/or assessing program “generalizability.” Phase 
IV evaluation designs call for more sophisticated use of statistical analysis, so programs using 
Phase IV evaluations may need the assistance of a data analyst or statistician.

a)	 Phase IVA evaluations are multi-site integrated assessments yielding large data 
sets over multiple waves of program implementation. 

b)	 Phase IVB evaluations present a formal assessment across multiple program 
implementations that enable general assertions about a program in a wide variety of contexts 
(e.g., meta-analysis). 

Lifecycle Application
Figure 8 (page 23) (or Appendix XI) shows how the phases of these two lifecycles ideally are 
synchronized. That is, an evaluation should be appropriate for the lifecycle phase of a program. 
However, it is one thing to present these “ideal” phases as synchronized, and it is another thing 
entirely to make these phases “fit” what is occurring in a real-world program context.  Your job 
as the Evaluation Champion is to facilitate the discussions - first regarding the program’s current 
lifecycle phase, and the current evaluation methods being used - then how best to work toward 
alignment and continue the developmental progression of the program. Alignment of program 
and evaluation lifecycles will not necessarily occur in just one cycle of evaluation (particularly if 
there is initially a large discrepancy between the program and evaluation lifecycles). Decisions 
about how quickly to work toward alignment will have to be weighed against the feasibility of 
different approaches as well as external pressures (i.e., funder mandates). 

Activity:  Lifecycle Alignment Review

The purpose of this activity is to provide a structured framework for assigning lifecycle phases to both a program and its 
evaluation. This lays the foundation for a discussion of the program’s alignment. 

First, the working group should review the Program and Evaluation Lifecycle Definitions and Alignment handout corresponding 
to Figure 8 (see Appendix XI.)  Based on the discussions and diagrams created in the previous two Activities, the working group 
should review the phase definitions in the handout and decide which program and evaluation lifecycle phases most closely fit 
the program in its current form. 

With regard to program lifecycle, the group may recognize that some “parts” of their program are undergoing different kinds 
of change than others. In assigning an overall program lifecycle, this variation across parts of the program should be taken 
into account.  (The distinctions between Phases IB, IIA, and IIB are specifically about this kind of variation in scale and scope of 
change.)  

With regard to evaluation lifecycle, if the components of the current evaluation fall into different lifecycle phases it may be 
difficult to assign a single evaluation lifecycle phase to the entire program.  If possible, base the assignment on an identification 
of the primary purpose of the current evaluation and the methodology that is being used to serve that primary purpose. If this 
is not possible, then make note of the fact that there are multiple evaluation phases underway and record which aspects of the 
program are being evaluated in which way.

Once the lifecycle analyses for both the program and the program evaluation are complete, use the Lifecycles Alignment Chart 
in Appendix XII to plot the location of the program relative to the 45-degree line. In practice, since lifecycle considerations are 
not the  only factor influencing evaluation decisions, it is quite common for program and evaluation lifecycles to not be aligned. 
If this is the case for your program, discuss what other factors are in play for this program, and what the consequences of non-
alignment are.  (Refer to the discussion of points A, B, and C in Figure 7 for examples of this kind of alignment review.) Refer 
back to the Map of Stakeholders to identify stakeholder-driven reporting requirements or guidelines, and explore whether these 
are appropriate for the lifecycle phase of the program.

Phase 1: Evaluation Planning
Stage 2: Program Model Development
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The Flower and the Bee  -  Symbiosis and Co-Evolution

The ideas of symbiosis and co-evolution are critically important in evolutionary biology. One of the most familiar examples 
of this phenomenon is the relationship of the flower and the bee. Each provides something to the other. The flower provides 
nectar that is produced into honey and the bee acts as the vehicle for sexual reproduction by moving pollen from one flower 
to another. Both benefit from the exchange. Neither participates in this exchange consciously. Flowers didn’t strategize one 
day that they needed bees as a vehicle for reproduction. And bees didn’t decide that flowers would be good vessels for honey 
production. They co-evolved over millennia in a manner that makes them co-dependent. 

There are several ways that symbiosis and co-evolution are important for evaluation. 
First, if all programs evolve through different stages over time, then we must recognize 
that the evaluation approaches we use at each stage need to differ throughout the 
life of the program. That is, the way we would evaluate a program during its initiation 
stage would not likely be appropriate for evaluating it during its growth stage, and so 
on. In effect, the evaluation of a program has its own lifecycle and one of the major 
tasks of systems evaluation is to encourage the symbiotic or co-evolutionary relationship 
between program and evaluation lifecycles. In the initiation phase an evaluation needs 
to be dynamic and flexible, providing rapid feedback about implementation and process. 
In many program evaluations this is accomplished with simple monitoring or post-only 
feedback forms, unstructured observation, qualitative methods, informal debriefing 
and feedback, and through communications systems. In the development phase of an 
evaluation, the focus tends to shift to the observation and assessment of change and we 
focus on things like designing observational procedures and measures of key outcomes, 
assessing the consistency and construct validity of measures, looking at pre-post 
differences and examining the relationships among different observations, qualitative or quantitative. The mature phase of 
an evaluation tends to emphasize the idea of control. At this point the program is routinized and stable enough to compare 
performance of participants with some standard expectation of performance or with outcomes of people who participate in 
alternative programs or none at all. This is the realm of experimental and quasi-experimental designs and of more structured 
and comparative qualitative approaches. The translation or dissemination phase in evaluation is typically concerned with 
generalizability or external validity. It examines the consistency of outcomes across different settings, populations or program 
variations. This is the realm of secondary and meta-analysis and of program review approaches that seek general inferences 
about the transferability of the program. Encouraging a symbiotic relationship between the evaluation approach and the 
program lifecycle is a critically important systems evaluation process.

Second, the ideas of symbiosis and co-evolution also have important practical implications for the level of support people 
have for evaluation. In many evaluation contexts, one hears a series of laments about how unmotivated people are to 
evaluate or their resistance to doing evaluation. For instance, the evaluator asks “Why don’t these program people just 
cooperate when I ask them for data?” Program implementers ask “Why don’t these evaluations address something that 
would be useful for us?” Program participants want to know “Why do they keep bugging us for data? We don’t get anything 
from this.” In the ideal, we would want the situation to be a co-evolutionary one where program participants are providing 
information naturally as part of their participation, where program administrators are getting what they want from the 
provided data, and where evaluation happens almost transparently as an integrated aspect of program implementation. That 
is, the ideal is the flower and the bee. This is a difficult ideal to achieve in practice. It requires that the evaluation systems be 
engineered in such a way that each stakeholder group’s incentive to participate in the evaluation is well understood. 
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The Survival of Programs with “Fitness” - Evolution and Evaluation

The theory of evolution 
is one of the most 
important achievements 
in the history of 
science. Darwin’s 
Origin of Species and 
his articulation of the 
theory of natural selection forms the foundation of virtually all of the life sciences and continues to have profound effects in the 
social sciences, arts, humanities and, as we all know, in the political and religious realms. The theory of evolution is essentially 
a systems theory in that it describes how different systems interact and develop over time. This systems theory has a profound 
effect on how we think about evaluation. To give you an idea of how different an evolutionary systems evaluation might be, 
consider how the basic idea of evolution sounds when framed in terms of programs and evaluation:

Every program can be viewed as an organism in a population of similar programs that constitutes its species. Program 
theories, whether stated explicitly or not, make up the essential instructions of the program. Programs have variations within 
each species of program. Programs have unique characteristics: the people who implement them, the activities that constitute 
them, the setting and assumptions that guide them, the participants who take part in them.  This program variation is essential 
for their evolution.

Program variations are implemented, have consequences, and are selected for in subsequent program generations. Some 
programs and their characteristics and theories survive over time; most become extinct. Programs and program theories get 
selected and survive because of the fitness of their characteristics to a specific environmental or ecological niche. While most 
of us probably hope or believe that programs are selected for using rational criteria to yield specific desirable characteristics 
or outcomes, in many situations they probably survive because people like them, get used to them, or because there are 
institutional, political and economic forces that favor their survival.

Over time, programs and their theories evolve. This evolution is based on the same principle of natural selection that underlies 
all evolution in life. The process of consciously developing and evolving programs is a type of artificial selection, a special 
subtype of natural selection. Artificial selection is to natural selection as plant or animal breeding is to natural reproduction. 
Evaluation can play a key role in that artificial selection, both in encouraging and enhancing variability and in providing 
feedback and influencing selection. As in evolution generally, it’s not clear where program evolution is heading or whether any 
adaptation can be said to constitute ‘progress.’ Slight program variations and adaptations can survive that subsequently make 
little apparent sense. Program features may exist today that were adaptive in the past but remain largely as residuals, long 
beyond their original adaptive genesis.
 
Just as with other organisms in nature, in addition to their participation in a broader species, each program has its own 
individual life (ontogeny), a unique life course that moves through various phases. Programs are born or initiated. They grow 
and change as they are implemented and revised. They mature and may reach a relatively stable state sometimes becoming 
routinized and standardized. And, they regenerate, die, are translated and disseminated, and so on, starting new cycles of 
program instances. 

This is simply a restatement in terms of programs and program theory of the theory of evolution generally.  It incorporates 
the ideas from evolution of the lifecourse of the individual organism (the ontogeny) and the tree-like descent of multiple 
generations of organisms from ancestors (phylogeny). Like the theory of evolution it is simple in conception and readily 
communicated. And, like that theory it has behind it a world of complexity and implications which have implications for 
evaluation practice.

Phase 1: Evaluation Planning
Stage 2: Program Model Development
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2.05 Logic Model 
The goal of this step is to help the working group generate an initial logic model that captures 
the program assumptions, context, inputs, activities, outputs, and short-, medium-, and long-
term outcomes. Use the Logic Model Worksheet (provided in Appendix XIII), and Logic Model 
Template and Guidance document (Appendix XIV) for this step. The following is a description of 
the components of the logic model and an example is shown in Figure 9. The programs we have 
worked with have also found it helpful to be aware of the key aspects of a good logic model, and 
therefore we created a Logic Model Feedback Form (see Appendix XV). 

Inputs
Inputs should include a BRIEF, clear, informative, and complete list of key resources such as staff, 
curriculum, teaching materials, outside partners and facilities.  Often staff inputs are described 
in fractional “Full Time Equivalent” (FTE) increments. The inputs should give the reader an “at 
a glance” idea of the program’s size and scale. The list does not need to be lengthy but should 
describe succinctly the resources needed to implement the program. 

Activities
The activities list should be complete and understandable, as it is the basis for the remainder of 
the Logic Model. Based on the boundary discussion, staff should be able to determine what gets 
included as an activity. Activities should be well defined so that someone unfamiliar with the 
program can understand the activity titles.  For example, instead of naming an activity “Green 
Garden” you could use a more descriptive (yet short and succinct) title such as “Green Garden 
Weekend Workshop” or “Green Garden 1-Day Conference” so that the reader gets a better idea 
about what is happening. The activity titles should be written so that they can be understood by 
a general non-specialist reader.

It is sometimes difficult to decide how narrowly or broadly to define an activity.  For example: 
for a program consisting of multiple workshops, should the activity list include each workshop 
separately, or should they be bundled together into a single activity referring to the combined 
workshop series?  The choice will depend on the nature of the program and on the kind of detail 
in the rest of the program model.  If the individual workshops are expected to have distinct 
outcomes (one focuses on basic knowledge, one on how to use equipment safely, etc.) and if 
the resulting short-term outcomes are important to distinguish, then it may be useful to list 
the individual workshops as separate activities.  However if you are working at a higher level 
of generality, and particularly if the workshops are really interwoven, then it might work better 
to have the workshop series as a single activity, with more comprehensive, broader outcomes.

The activities list should only include activities that reach people who participate or who are 
targeted and should be consistent with the program as it is described in the program description.  
It should typically NOT include administrative, marketing or other activities carried out by 
program staff. (Recruitment, follow-up and a host of other administrative activities generally do 
NOT belong in a logic model. However, there are exceptions.  For example, it would be legitimate 
to have “recruitment” in a logic model if the program was working to diversify the organization’s 
volunteer pool.) 

Outputs
Outputs are the by-products of activities. These could include certificates of attendance or 
completion and objects that were created as part of the program (such as products generated by 
participants in activities). If something is done by a participant it should be listed in the outputs 
section. If something is an effect on a participant, then it should be listed in the outcomes 
section. The outputs should be clearly described and included for activities that are likely to 
generate outputs. 
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Outcomes
The difference between short-term, medium-term, and long-term outcomes is a matter of 
relationship to each other, not just the passage of calendar time. Short-term outcomes are the 
earliest outcomes directly linked to the activities, medium term outcomes stem from the short-
term outcomes and connect to the long-term outcomes, and long-term outcomes are generally 
the furthest out from the activities. 

Outcomes should not be limited to things that can be “measured”.  The goal in the logic model 
is to portray a full picture of the program and what it is expected to lead to, even if some of 
the outcomes are impossible to measure and even if some (long-term outcomes especially) are 
expected to emerge long past the time of any evaluations that may be done.

In general, the descriptions of outcomes should be clear, informative, and appropriately reflect 
the program description. They should be written in a general way (i.e., not context specific) and 
should be phrased as effects on, or changes in, participants and/or their communities or society. 

	 Short-term Outcomes

Short-term outcomes should describe results and effects on participants that are logically 
connected to activities.  These outcomes could include things like changes in awareness, 
knowledge, attitudes, skills, opinions, aspirations, and motivations. Place outcomes in the short 
term column at the “first glimmer” of their appearance. For instance, the skills of participants 
may continue to expand over time, but they should be listed as an outcome during the time 

Figure 9

Sample Logic 

Model
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frame when generally those skills manifest for the first time. Remember that sometimes there 
is a chain reaction of short-term outcomes, and that even if one outcome generally arrives 
before another outcome, they can still both be listed in the short-term column. For instance, a 
student might learn a skill that leads to an increase in their self-esteem. Even though one came 
before the other, they may both be considered short-term outcomes.

	 Medium-term Outcomes

Medium-term outcomes should describe effects on participants that logically connect short-
term outcomes with long-term outcomes. They tend to be follow-on effects on participants in 
the form of deeper or more sustained changes in short-term outcomes, and/or the spread 
of those effects from individual participants to their families or larger groups. Medium-term 
outcomes could include new behaviors or changes in behavior, practice, decision-making, 
policies, social action, awareness, knowledge, attitudes, skills, opinions, aspirations, and 
motivations. 

	 Long-term Outcomes

Long-term outcomes describe the ultimate effects logically connected to medium-term 
outcomes.  These are generally written as occurring beyond the individual or personal level 
and are likely to include things like social, economic, civic, or environmental effects. The 
subject of long-term outcomes is generally “the community” or even broader terms such as “a 
reduction in HIV/AIDS infection”.

 
Assumptions
Assumptions are the beliefs and thought patterns about how and why a program is expected 
to succeed.  In order to help identify assumptions, ask staff what things might occur that would 
prevent the program from achieving its long-term outcomes. Assumptions may include the idea 
that the program will be funded through the next funding cycle, or that the program will have 
access to space and other resources that may be provided by partners or funders upon whom 
they rely, or that the training methodology is appropriate for the intended audience, and so on. 
The assumptions (and context) sections of logic models are sometimes overlooked, but in fact 
they provide information that is essential for understanding how and why a program works the 
way the rest of the logic model suggests that it does.

Context
Context is the environment (including the social, cultural and physical context) in which a program 
will take place.  For example, context could be within an afterschool program, at a farmer’s 
market, or within the Spanish-speaking community. Context also includes factors that affect 
the need for the program, or the community history that might make the program particularly 
relevant. (HINT for both assumptions and context: If these details have been mentioned in the 
program description they do not need to be repeated at length here. Both of these sections 
should be brief.)

2.06 Pathway Model
A Pathway Model is a visual program model closely related to the columnar logic model.  A 
pathway model overlaps with a logic model in that it is based on the activities and outcomes 
that are in the logic model.  Unlike the logic model, it does not include the details of inputs, 
assumptions, or context.  However it adds a significant element by incorporating the logical 
connections that lead from an activity to one or more short-term outcomes, and from there 
to medium-term outcomes and ultimately long-term outcomes.  It tells the story of how the 
program works, in a way that can’t be captured in the logic model.  Together, the logic model and 
pathway model present a very informative, concise picture of the program and how it is believed 
to work.
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The pathway model can be developed using the logic model as a basis for articulating clear 
and direct linkages between program activities and outcomes. If it has not been done already, 
discussion should help program staff begin to identify key pathways or “through-lines” that 
connect the activities to outputs and outcomes in their logic model. One way to think of this is 
to explain:

[ACTIVITY “A”] leads to [SHORT-TERM OUTCOME “X”], 
which leads to [MEDIUM-TERM OUTCOME “Y”], 
which leads to [LONG-TERM OUTCOME “Z”].

For example, using the sample logic model in Figure 10 shows that program staff may believe that 
the activity “Classroom session on module, facilitated by expert volunteers” leads to the short-
term outcome “Youth participants learn new science content related to module objectives”, the 
medium-term outcome “Increase youth excitement about science and engineering”, and the 
long-term outcome “Increase pool of individuals choosing science and engineering careers.” 

Using software such as PowerPoint to create a flow chart can assist in presenting a single pathway 

or a more complete pathway - a single pathway may look something like that in Figure 11 and a 
more complete pathway model like that in Figure 12.

The working group should continue to create these pathway links until “how the program works” 
has been described to their satisfaction. This is different from a logic model in that it shows how 
the components of the logic model are connected. 

Figure 10

Sample Path 

from activity to 

outcome

Figure 11

Pathway from 

activity to 

outcome
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Figure 12. 

pROGRAM pathway 

model

 

Look at the completed pathway model and ask:
•	 Are there any activities that are not connected to any outcomes? 
•	 Are there any outcomes that are not connected to any activities? 
•	 If yes, why do these gaps may exist. 
•	 Was something simply left out of the model? 
•	 Or, is there a program activity that does not really address the program goals? 
•	 Is the program expected to lead to a particular outcome, but does not actually include an 

activity that would result in that outcome? 

The items in the completed pathway model should be consistent with the logic model. The 
connections between activities, short, medium, and long-term outcomes should be relevant, 
appropriate and logical. In general, short-term outcomes should rarely be connected directly 
to long-term outcomes. It is also important to check and make sure that there are not any 
“orphaned” items. This refers to activities that are not connected to any outcomes or outcomes 
that are not connected to any activities. If you find that either of these situations arises, it is 
important to revisit the program boundary discussion. In the case of orphaned activities, ask 
whether the activity is serving an intended purpose or whether, for example, the activity is 
included because it has always been done. In the case of orphaned outcomes, ask whether there 
are adequate activities to address the outcome. 

	 It is also important to review the pathways or explanatory “through-lines” that connect 
specific activities and outcomes. Make sure that the pathways clearly communicate the “story” or 
“program logic” and do not dead-end at short- or mid-term outcomes, but rather are connected 
to longer-term outcomes. In general, the pathway model should efficiently communicate the 
program logic and should be easily readable (e.g., the number of connections should not be 
excessive).

2.07 Determining Evaluation Scope 
Typically evaluation occurs over time as a program evolves. In any given evaluation cycle (e.g., 
annual evaluation) we usually don’t try to assess every activity and outcome on a logic or 
pathway model, we make choices about what is most important, relevant and feasible. That is, 
we determine what the “scope” of the evaluation will be at this point, which elements of the 
program we will focus on. In most cases, the scope of earlier lifecycle phase evaluations focuses 
on assessing program activities (e.g., implementation and process), outputs and perhaps a few 
key short-term outcomes. Over time the scope tends to move to the right on a pathway model, 
encompassing later short- and medium-term outcomes. 

This step in the Protocol represents a change in focus. The Evaluation Champion and the 
working group will now move from thinking purely about the program, its boundaries, logic and 
stakeholders move toward thinking about evaluation. This shift should be acknowledged, and 
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the group may want to discuss any learning and other benefits that have come out of their work 
so far. 

One of the Evaluation Champion’s responsibilities is to help the working group determine where 
evaluation efforts can be most valuable for them. There are many points to consider and discuss 
during this step. In order to help guide this decision-making process, we have developed a goal 
statement which may serve as a touchstone for evaluation planners as they move through the 
rest of the steps of the Protocol.

And so on, and so on… -  Causal Pathways

The idea of cause and effect is central to systems thinking. The field of System 
Dynamics, for instance, develops cause-effect models or “causal” chains and 
uses them to think about the way causes produce effects throughout the system 
and the different types of feedback loops that result and can often lead to 
unanticipated outcomes. In effect, you are describing the chain of thinking in a 
system: “X leads to Y which leads to Z, and so on, and so on…”

The notion of causality is critically important in systems evaluation. It is central 
to theory of change approaches to evaluation, to path analysis, to theory-driven 
approaches, and to much more. In program logic models there is a general idea 
of causality – activities are expected to lead to outputs which are in turn expected to produce short-, medium-, and long-
term outcomes and ultimately impacts. However, one problem with traditional logic models is that they are “columnar” in 
nature. The entire set of program activities, or outputs for each phase of outcomes are typically treated as a whole. That 
is, in traditional logic modeling while we expect that program activities produce outcomes, we usually do not specify which 
activities are expected to produce which outcomes. In other words, traditional logic models do not spell out the specific 
cause-effect relationships that are expected.

Because systems thinking suggests that distinguishing different cause-effect chains can be important, we prefer program 
logic models that describe the specific causal pathways involved in programs. For example, typical programs usually involve 
multiple activities, outputs and outcomes. In a pathway approach, you would specify each connection that you think might 
be relevant. You might specify that Activity A affects short-term outcomes A and C, which in turn affect medium-term 
outcomes E and F, and long-term Outcomes A and D. You might also expect that there will be feedback loops in your model. 
For instance, changing the results of a short-term outcome could trigger a change in another short-term outcome that then 
reverberates in or feeds back to the first outcome. 

This kind of causal pathway model is useful in telling the story of the program and is essential in developing a high-quality 
evaluation of it. A program model is likely to have many pathways from activities to outcomes. Drawing pictures of the 
pathway model enables you to understand better how you think your program should operate. It is especially useful to trace 
the “through-lines” of your program, the major causal paths through the model of your program. The through-line points 
out program activities that may not lead to any outcomes and helps you to identify key outcomes that should be measured.

Activity:  Pathway Model Peer Review

This activity is particularly appropriate when multiple programs within an organization are simultaneously working through 
the SEP. Peer reviews are especially valuable to the logic and pathway model development process. Because program staff are 
typically characterizing their programs from an internal perspective, they may omit elements that they take for granted or 
know implicitly (it is easy to fill in pieces which may be missing from the model with logic inside one’s own head). Peers typically 
have the benefit of being external to the program and can therefore better judge the ability of the model to communicate a 
clear picture of the program’s logic. Peer reviews may also benefit the reviewer. As reviewers begin to identify weaknesses in 
a peer’s model, they may become better able to identify similar problems in their own model. This activity is designed to be 
used with poster-sized pathway models displayed on the wall (using large paper and index cards, or large-format printouts 
of a PowerPoint model for example). Each program’s description should also be displayed next to the model. Reviewers use a 
structured guide (see Appendix XVI, “Sticker Activity 1”) and a set of stickers to identify common pitfalls of model development. 
The stickers, which use pictures to help identify these pitfalls (a leaping frog for leaps in logic, a fence to identify a boundary 
question, etc.), allow both the reviewer and reviewed to quickly identify what may otherwise seem like an ambiguous lack of 
clarity. Peer reviewers are also encouraged to write open-ended comments as necessary, and discuss all of their feedback with 
the recipient at the end of the activity.
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Discuss Feasibility, Credibility, Accuracy and Usefulness
It is important to be strategic and to determine what is appropriate and feasible in the coming 
evaluation cycle.  Feasibility discussions should take account of program activity, time constraints, 
funding constraints, and/or reporting constraints. Keep this concept in mind as you continue, 
and use caution about selecting too large a scope. In addition, evaluation time and resources 
are limited so it is essential to direct the evaluation efforts toward generating information about 
the program that is useful and credible to both internal and external stakeholders. This has 
implications for the evaluation scope (what to focus on) and for the evaluation strategies that 
will be used. Accuracy refers to reliability and validity of a given evaluation strategy and set of 
tools. Program staff should plan an evaluation that will provide the most accuracy (which will 
lead to credibility and usefulness) within their contextual feasibility restraints.

As the group works through the sections of the evaluation plan, the building blocks established 
in the program modeling phase of the Protocol – stakeholder analysis, lifecycle analysis, program 
logic and pathway models – will come together to help establish strategies and priorities for 
achieving the evaluation goal in the coming evaluation cycle.

Examine the Logic and Pathway Models
The pathway model and logic model are the primary tools you will use to assess and decide upon 
the scope of evaluation for a particular evaluation cycle. The program models represent a broad 
overview of everything that is done and assumed in a program and all of the expectations for the 
program’s effect. It can help program staff to think of the pathway model and logic model as a 
blueprint for their program over the next “X” number of years. Keep in mind that it may not be 
possible to address every aspect of this model in the next year, or maybe even in the next five 
years. The “Evaluation Scope” encompasses the components of the program that will be focused 
on in the upcoming evaluation cycle. 

Revisit Stakeholders 
An evaluation scope discussion should include a re-examination of the Map of Stakeholders. 
Are there any outcomes or pathways that multiple stakeholders are interested in? Are there any 
outcomes or pathways that none of the stakeholders have an interest in? Do certain stakeholders 
get precedence over others? Once again, visual clues are helpful. Transfer the pathway model 
onto paper or a drawing board. Create a numbered list of the key stakeholders and place each 
stakeholder’s number onto the pathway model next to the outcomes and pathways that that 
stakeholder would be most interested in (see Figure 13).

Revisit Lifecycle
This is an opportune time to reconsider the lifecycle of the program. There may be a desire to 
focus on a medium-term outcome but if the program is still in its initiation phase it might be 
more appropriate to focus on demonstrating effects on short-term outcomes first.

Finding the Key Pathway Markers
In any pathway model there are some paths that are more important than others, and some 
outcomes that are more central to the model. The following questions can help guide thinking 
about which pathways to focus on in the current evaluation cycle. 

Required: Is there a particular activity, outcome, pathway (or set of pathways) on which the 
program is required to report? If so, then evaluation should definitely include this in its scope.

Easiest: The primary (or most obvious) pathway may be the best focus for the evaluation. Is the 
program already collecting information that addresses some aspect of the model? Is there an 
“easy” or obvious point on which an evaluation could focus? We refer to this as the “low-hanging 

 Evaluation Goal:

To obtain accurate, 
useful insights about 
the answers to 
evaluation questions 
in a manner that is 
feasible, is credible to 
relevant stakeholders, 
makes strategic 
use of limited time 
and resources, and 
contributes to our 
general knowledge, to 
future evaluations and 
to program evolution.
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fruit.” 

Hub (Grand Central): Like Grand Central Station, there may be a “central point” through 
which many of the pathways pass. By evaluating this outcome, the program may potentially 
be able to address many aspects of its model simultaneously.

Once again, visual clues are helpful for many people. On the pathway model circle hubs, 
highlight key pathways, and so forth.

Determine the Scope for this evaluation cycle
Once the key markers have been identified and stakeholders have been placed on the 
pathway it is time to determine the scope for the evaluation. What we mean by scope 
is essentially how far into the pathway model (from left to right) the group intends to 
evaluate over a certain period of time (this evaluation cycle). For instance, if someone is 
determining the scope for an evaluation for the upcoming year, and they have determined 
the key markers as described above, they will want to set the scope for the evaluation to 
include as many of the key markers as can reasonably be accommodated within the year. 
It is useful to show the scope of an evaluation graphically. You can do this by drawing a line 
that encloses the pathways that will be included in your evaluation within it as shown in 
Figure 14. 

Keep in mind that the evaluation scope will generally change from year to year and will 
generally move from a focus on activities, outputs and short-term outcomes in earlier 
evaluations to one that includes medium- or long-term outcomes later on. 

Figure 13. 

Stakeholders 

located on 

pROGRAM pathway 

model

 

Figure 14. 

Evaluation Scope 
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2.08 Program-System Links
No program is an island. That is, it is a rare program that is so unique that it cannot learn or 
benefit from knowing how others view the program and have addressed similar challenges in 
the past.

At some point each program should examine what others are doing that might be related to 
or inform the program and its evaluation, and integrate this information into the program’s 
pathways. This step involves turning the working groups’ attention to other programs and to 
the research literature. These sources may suggest measures that could be used for the current 
evaluation or provide evidence that could help support the logic conveyed by the links in the 
pathway model.
 
Ask the working group if there are other programs like this one. These may be in the same 
organization or in another local organization, or may be physically distant. Are there other 
programs with similar or shared outcomes, even if the program activities are very different? 
What evaluation tools are used for comparable programs, and are they available for this program 
to use? What research supports the logic represented in the pathway model? Are there measures 
in the research literature that may be useful for this evaluation? To find similar programs, draw 
upon professional connections as well as links or resources that may be available from the larger 
systems that this program is part of – national organizations, professional associations, and so 
on.

Don’t rely only on similar programs. The working group should search the scientific literature 
for current research that is being conducted in their general program area. This can be a time-
consuming task, but it is also an important one. (In our case, we assist in this step by having 
undergraduate students work on conducting literature searches, and we are making the aggregate 
results available to many similar programs.) Having an understanding of the evidence that already 
exists can help the program to focus its evaluation efforts and to identify well-researched and 
widely used measures to use. Depending on the program’s resources and capacity, as well as the 
interests of its stakeholders, organizations may choose to devote more or less time to this step.

For example, consider a course that teaches youth how to reason scientifically. Suppose that 
a short-term outcome for this course is that youth will be able to reason scientifically about 
everyday problems. An example of evidence for this causal relationship could be a research article 
that shows that courses in scientific reasoning methods that utilize relevant everyday topics may 
enhance the transfer of scientific reasoning to other problems/situations (e.g. Williams, et al., 
(2004). Thinking Like A Scientist About Real-World Problems: The Cornell Institute for Research 
on Children Science Education Program. Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 25:1, 
107-126).

Once the working group has surveyed resources from other programs and the literature, it is useful 

Activity: Mining the Model – Part 1

Like the Pathway Model Peer Review, Mining the Model uses a sticker activity (Appendix XVII – sticker activity 2) to guide 
participants’ thinking about how to narrow the focus of the evaluation and develop evaluation questions using the 
pathway model. Participants begin with a copy of their pathway model printed out in a large, readable format. They then 
use a sticker, as listed below to identify and highlight aspects of the model.
                  Star stickers = key activities and outcomes
                  Highlighter or Key stickers = key links and pathways
Using stickers provides visual cues that indicate the desired and necessary focus of the current evaluation. Sometimes the 
model supports the participants’ prior thinking about what is most important. Other times, the model and the stickers used 
in this activity tell a less predictable story.
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to visually depict this on the pathway model (see Figure 15). Relevant literature (evidence) 
that relates to the causal relations can be “mapped” onto the pathway model (we call 
this evidence mapping). Similarly, relevant measures that relate to specific outcomes can 
also be “mapped” onto the pathway model (we call this measurement mapping). See the 
Activities: Mining the Model Parts 1 and 2 for an example of how to conduct the mapping 
exercise. Results from the evidence mapping and measurement mapping may lead the 
working group to want to revise the scope of the current evaluation; particularly if there is 
pressure to report on longer-term outcomes. For example, if the working group is able to 
identify strong research evidence that already links one of their medium-term outcomes 
(e.g., “increase student excitement about science and engineering topics”) to one of their 
long-term outcomes (e.g., “increase the number of individuals who choose science and 
engineering careers”), they may decide to focus the current evaluation on demonstrating 
that program activities lead to that medium-term outcome. If the evaluation can provide 
evidence that program participation increases student excitement about science, they 
can then logically argue (based on the appropriate research evidence) that the long-term 
outcome should follow.  

The working group should keep in mind that they may not be able to find evidence or 
measures for all of the relations or elements that have been articulated in their pathway 
model.

Activity:  Mining the Model - Part 2

As part of thinking about program-system links, participants may find it useful to return to their model for an 
additional “mining the model” activity to help them visualize exactly where on the model these links may exist. Like 
Part 1, this activity uses stickers that are attached to a printed out version of the model (See Appendix XVIII – Sticker 
Activity 3). For part 2 of Mining the Model, the stickers include:
•	      System symbol stickers (e.g., a microscope for STEM education) = system priority/interest
•	      Coat hanger stickers = there is prior research to support or “hang on” that link
•	      Measure stickers (e.g., an image of a checklist) = there is a measure that can be used for that outcome/activity
•	      Letter stickers (where each letter represents a stakeholder) = stakeholder priorities
Once all of the key areas of the pathway model have been identified using the stickers in part 1 and 2 of this activity, 
the participants should be able to use this version of their model to help (re)define the scope and as a reference as 
they move forward with planning an evaluation. It will serve as a reminder of their thinking at the time the model was 
created and about their priorities, interests and available resources.

Figure 15. 

lITERATURE 

MAPPING
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2.09 Reflection and Synthesis
The purpose of this step is to take stock of where the working group is in their thinking about the 
program and its evaluation, review and revise the work done so far and, if possible, to interview 
stakeholders so that their opinions can also be integrated. 

It would be a rare program indeed that goes through the steps in the Protocol in sequential order 
one time and gets it “right” or to a level with which they are satisfied. If this process is working 
correctly, when they get to this synthesis step the working group should immediately see things 
from earlier steps that they want to go back and revise or rework. In addition, when possible, 
interviewing stakeholders can shed new light on the program and can inform revisions to the 
established program boundaries and model (see Stakeholder Interview Activity). However, this 
process is not always feasible. Therefore, it is important that the working group continue to keep 
stakeholder opinions in mind throughout the revision process.

The synthesis step actually occurs throughout the entire process, but we place the step here so 
that you deliberately stop at this point to assess the entire program modeling picture. Another 
way to think of this synthesis step is to contrast a step-by-step process with a more dynamic and 
adaptive one. If you look at the steps in the planning stage of the Protocol you might get the 
impression that the way to do evaluation planning is to take each step in order and then be done. 
In fact, what we want to encourage is a more dynamic approach to planning that cycles through 
these steps several times – and not even necessarily in the same order – until the working group 
is satisfied that they have developed a high-quality model and evaluation scope appropriate for 
their purposes.

When does this process end? In one sense it never does. In another sense, we have to be practical 
and recognize that the goal is to get the best model for our purposes within the time that we 
have available. So, ideally the working group will decide to end the process at some point that 
makes sense for their work – and recognize that this is a process they should revisit from time 
to time. 

When the working group has settled on a program model that they will use going forward in this 
process, they may choose to do a more formal review using the structured feedback document 
(Logic Model and Pathway Model Feedback Form) provided in Appendix XV of this Guide. A 
Structured feedback can help to provide an “outside” perspective on the program logic and 
pathway models. 

One of the key products of this synthesis step would be a revised program description that 
reflects new thinking about program boundaries, stakeholders and outcomes. The thinking done 
at this step in the Protocol will also contribute to a concise evaluation purpose statement, which 
is the second step in the evaluation planning phase. 
  
At this point the working group will have the compiled set of materials that reflect the work 
done in this stage of the protocol, including the stakeholder map, program logic model, pathway 
model, boundary analysis, lifecycle analysis from the perspectives of key stakeholders, evaluation 
scope and system links. 

Activity:  Stakeholder 
Interview

In order to encourage 
participants to delve 
deeper into understanding 
stakeholder perspectives, 
this activity asks each 
participant to interview 
2-4 different key 
stakeholders about the 
program, its model and 
future evaluation work. 
Participants should begin by 
identifying key stakeholders 
whom they would be 
interested in interviewing. 
Possibilities include: 
program, participants, 
staff, funders, collaborators 
and community leaders, 
among others. Once a list 
of possible interviewees 
has been generated, they 
should each be contacted 
by the interviewer. During 
this initial conversation, an 
explanation of this activity 
and how the stakeholder 
might contribute should be 
provided. If the interviewer 
plans to record the 
interview, the stakeholder 
should be informed of this 
and a time and date for 
the interview should be 
established. The working 
group should then create 
a list of questions for the 
interview based on the list 
provided in the Appendix 
(Appendix XIX), as well as 
plan for how the responses 
will be captured. Example 
questions include, “How 
would you describe this 
program?” “What do 
you think are the most 
important outcomes?” 
and “Looking ahead to 
evaluation, what do you 
think will be the most 
important questions to 
explore?”
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Stage 3: Evaluation Plan Creation 

Introduction
Now that the program models have been refined, the working group can move from talking about 
the program to talking about evaluation. This stage of the Protocol involves several steps that build 
on the prior stage to aid in the creation of an evaluation plan that will guide the implementation 
of the evaluation. This stage includes: Introduction to Evaluation Plans, Development of an 
Evaluation Purpose Statement, Development of Evaluation Questions, Development of Measures 
and Measurement Strategies, Development of a Sampling Plan, Identification or Selection of an 
Evaluation Design, Development of an Analysis Plan, Development of an Evaluation Reporting 
Plan, Development of Evaluation Schedule and Implementation Plan, and the Finalization of the 
Evaluation Plan.

One of the key aspects of systems evaluation planning that distinguishes it from traditional 
evaluation planning is the concept of the program lifecycle as described earlier. When you are 
developing your evaluation plan, it is crucial to consider the lifecycle phase of your program. 
That is, the evaluation questions, sampling approach, measurement choices, design, analysis, 
reporting and use will be different for programs at different phases of development. In the 
sections below we will emphasize this concept and how it is used in developing your evaluation 
plan.

3.01 Evaluation Plan Introduction
The goal of this step is to present and discuss the purpose and components of an evaluation 
plan.  The working group should understand the work that is entailed, and the importance both 
internally and externally of having a fully articulated and written plan. 

A written evaluation plan captures important program and evaluation information and guides 
the implementation of the evaluation, which is especially important if there are new staff who 
will be doing some of the work. In addition, having a written evaluation plan can help to establish 
credibility with stakeholders – especially funders – because it conveys information to them and 
is a demonstration of the commitment to quality evaluation. 

The written evaluation plan developed by users of this guide will likely include section headings 
that map onto many of the steps in the Protocol. The written plan should be formatted so that 
sections describing the program and its boundaries appear early in the document. Sections titled 
“Measures” “Sampling” and “Analysis” (for example) should appear later in the document. In 
addition to the written sections of the plan, a complete document will include several appendices, 
including a copy of the logic and pathway models, a stakeholder diagram, and copies of any 
intended measures.

Several of the outputs from Stage 2 will be used to develop the written evaluation plan. Typically 
we include the program mission statement and program description, the program logic model 
and pathway model (perhaps as appendices or attachments), and stakeholder map.  Decisions 
about evaluation scope from the previous stage will inform decisions made within the evaluation 
plan. The plan will also include new products– the evaluation purpose statement, the evaluation 
questions, a description of the proposed sample, the proposed measures, the proposed design, a 
data collection and management plan, the plans for data analysis, plans for evaluation reporting 
and utilization, and an evaluation timeline. These new components are the classic elements of 
any good research plan, covering the objectives and methodology to be used.

A key distinction in evaluation planning is differentiating between an evaluation cycle and the 
evaluation of the program over its entire life. An evaluation “cycle” is the evaluation that you do 
over a specific period of time. Many organizations use an annual evaluation cycle. The endpoint 
of an evaluation cycle is often determined by when the organization and program are doing 
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major reports. Again, many organizations find it convenient to do annual reports, which is a tip-
off to the notion that they are on an annual evaluation cycle. When the working group developed 
the evaluation scope in Step 2.08, they were essentially determining the extent of the program 
evaluation they were going to take on in the next evaluation cycle (e.g., over the next year). An 
evaluation plan is typically written in terms of the next evaluation cycle, describing, in detail, how 
the staff will evaluate their program over that time period.

We have already seen that programs evolve through phases over time. Evaluation needs to 
change and adapt so that it is always appropriate (that is, symbiotically linked) with where the 
program is in its development. This means that over the life of a program there are likely to 
be multiple evaluation cycles and the evaluation plan for each cycle will change. We will keep 
coming back to this idea in the sections below.

3.02 Evaluation Purpose 
The Evaluation Purpose section of the evaluation plan provides a short description of the reason 
for conducting the evaluation and what the working group hopes to achieve by it. Writing the 
Evaluation Purpose section is an important part of any evaluation effort. It helps to define the 
goals and boundaries of the current evaluation effort, and can serve as a “big picture” reference 
point for the working group as they work through the details of developing an evaluation 
methodology (For guidance see Appendix XX).

The Evaluation Purpose section appears at the beginning of the evaluation plan document and 
should describe what is and what is not being evaluated and the overall goal or purpose of the 
evaluation. You might even think of it as a kind of “mission statement” for the evaluation (rather 
than for the program). It sets boundaries by identifying the program elements being considered 
for the evaluation, which goals or objectives are of most interest, and what the intended uses of 
the evaluation results are. As the working group completes other steps in the Protocol and makes 
decisions about aspects of the evaluation strategies, the Purpose section should be revised or 
updated to include a brief description of the methodology choices that have been made and the 
reasoning behind these decisions.

Since one of the major functions of the Evaluation Purpose section is to provide the overall 
rationale to guide the specific detailing of the evaluation, the Purpose Statement will tend to vary 
systematically with the program lifecycle. For instance, in an early phase evaluation the major 
purpose might be to provide a thorough description of the process of delivering the program or 
of its implementation so that the program might be improved in subsequent iterations. A Phase 
II purpose might emphasize that the evaluation is conducted to assess the degree to which the 
program appears to be related to key outcomes of interest. In Phase III, the purpose might stress 
the desire for the evaluation to demonstrate the effectiveness of the program on key outcomes. 

It is important to keep in mind that this section should be brief. It is a good idea to begin this 
stage by drafting an initial Evaluation Purpose section (recognizing that it will be incomplete at 
this point in the process). As you complete each of the subsequent steps in Stage 3, revisit the 
evaluation purpose statement and add to and revise the statement.

3.03 Evaluation Questions
Evaluation questions are the broad questions asked about the program in general – “Is the 
program being implemented well?” or “Does our program have an effect on outcomes A, B, 
or C?”. They will focus the evaluation planning and anchor all subsequent sections of the Plan. 
Note that evaluation questions in this context are not the same thing as questions that would 
be included in a questionnaire or interview for participants; those are measurement questions. 
Evaluation questions are the major questions your evaluation is trying to address in a specific 
evaluation cycle. Every question will have at least one associated measure in place by the time 
the evaluation plan is complete.
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 It is important for the working group to keep in mind the lifecycle phase of the program and its 
relationship to the evaluation lifecycle. Each stage of the program lifecycle emphasizes different 
types of evaluation questions. Remember that the goal is to eventually align the program 
lifecycle and evaluation lifecycle. Depending on where the program is starting from, this may 
not be feasible in just one evaluation cycle. It may take several evaluation cycles (i.e., years) for 
the program and evaluation lifecycles to be aligned. When developing evaluation questions, it is 
important to consider what can be done to move the lifecycle and evaluation phases into better 
alignment.

In addition to maintaining alignment with the program and evaluation lifecycles, fidelity to the 
program’s pathway model and purpose statement, language and format have to be carefully 
considered as the working group continues to brainstorm, revise and edit evaluation questions. 
Each evaluation question should clearly identify the program element(s) that are being examined 
(one or more activities, the overall program, specific outcomes, etc.) The phrasing of the 
evaluation questions matters. Consider the difference between asking whether a program is 
“associated with a change” as opposed to “causes a change.” The difference could mean a much 
more (or less) controlled evaluation strategy, and enable a much different claim that could be 
made at the end of the evaluation cycle.

When writing the evaluation questions, make sure the questions are clearly worded and 
understandable to someone who is unfamiliar with the program. Be sure to consider (and 
possibly revisit and revise) the evaluation purpose statement so that the questions make sense 
given the overall purpose of the evaluation.

The following framework will help to craft evaluation questions for the selected scope of the 
evaluation. Keep in mind that these are only examples of questions and that there are many 
“correct” ways to word questions (though some are more appropriate for certain programs than 
others). To develop an evaluation question, start by identifying a program element (activity or set 
of activities, outcome, or link) that falls within the evaluation scope in your pathway model. For 
instance, examples of a Phase 1 evaluation lifecycle question might be:

How well is [ACTIVITY “A”] implemented?  

To what extent are participants satisfied with [Activity “B”]?

How useful were the program handouts?

To what extent do participants demonstrate [OUTCOME “X”]?  
 

Phase 2 evaluation questions are typically focused on assessing changes in outcomes associated 
with participation in the program. Examples of Phase 2 evaluation lifecycle questions might be:

Is participation in the program associated with a change in [OUTCOME “X”]?

How do participants’ levels of [OUTCOME “Y”] compare to non-participants’ levels 
of [OUTCOME “Y”]?   

Phase 3 evaluation questions will typically explore issues of causality or “effectiveness” of the 
program.  These require the use of evaluation designs that are more carefully controlled and/
or longitudinal (i.e., follow participants over a longer period of time). Many programs will not 
reach a Stage 3 evaluation in terms of their program lifecycle phase. Either their purpose is not 
to demonstrate the effectiveness of the program, or evidence from earlier phase evaluations will 
cause the organization to abandon the program and try an alternative approach to the problem. 
For those programs where a Phase 3 evaluation lifecycle question would be appropriate, some 
examples of questions might be: 

To what extent does participation in the program cause [OUTCOME “Y”]?  
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To what extent does participation in the program cause changes in 
[OUTCOME “Z”]?

Phase 4 evaluation questions are focused on understanding the generalizability of the program 
to other contexts, settings, and participants and are typically used when the goal is to broadly 
disseminate a program that has already clearly demonstrated its effectiveness through rigorous 
prior evaluations. Examples of Phase 4 questions might be:

Does participation in the program have the same effect on participants of [different                                        
ages, different races, living in different settings (e.g., urban, rural, suburban)]? 

Can the program be replicated with similar results across multiple settings?

In general, if there are multiple activities that lead to one crucial outcome --or as is more often 
the case, multiple outcomes that arise from an individual activity-- you may certainly use a semi- 
colon and bullet points to collapse more than one evaluation question into a single sentence, 
such as: 

What is the effect of the program on: [OUTCOME “X”]; [OUTCOME “Y”]; [OUTCOME “Z”]? 

Keep in mind that when we are developing evaluation questions we are generally only looking 
for a few key overarching questions that can guide the evaluation during its next cycle. Imagine 
we have a program with five activities. We could develop five separate evaluation questions that 
ask “How well are we implementing Activity 1?”, “How well are we implementing Activity 2?” 
and so on, or we could shorten this to “How well are we implementing the program?” When 
stating evaluation questions, use fewer and more general questions if possible.

Typically you want to keep the number of evaluation questions manageable. Three or four 
evaluation questions will in most cases be sufficient to accomplish a reasonable evaluation in 
any given evaluation cycle. Use Appendix XXI to help you develop your questions. The remainder 
of the evaluation plan is constructed to address these questions. 

Activity: Question-Claim Match-Up, Stakeholder Review

Once the working group has a set of draft questions developed, there are some quick activities that can help narrow the list 
down, and ensure that the questions are appropriate and of high quality.

The first activity is a “question-claim match-up.” This activity simply consists of brainstorming the possible claims one could 
make after collecting data to address the question at hand. For example, if the question were “Is the Earth round?” the claim 
you would hope to make is that either A) the Earth is round or B) the Earth is not round. This exercise may help working group 
members identify how the language and phrasing of their question may affect their methodological choices and the overall 
usefulness and appropriateness of their evaluation effort. This activity should be done as a group, as brainstorming about 
claims may bring up differences in perspective and opinions that should be settled before moving forward with the evaluation 
plan.

The second activity is a peer or stakeholder review. If possible, invite stakeholders and/or peer program implementers to take 
a look at the developed evaluation questions. The following prompts may help guide their feedback (see Appendix XXII):

1.   What sort of claims would be possible, if the evaluation yielded favorable evidence for the evaluation question?  

2.   Does the evaluation question fit the Evaluation Purpose Statement?  How/how not?  Any suggestions?

3.   Comment on the alignment between this evaluation question and the program’s lifecycle stage; does the evaluation 
question make sense for “where” this program “is”?

4.   Does the evaluation question clearly relate to the Program Model?  If so, how?  If not, what’s missing?

5.   Does the evaluation question make clear:

A.   exactly what is being measured (the key constructs)? 

B.   the group(s) to whom the question applies?

C.   (if appropriate)  what the basis for comparison will be? 



43 Phase 1: Evaluation Planning
Stage 3: Evaluation Plan Creation

3.04 Measurement and Measures
Measurement is a very complex topic. Measurement approaches need to be tailored to the 
specific program and lifecycle phase of program development. This makes it very difficult 
to specify simple rules for how to develop a measurement plan for any given study. There 
is a huge literature on how to apply the great variety of measurement approaches that one 
might use in an evaluation.  It is important that the Evaluation Champion be familiar with 
the scope of strategies and methodologies available. There are widely available resources 
that would be useful when thinking about measurement planning (e.g.: http://www.
socialresearchmethods.net/kb/measure.php)

This Protocol step is broken into two parts: “Defining Variables and Measurement 
Strategies” and “Identifying Measures.” Evaluation Champions may find that it makes the 
most sense to think about the first part, which builds from work on evaluation questions, 
directly after developing the questions. However, it may be advisable to look ahead to 
sampling and analysis before returning to work on identifying measures, which can be an 
intensive research and development process. Though the entire Protocol is designed to be 
iterative, you may find that the steps in this stage are particularly difficult to think about 
separately. This is because decisions about measures and measurement, sampling, design 
and analysis all depend on one another, and therefore must be considered simultaneously. 
	
Defining Variables and Measurement Strategies
Before you can really begin to think about measurement, you first need to clearly define 
what it is that you are trying to measure. Begin by reviewing the evaluation questions. 
The variables are the things that you think influence or are influenced by something else. 
For example, if the evaluation question is whether participation in the program is related 
to an increase in science knowledge, then the variables are participation in the program 
and science knowledge. When a variable is an abstract idea that is derived from empirical 
evidence but may not be directly observable (such as behaviors, attitudes, or knowledge) 
it is called a construct. It’s important to clarify the variables and construct(s) so you know 
what it is that you are trying to measure.

After the variables have been identified, they must be defined. Often, what “science 
knowledge” means to one stakeholder may be different from what it means to another. 
This is another step in the Protocol when it is critical to bring in multiple stakeholder 
perspectives. Ideally, the working group will invite stakeholders to participate in a discussion 
that will establish internal working definitions for the variables identified in each of the 
evaluation questions. 

In addition to developing definitions, the working group will need to brainstorm indicators 
of the presence of the variable they define. This can be particularly tricky when trying 
to think about indicators of constructs. By their very nature, constructs are not directly 
observable and so the working group needs to think about how they would “know” the 
construct exists. This may be best described as brainstorming what a construct “looks 
like.” For example, an indicator of “science knowledge” could be the ability to explain a 
science concept to a peer, or adequate performance on a science test, while an indicator 
of “interest in science” could be signing up for additional science courses, or engaging in 
science-based hobbies. 

Once the variables are clear, you can begin thinking about measurement. There are 
many different strategies that you can use to measure variables. Some strategies will be 
more appropriate than others depending on the variable you are trying to measure and 
the context. Examples of common measurement strategies are surveys, observations, 
interviews, and focus groups. Using a table like the one shown below can help working 
group members think through these questions systematically (see Appendix XXIII).

Activity: Peer Evaluation Plan 
Brainstorm

One of the best ways to come 
up with an appropriate, creative 
and efficient evaluation plan 
strategy is to brainstorm as 
many strategies as possible and 
then narrow them down based 
on your priorities. Often, peers 
and stakeholders outside of the 
working group can provide a 
useful and creative contribution 
to this brainstorming process.
 
First, the working group 
will need to identify peer 
program implementers and/
or stakeholders who are 
willing to participate in a plan 
brainstorming session. Then, 
using the “Identifying Key 
Constructs and Measurement 
Options Worksheet” (see 
Appendix XXIII), the working 
group should fill in the left-most 
column with each of their final 
evaluation questions. Each peer 
or stakeholder is then asked to 
fill out the remaining columns of 
the table, offering ideas about 
constructs, their definitions, 
measurement strategies and 
tools. 

If the  working group chooses to 
conduct this activity later in the 
planning process, they may also 
include columns for sampling, 
design and analysis strategies. 
With these columns included, 
the working group can also use 
the brainstorm guide to develop 
a “practice” evaluation plan 
for an imagined or well-known 
program. Brainstorming an 
evaluation strategy for a neutral 
program will help working group 
members better understand the 
importance and the challenges of 
developing an aligned strategy.
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Evaluation 
Question

Constructs/
Variables

How is it 
defined?

What does it 
look like?

How might it be 
measured?

Is program 
participation 
related to 
an increase 
in science 
knowledge?	

Science 
knowledge

Understanding 
of  science 
concepts

Ability to explain 
science concepts 
to a peer

Track and record 
peer-to-peer 
explanations 
using video and 
an observational 
checklist

The process of identifying variables, defining them and brainstorming measurement strategies 
should be repeated for each question. When this process is complete, the working group should 
be able to easily identify the number and types of measures that they will need. Often this 
process will lead to the realization that one measure may be able to address (or collect data that 
will address) more than one evaluation question. Once this list of desired measures has been 
created, the working group should reconsider the following about their proposed strategies 
before moving onto identifying measures:

• 	 Stakeholder interests (credibility of the strategy)
• 	 The program’s lifecycle stage 
• 	 Implied sampling, design, and analysis strategies (feasibility)
• 	 Accuracy 
• 	 Usefulness
• 	 Context

Driving With Your Eyes Open - Feedback 

In dynamic living systems different parts of the system continually interact with and influence each other over time. An essential aspect 
of this involves the role of feedback. If we didn’t have feedback we simply would not be able to function as living beings. Imagine trying 
to drive a car down the road without being able to see anything or hear anything, without the basic sense mechanisms that provide 
information about what we are experiencing. That’s essentially what feedback means, and it is an essential concept in systems thinking.

At a macro level you might think of evaluation itself as a feedback 
mechanism for our society. Without evaluation we are “driving blind” 
in trying to operate our programs (an unfortunate state of affairs that 
occurs far too often). In addition, without feedback, learning will not 
occur. While an individual program evaluation can tell us something useful 
about a program, multiple evaluations of many similar programs over 
time can provide us with the cumulative feedback needed to begin making 
sense of what works – but only if we have systems for accumulating and 
synthesizing the individual evaluations.

The idea of feedback is also critical within the evaluation of a program. We 
gather input from multiple participants, to get their feedback about what 
they think the program is and what it is trying to do. We feed back the 

results of an evaluation so that others can see what is happening and learn 
from it. Feedback is essential even throughout the process of conducting the 
evaluation. When we are collecting data, we monitor whether we are getting 
adequate responses and how respondents and others in the organization are 
reacting to the process.

So, feedback is everywhere in an evaluation. One of the purposes of systems 
evaluation is to encourage us to become more conscious of the informal 
feedback that is already occurring and to make it more coherent and 
structured so that it can function even more effectively and we don’t drive 
off the road.

Phase 1: Evaluation Planning
Stage 3: Evaluation Plan Creation
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Identifying Measures
Choosing appropriate measures for each evaluation question will likely be one of the central 
challenges in writing and executing the evaluation plan. Measures will generally fall into three 
categories: 

1) demographic or descriptive measures - measures that track (simply count) 
events and/or  participants and, if relevant, their characteristics 

2)  process measures - measures that capture the type or quality of the program 
event or interaction

3)  outcome measures - measures that capture effects of the program including 
associated change for a group, significant change for an individual, causal 
relationships between activities and outcomes. 

Many programs will use more than one of these types to address their evaluation questions, and 
each of these types could be formatted in a variety of different ways. 

There are three main strategies that can be used when attempting to identify a measure that is 
appropriate for a given program and question. These include:

• 	 Using existing measures (already in use within the organization)
• 	 Locating measures in the literature
• 	 Developing a measure (from “scratch” or by modifying one of the above)

In order to maximize accuracy, as well as credibility to many stakeholders, it is often desirable 
to use an established and validated measure, but at times modifying or creating an existing 
measure is necessary. The following questions/steps can help identify measures, and are listed 
in sequence of how we approach identifying measures.

Existing measures (already in the office)
Begin by looking at the measures currently being used by the program. Perhaps program 
practitioners have developed and used their own measure for quite some time, or maybe they 
already have a measure that fits their needs. 

• 	 What measures are currently used in the program?
• 	 Are there specific measures that have been mandated by a funding agency?
• 	 Are the current measures something that have been tried and true, and have literature 

to support them? (This would be ideal, and if the measures don’t fit this category there 
may be a tradeoff between resources available to locate an appropriate established 
measure and using the existing one.)

• 	 Do these measures match the evaluation questions and are they appropriate given the 
evaluation lifecycle? (This is a critical issue – existing internal measures may have been 
developed for a different evaluation purpose and for different evaluation questions.  Be 
sure they really will serve your current purpose and questions.) 

Locating Measures in the Literature
A second option is to locate measures that are already developed and are supported in the 
literature. It may make sense to try and locate measures in the literature if you have evaluation 
questions that do not have measures already in place, or for evaluation questions that are using 
measures that have not been validated. Measures obtained from other sources will need to 
be cited appropriately by the program, and some may even have fees associated with them. 
Networking with colleagues can also help to broaden your measures library. Do you have 
colleagues in another department, office, or geographic location who may be measuring the 
same activity or outcome of interest? Have they found a measure that is working well? Sometimes 
you may find a measure in the literature that has several subscales (portions of the measure that 
each addresses a different construct.) You may not be interested in all of the subscales included 
in the measure, but you may find that one or more of the subscales addresses your outcome of 
interest. Sometimes these relevant subscales can be found in measures that, on the surface or 
taken as a whole, seem unrelated to your target outcome. The following are some questions to 
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consider when thinking about looking for measures in the literature:
• 	 Which evaluation questions do not yet have an identified measure?
• 	 Which evaluation questions may already have an existing measure, but the working 

group would prefer to have a measure with stronger support in the literature?
• 	 What measures are colleagues using to measure similar outcomes, and are they 

available for this program?
• 	 What does a literature search for related programs, activities or outcomes reveal? A 

validated measure may be identified either in a research article or through a related 
article that is cited in the bibliography.

• 	 Is there a larger measure that has a sub-scale that could be used to measure the 
outcome of interest?

• 	 Is there a measure that can address more than one evaluation question?
• 	 Is there an existing measure that can be modified to fit the program’s needs by changing 

a word or two?

Developing Measures
Developing a measure is likely to be appropriate particularly for newer programs where there 
is no history of prior measurement. Any time a new measure is created, people will question 
how good the measure actually is at measuring what it is supposed to measure (validity) and 
whether it does so consistently and dependably (reliability). Eventually, new measures will be 
expected to undergo testing to demonstrate their reliability and validity (measures that you find 
in the literature have typically been tested for reliability and validity and a good measure will 
report just how reliable and valid it is. This is an advantage of using a measure that you find in 
the literature). 

Creating new measures is disadvantageous in that it will not allow you to cite evidence of 
reliability and validity for the current evaluation, nor compare results to those obtained by 
others. However, creating a new measure may be the only option available for many programs, 
and creating a new measure, pilot testing it, and assessing and refining it can, over time, be the 
foundation for a good new measure. (See other resources, such as http://socialresearchmethods.
net, for information on validity and reliability.)

Key Questions Regarding Measures: 
When making decisions about measures, be sure to use your evaluation questions as a guide. 
When thinking about which measures to use, review the following questions:

• 	 Identify outcomes to be measured. What exactly are you trying to measure? Does 
the measure you have actually measure the outcome of interest? For example, if the 
outcome of interest is self-esteem, make sure you have a measure of self-esteem and 
not self-concept or some other similar construct. These are different things. If the 
evaluation tool is a broad measure, does it address all of the outcomes you want to 
measure?  Does it cover “too much”?  That is, does it collect data you do not need and 
won’t use?  If so, try to pare it down in order to not waste your or your participants’ 
valuable time and attention.

• 	 Determine the measurement strategy. Which measurement strategy is most appropriate 
given the outcome that you are trying to measure and the context in which the program 
is taking place? Surveys are a common measurement strategy; however, they are not 
the only possible strategy. Consider whether using interviews, observations, content 
analysis, etc. might be appropriate.

• 	 Match measure to sample. The sampling plan may target adults or youth, each having 
its own literacy level, etc. Is this measure appropriate for the sample?

• 	 Consider lifecycle. Does the measure fit the stage of the program and evaluation 
lifecycles?

• 	 Quality of the measure. This is the “bird in the hand vs. two in the bush” decision.  A 
program may have a choice to make between using what is on hand already (which 
may be ready to go, and may even have data from past years giving evaluators the 
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How does measurement change over the life-course of a program? Newer programs are probably 
looking for rapid feedback from participants about their reactions to the program which might 
be met with simple satisfaction surveys, whereas more mature programs will be looking to show 
cause and effect relationships and might use more established and tested measures. Below is a 
tentative chart of the intentions of evaluation at each stage of development. 

New Programs Mature Programs
Informal

Open Ended
Pilot testing

Exploring 
measurement 

approaches

Reliability
Consistency

Validity

Standard protocol 
of measurement 

instruments

Formal
Structured

Quantitative
Identifying existing 

measures

At the risk of repeating ourselves, remember that decisions about measures don’t occur in a 
vacuum – they are related to lifecycle, sampling, design and analysis issues, that is, they will 
both affect and be affected by these other topics. For help with this decision making process, see 
Appendices XXIV and XXV.

When writing the measurement plan, consider each evaluation question, identify the focal 
construct, and describe in detail the measures that will be used. Be sure to include a description 
of the measure type (e.g., survey, observation, interview, etc.), identify the origin of the measure 
(cite the source if the measure was found in the literature or describe the development of 
the measure if you are creating a new measure), and discuss the reliability and validity of the 
measure (if the reliability and/or validity has not been tested, be sure to state this as well). 

Unobtrusive and Nonreactive Measures
One of the biggest practical challenges in evaluation is motivating program participants to engage 
in providing data. When analyzed from a systems perspective, it’s typically the case that both the 
participants and the evaluators want something out of the program. Participants usually want 
the program itself, or what it might do for them potentially. Evaluators want data or information 
about how the program affects the participants. And, each has negative motivators. Participants 
usually don’t like the burdens that formal measures, especially tests, impose on them. And 
evaluators don’t like being in the position of having to impose on the participants (and often 
the program staff).  From a systems point of view, the ideal potential solution often amounts 
to looking for a symbiosis between the interests of the evaluator and the program participant.

Now consider how this might inform how we approach measurement. Let’s say that in an 
informal science education program designed to teach children about how to use a microscope 
you would like to assess their knowledge of the material conveyed in the program. You could 
construct a paper-and-pencil test that the children would complete at the end of the program. 
But that would be obtrusive (not to say a drag!) and it would be better if you could assess 

opportunity to compare results), or trying to find a “better” existing measure.  A “better” 
measure in this case might mean one that has been tested in careful studies for validity 
and reliability, has the credibility of having been used in additional research papers, 
and for which large-scale study results are available to which results can be compared.  

• 	 Feasibility. There’s no point in listing a measure in an evaluation plan if it is simply not 
realistic that program staff will be able to find it, afford it, modify it appropriately, test it, 
use it, analyze it, and/or report on it.  Will staff have time available to use this measure?  

• 	 Strategic Value. If time and resources are limited then efforts should be focused on the 
opportunities that have the highest “payoff”.  Consulting with stakeholders or advisory 
groups is recommended in order to be sure that the choice is made well.

• 	 References. If using established or named measures, are they properly referenced? 
Measures developed and field tested by others should be cited in the evaluation plan 
and in any other writing where the measure is mentioned.
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knowledge more symbiotically and less obtrusively. How might this be done? One approach 
would be to collect data about knowledge of microscope use in the natural course of their doing 
the program. You might do this by observing how they try to use the microscope initially and 
how they perform with it in the last task of the program (a type of before-after assessment). This 
could be done by observing them directly or by rating or scoring the results of what they record 
in the natural course of using the microscope. It may even be that the “program” doesn’t involve 
a real microscope but is one simulated through a computer program. In this case, measures of 
performance could be unobtrusively built into the software itself. In this example of measurement 
symbiosis, both parties get what they want. The children who participate get to take part in an 
engaging (we hope) program without doing any burdensome tests and the evaluator gets data 
on knowledge as reflected in their performance without having to cajole them to take a test (or 
impose that requirement on the program staff).

These kinds of measurement approaches are known as unobtrusive or nonreactive measures. 
We have several favorites that we like to cite. For instance, when an evaluator wanted to assess 
peoples’ radio station preferences, instead of doing a survey research study they came up with 
the clever solution of having auto mechanics in the area note what radio stations were on in 
the cars that were brought in. Or, when museum evaluators wanted to assess which exhibit 
paintings people were most interested in they took the creative approach of replacing selected 
floor tiles in front of each painting and then making careful measures of wear-and-tear at the 
end of the exhibit. There are lots of potential ways to conduct measurement unobtrusively: 
direct observation and coding, photography, video, use of archival research, and so on. In fact, 
one of the most fertile sources of short-term outcome measures is likely to be program outputs 
– products that are naturally generated in the course of participating in the program. When we 
take these outputs and code, rate or score them we are in effect turning them into measures 
that might reflect things like performance, knowledge or even satisfaction or interest. Although 
unobtrusive measures may require considerable forethought and preparation, they can also 
be fun to create and integrate into a program. This helps everyone get what they want and 
encourages a greater symbiosis between the program and its evaluation.

Precisely because these types of measures can be implemented without the participants’ 
knowledge, it is especially important with these strategies to be careful with issues of privacy 
and protection of human subjects more broadly. If in doubt about the ethics of a particular 
strategy, be sure to consult with an expert in this area.  Universities have Institutional Review 
Boards or other entities charged with ensuring protection of human subjects in research and 
evaluation.  Outside universities, there are experts and consultants who specialize in this.  

3.05 Sampling Plan
After the evaluation questions have been identified, the working group needs to describe the 
source of the evaluation data. Sampling is the process of selecting units (e.g., a subset of people, 
things, documents, events, organizations, or groups) from a population (the entire set of people, 
things, events, documents , organizations, or groups) of interest so that by studying the sample 
we may fairly generalize our results back to the population from which they were chosen. The 
Evaluation Champion should be familiar with at least the general ideas behind sampling, including 
external validity issues, and the distinction between nonprobability and probability sampling. 
There are many resources available on sampling, and while these topics will be covered in brief 
here this discussion should be supplemented with external resources including the worksheet 
provided in Appendix XXVI, and other sources such as http://www.socialresearchmethods.net/
kb/sampling.php. Sampling will also be affected by measurement and evaluation design, so 
once again these steps should occur in a parallel, dynamic and interactive process rather than in 
sequential fashion.

Key Concepts in Sampling
Unit of Analysis: In evaluation, sometimes we focus on individuals and sometimes we focus 
on groups. The level on which the evaluation is focused (e.g., individuals, families, classrooms, 
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schools, etc.) is called the unit of analysis and will depend on the focus of the evaluation question. 
It’s essential that the selection of the unit of analysis is done consciously because the unit of 
analysis selected for data collection must be the same as what we use to draw conclusions. For 
example, imagine that an evaluator collects data from individual adolescents on the amount of 
time they spend engaged in the after-school program and on their risk-taking behaviors. The 
evaluator analyzes the relationship between after-school program involvement and risk-taking to 
see if adolescents who are more engaged in the after-school program have lower levels of risk-
taking. The data describes the individuals, the conclusions drawn are about the individuals, and 
the individuals are the unit of analysis. 

In some evaluations, groups are the unit of analysis but data are collected from individuals. In 
other words, the unit of analysis may not be the same as the unit of observation (the cases about 
which measures are actually obtained in a sample). For example, imagine that an evaluator 
hypothesizes that classes that use the Jolly Phonics reading program will have higher reading 
proficiency scores than classes that do not use the program. Reading proficiency is measured 
by giving each of the individual students a test. However, the individual student test scores are 
averaged together to create a classroom average score for each classroom. Then, classrooms 
that use Jolly Phonics are compared to those that do not use Jolly Phonics. It is the differences in 
the classroom average scores that are used to explain variation in reading proficiency between 
classes. In this example, the unit of observation and the unit of analysis are not the same. The 
unit of observation was the individual students and the unit of analysis was the classrooms. In 
the previous example (after-school program participation and risk-taking) the unit of observation 
and the unit of analysis were the same (individuals). 

Generalizability: You will want to begin by identifying who or what you want to be able to say 
something about. Imagine that we are interested in evaluating “no tolerance” drug policies in 
high schools in the United States. Ultimately, we want to be able to say something about all high 
schools in the United States so our population of interest is all US high schools. Next, we need 
to identify our sampling frame. This is a list of all elements in the population. In our example, 
the sampling frame would be a list of all high schools in the United States. The sample (the 
subset of the population) is drawn from the sampling frame. Evaluators generalize from samples 
to populations if the sample is representative of the population. Depending on the sampling 
technique used, we can be more or less confident in the representativeness of the sample (see 
sampling strategies section below). In some circumstances it may be feasible to avoid the issue of 
generalizability by conducting a census (studying the entire population of interest). For example, 
if you are only interested in generalizing the results of your evaluation to the actual participants 
in your program, you could conduct a census by including all program participants in your sample.  

Sampling Strategies: Remember that our primary objective when selecting a sample is to try and 
make it representative of the population to which we are interested in generalizing our results. 
If we want to be able to say something about all participants in the program, but we cannot 
actually study all program participants, we want to make sure that the sample is representative 
of all program participants. There are 2 major sampling strategies: Probability and nonprobability 
sampling techniques. In general, probability sampling allows us to be most sure that our sample 
is representative of the population. Probability methods rely on a random selection method so 
that the probability of being selected for the sample is known. Nonprobability methods do not 
rely on random selection and the probability of being selected for the sample is unknown. A 
few common probability and non-probability sampling approaches are reviewed here, but the 
reader is encouraged to explore outside sources for additional information.

Probability Sampling Strategies: Simple Random Sampling is a technique that gives every element 
in the sampling frame the same probability of being selected for the sample. For example, if I 
wanted to draw a simple random sample from the population of program participants, I might 
assign all participants a number and randomly select some subset of participants for the sample 
using a random number generator (e.g., using a random number function in Excel).  Many 
populations are made up of clusters within hierarchies. For example, the individuals who make 
up the population of 3rd graders are clustered within schools. Cluster Random Sampling makes 
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use of these clusters to aid in sampling. First, the evaluator can randomly select the clusters and 
then, from within the selected clusters, randomly select the sample. Note that in order to be truly 
representative of the population, cluster random sampling requires that the process of selection 
must be random at each stage of selection. A non-probability approach to cluster sampling can 
be used (see section on Hierarchies below), however the results are not as broadly generalizable.

Non-probability Sampling Strategies: Convenience Sampling is a technique whereby the sample 
is selected based on convenience and ease of access rather than based on representativeness. 
Convenience sampling is appropriate for early lifecycle evaluations where the goal is not to 
achieve generalizability beyond the participants included in the evaluation. Purposive Sampling 
is a technique in which the sample is selected deliberately (though not randomly) because the 
participants have some very specific characteristic of interest. This approach makes the most sense 
when the evaluator has a great deal of knowledge about the population of interest. Purposive 
sampling does not produce a sample that represents some larger population but it can be exactly 
what is needed for earlier lifecycle evaluations where the interest is less in generalizability than in 
getting initial evidence about how the program performs with a specific group. 

Determining the Sample

The working group should consider: “Who will participate in the evaluation?” Guide the working 
group to focus exclusively on who or what will answer the evaluation question(s) and can be 
measured. Do not fall into the trap of broadly describing the population served by the program. 
Focus specifically on the population and sample that is relevant for the evaluation question(s). For 
instance, imagine that there is a program for mothers of premature babies. The evaluation question 
is “does the program improve the height and weight of the babies?”  The primary measure for this 
evaluation question is the height and weight of the babies at the end of the program. The sample 
should describe the babies since they are the focus for this evaluation question (not the moms).
 
The program description section should include a rough estimate of the number of participants 
predicted for the coming year. The sample section should describe whether some or all of the 
participants will be included in the evaluation (e.g., the % of participants who will be “sampled”). 
This will allow readers to determine to what degree the results are generalizable to those who 
were involved in the program. For instance, if the program expects to have 1,000 participants, yet 
staff only plans to sample 20 of them, they might have a difficult time generalizing the results to 
all participants. 

As with other aspects of the evaluation plan, sampling changes over the life course of a program. 
Programs in the Initiation lifecycle phase will probably select their sample based on availability and 
convenience in order to generate rapid feedback. More mature programs that are trying to make 
stronger assertions based on their evaluation will have to more formally address internal validity 
issues and generalizability (and may therefore need to use a probability sampling technique). 

Phase I Phase II Phase III Phase IV
Convenience .................................................................................................................Formalized
Opportunistic.................................................................................................. Deliberate / Planned
Non-Probability  ............................................................................................................Probability

Hierarchies: One issue to keep in mind when sampling is that there may be hierarchies or multiple 
levels at which different types of sampling take place even within a single evaluation. For instance, 
if you are conducting an educational program, you might sample school districts, schools within 
those, grades within those, classrooms within those and students within those. At each level you 
might use different approaches. For instance, your choice of which school districts you can work 
with may be predetermined and entirely opportunistic – you’ll work with whichever district is 
close and willing to participate. However, you might be able to select different schools or classes 
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within school districts in a systematic way. In this example, you could only generalize the results 
of the evaluation to the selected school district. As programs mature, sampling plans also tend 
to mature and become more structured and complex. 

When writing the sampling plan for the evaluation, consider each evaluation question and 
describe in detail the population of interest, who will participate, approximately how big the 
sample will be, how the sample will be recruited, whether there are multiple levels and/or 
types of sampling strategies employed, and how participants are selected at each level (i.e., 
sampling strategy) (see Appendix XXVI). And, keep in mind that decisions made here affect and 
are affected by decisions made in other parts of the evaluation plan.

3.06 Evaluation Design
An evaluation design shows how the evaluation is structured with respect to measurement, 
administration of the program, sampling and any comparison groups that are included. It provides 
an important schematic that can be used to guide the choice of data analysis. Simplified general 
research designs are described below, but selecting a design will vary depending on Evaluation 
Champion and working group preferences. Once again, we refer you to the literature for more in-
depth information on design, including http://www.socialresearchmethods.net/kb/design.php.

Relationship between Designs and Claims
The kinds of claims that you can make based on the results of the evaluation vary depending 
upon the kind of design you choose to use. For example, if you want to be able to state that 
participation in the program is related to a change in some outcome, you need to use a design 
that assesses change. Not all designs are created equal. Some designs are better than others 
at addressing the kind of claim we want to make. When considering which kind of design to 
use, it is important to think about what kind of claim you want to make and select a design 
that can provide evidence for that claim. It is also important to consider the feasibility of the 
design as well as whether or not it is appropriate given the lifecycle phase of the program. It is 
possible that after reviewing different design options, the working group may decide to revise 
the evaluation questions. 

In addition to considering the kinds of claims you want to make, it is also important to take note 
of the kind of language that is used in the evaluation question. For example, if the evaluation 
question asks whether participation in the program causes outcome X, this implies that a 
particular type of design that can assess causality is used. The strongest design for assessing 
a cause/effect relationship is a Randomized Controlled Trial (RCT; a pre-post-test with random 
assignment to groups). This type of design is considered a Phase 3 (Comparison and Control) 
Evaluation Lifecycle design and is most appropriate for a Phase 3 (Stability) Program Lifecycle 
program. On the other hand, when you are doing first-time implementation of a new program 
an RCT would not be appropriate and you might be advised to choose something like a post-only 
case study design. The evaluation questions may need to be revised to correspond with the 
program’s lifecycle phase. 

Criteria to Consider when Selecting a Design: There are several criteria that should be 
considered when selecting a design: (1) Time order, (2) Covariation, (3) Rules out other possible 
causes, and (4) Shows change. In order to demonstrate time order, we need to use a design 
that clearly demonstrates that the “cause” or the program happened before the “effect” or the 
outcome that we are interested in assessing. Covariation means that changes in the “cause” 
or the program are related to changes in the “effect” or the outcome of interest. In order to 
demonstrate covariation, we need a design that shows that when the program occurs the 
outcome of interest occurs and that when the program does not occur the outcome of interest 
does not occur. Typically, this is demonstrated by using a design that includes at least two groups. 
One group receives the program (and hopefully exhibits the outcome of interest) and one group 
does not receive the program (and hopefully does not exhibit the outcome of interest). In order 
to rule out other possible causes, we need a design that demonstrates that the program (the 
presumed “cause”) is the only reasonable explanation for the “effect” or outcome of interest. 
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This is typically an extremely difficult criterion to meet. Any number of factors other than the 
program could “cause” the outcome of interest. In order to demonstrate that change occurred, 
a design that includes a “before and after” or pre- and post-test is needed. 

The strength of the claims we can make depends on how well the design addresses these criteria. 
The most important thing to consider is alignment. In other words, does the design we select 
allow us to make the desired claims? The chart below provides examples of some of the more 
commonly used designs and the associated claims that can typically be made. 

Aligning Claims with Designs

Associated Claim

Design where
X=program

O=observation
Time

Order? Covariation?

Rules out 
other 

possible 
causes?

Shows 
change?

Program lifecycle 
phase it may be 
appropriate for

After program, these 
participants show desired 
levels of outcome Z in this 
setting and context.

X  O
(post-only)

Yes No No No IB

According to these 
participants, in this setting 
and context, the program is 
associated with a change on 
outcome Z.

X  Opost /Opre
(retrospective 
“post- then pre-”)

No No No Yes IIA

Participation in the program 
is associated with a change 
in outcome Z in this setting 
and context, with these 
participants.

O  X  O
(simple pre-post)

Yes No No Yes IIB

The program is effective in 
this setting and context, with 
these participants.

O  X  O
O      O
(pre-post with 
comparison group)

Yes Yes Somewhat Yes IIIA

The program is effective in 
this setting and context, with 
these participants. It may 
also be effective in other 
settings and contexts, with 
other participants.

R  O  X  O
R  O      O
(pre-/post- 
with random 
assignment)

Yes Yes Mostly Yes IIIB

For more information on the criteria described above and designs see: 
http://www.socialresearchmethods.net/kb/desdes.php

Design Notation
We often describe a design using a concise notation that enables us to summarize a complex 
design structure efficiently. If two or more of the same kind of elements function the same way 
in a design (e.g., all measures are given to all participants at the same time) then a single symbol 
may be used to represent the entire set; if they function differently (e.g., some measures are pre-
post and some are post-only) then you can use subscripts to differentiate them. 

• 	 Observations or Measures are symbolized by an ‘O’. Distinguish among specific 
measures, with subscripts, as in O1, O2, and so on.
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• 	 The Activity or Program is symbolized with an ‘X’. As with observations, use subscripts 
to distinguish different activities or program variations.

• 	 Groups are given their own line in the design structure.  Samples are divided into groups 
that do or do not participate in the activity. If the design notation has three lines, there 
are three functionally distinct groups in the design. Group type – such as “random” (R), 
or “non-equivalent” (N) - is designated by a letter at the beginning of each line (i.e., 
group). 

• 	 Time moves from left to right.

For example: 

O   X   O                 Represents a pre-test before and a post-test after the activity

and
N   O  X  O            Represents a pre-post group with a non-equivalent comparison
N   O      O            group that didn’t participate in the activity

 
Notice that the design notation tells something about how the participants are organized or 
grouped in an evaluation (this relates to sampling) and it shows how measures are sequenced or 
organized (this relates to measurement). And, the structure of a design will usually circumscribe 
what will be done in analyzing the data collected. So, design is a fairly central topic in evaluation 
planning. 

As always, it is important to keep the evaluation questions in mind when thinking through the 
various aspects of evaluation planning. If this is not done, there is the danger of developing a 
nice evaluation design that doesn’t actually help to answer the focal questions. 

Much like the measures section, there are a few key questions to consider once the design has 
been outlined:
 

• 	 Is there a clear connection between the evaluation questions, chosen measures and the 
resulting design?

• 	 Is the design appropriate given the claims that you would like to be able to make?
• 	 Is this design appropriate for this program’s lifecycle?
• 	 Is this design feasible given the program resources and organizational capacity?
• 	 Is this design feasible given the duration and setting of the program? For example, a 

short 30-minute activity does not lend itself to an elaborate pre-post measure.

It’s important to link design issues to the lifecycle of the program. As you learned in the Lifecycle 
Analysis step we believe that the ultimate goal is for the evaluation lifecycle to be aligned with 
the program lifecycle. Different evaluation designs are more or less appropriate depending on 
the program lifecycle phase.  

When writing the design plan for the evaluation, consider each evaluation question and describe 
in detail the design type(s) (e.g., post-only, pre-post, pre-post with comparison group, etc.). Make 
sure the design(s) address each of the evaluation questions, are appropriate given the lifecycle 
stage of the program, and are appropriate for generating evidence for the desired claims.

3.07 Analysis Plan
The information on how to analyze data is vast and careers are based on this skill alone. This 
should not discourage or cause fear in the average program practitioner because most programs’ 
needs can be met through relatively simple analysis methods. Also, programs that don’t have 
the capacity for their analysis needs frequently have resources available to address this. Having a 
plan (and tools) in place for analyzing evaluation data, in addition to working with an experienced 
evaluation facilitator or statistician, can help allay concerns that program staff may have. For 
an introduction to qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods strategies for manipulating and 
synthesizing data see http://www.socialresearchmethods.net/kb/analysis.php. 
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The goal of this step is to articulate and put into writing the plan for managing and analyzing the 
evaluation data once they have been collected. This section can be quite succinct. Before even 
considering what kind of statistical techniques might be appropriate, it is important to first step 
back and think about how the data you plan on collecting will be used to answer the evaluation 
question(s). The analysis plan should explain how each variable (and corresponding measure) 
will be used (if you aren’t planning on using the information, then why are you collecting it). 
Consider what kind of data you will have and how the information could be summarized. For 
example, if you are using surveys, can you calculate individuals’ scores on those surveys? If 
you are conducting observations, are you using a coding sheet and can numerical scores be 
calculated? What would a high score indicate? What would a low score indicate? Could you 
compute average scores on the surveys? If you are comparing groups, could you compare the 
average scores for one group to the average scores for the other group? If you are doing a pre- 
and post-test could you compare the average post-test scores to the average pre-test scores? If 
you are collecting qualitative data through interviews or focus groups, can you look for specific 
themes that are relevant to the evaluation question(s)? In the analysis plan section, describe 
how the data you plan on collecting could be used to address the evaluation question(s).

In addition to thinking about how the data will be used to answer the evaluation question(s) it 
is also important to begin thinking about how the data will be managed. This includes thinking 
about what software program if any will be used for data storage, how the data will be organized, 
how the data will be coded, and how any sensitive data will be kept secure. Be sure to include a 
discussion of data management issues in the analysis plan section of your report.

As with the previous sections, look at the draft analysis section and ask:

• 	 Is there a clear connection between evaluation questions, measures, sample, design 
and analysis?

• 	 Is this analysis strategy appropriate for this program’s design which is appropriately 
connected to the stage of development (lifecycle)? 

• 	 Will the analysis answer the evaluation questions?
• 	 Is the selected analysis feasible given the program resources and organizational 

capacity? If not, how will the organization attain either the assistance or professional 
development necessary?

When writing the analysis plan for the evaluation consider each evaluation question and describe 
in detail the data analysis strategies that will be used to address the question, making sure that 
the analysis strategies are appropriate for generating evidence to answer the questions. Also, be 
sure to describe a plan for data collection (how measures will be administered), how the data will 
be handled and stored, and how the data will be organized in preparation for analysis.

3.08 Evaluation Reporting Plan
A reporting plan should be consistent with the stakeholder analysis done earlier. For each 
evaluation question, examine the key stakeholders and determine whether they would be 
interested in this question and its results. Similar to an evaluation plan, an evaluation report 
should also be concise and understandable, and illustrate a clear “throughline” that starts from 
the evaluation questions and continues through the measures, sample, design and analysis. 

Most programs currently have basic reporting requirements both internally and externally. A 
good evaluation plan contains a clear plan for how the results of the evaluation will be reported 
and utilized. The working group could start the reporting plan section by listing the required 
reporting for the program, and then continue by asking:

• 	 Have evaluation questions been answered or addressed? If so what form should 
“answers” take? 

• 	 Does the reporting section indicate all audiences the organization will be reporting to? 

Phase 1: Evaluation Planning
Stage 3: Evaluation Plan Creation
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(Include internal and external audiences.)
• 	 Are both frequency and type of reporting identified? (Frequency: Monthly? Quarterly? 

End of fiscal year? Type: An evaluation summary? Informal ongoing reports to be 
generated and distributed at every staff meeting?)

Reporting needs are likely to change depending upon the program lifecycle. For instance, Phase 
I program reporting tends to be more internally focused and more private, whereas later phase 
reporting moves toward becoming more public. Also, earlier lifecycle phase reporting tends to 
be less formal while later lifecycle phase reporting tends to be more formal.

It is worth keeping in mind that good evaluation opens up lots of opportunities for communication. 
“Reporting” tends to sound and feel obligatory, but “communication” suggests inclusion and a 
positive constructive response to feedback. As Evaluation Champion you may want to encourage 
the working group to think about what their communication opportunities may be, beyond the 
mandated reporting. This positive perspective can help reinforce an understanding of the value 
of evaluation.

When writing the reporting plan section of the evaluation plan, be sure the plan addresses each 
of the evaluation questions, fits the purpose of the current evaluation, and clearly describes how 
the evaluation results will be utilized. It is also important to make sure that the plans for utilizing 
evaluation results are appropriate given the evaluation purpose (you may want to revisit/revise 
the evaluation purpose statement at this point) and that the plans for utilization are appropriate 
given the program’s current lifecycle phase.

3.09 Implementation Plan and Schedule
The goal of this step is to develop the Timeline (schedule) for the evaluation and key 
implementation milestones. The measures, sampling, design, analysis and reporting efforts 
should all be covered in this section. For instance, if a measure is still “in development”, the 
timeline section should include the date by which the measures will be either located and/or 
developed internally. If these measures are not put into place at the beginning of the evaluation 
cycle, program staff will be missing data from a significant portion of the year described by the 
evaluation plan. If existing measures are used in “waves” periodically throughout a season or 
within a workshop series, those time periods should also be listed in the timeline section. Either 
program-specific time periods (week one of our six week series) or external times and dates (the 
start/stop dates of the local school year) are acceptable.

Here are some questions to ask when creating an evaluation timeline:

• 	 Does the timeline indicate the entire time period with a start date AND end date? 
• 	 If relevant, are there dates associated with each measure listed in the design section?
• 	 Does the timeline include time for sample identification and development of contact 

information, if needed?
• 	 Has it been specified when data entry and analysis will be performed?
• 	 Are specific times for reports included?
• 	 Is the timeline appropriate and practically feasible?

Phase 1: Evaluation Planning
Stage 3: Evaluation Plan Creation
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Summary

At this point, take a step back and celebrate the Evaluation Partnership’s progress. It has been a 
lot of work up to this point, but, “Well begun is half done” goes the proverb often attributed to 
Aristotle.  Perhaps in this case we are even more than half done. Let’s take a step back and look 
at where we have come from, where we are, and where we are going.

We had suggested that evaluation is ideally viewed as having three stages – planning, 
implementation, and utilization. With the completion of the evaluation plan, the program has 
moved through the first stage of the process, and certainly through the most thought-intensive 
part of the process. In addition, there should be a timeline in place for the implementation 
and a plan for reporting and utilization, so planning for the entire 3-phase process has been 
completed. You are now ready to move on to the implementation phase.

A survey of organization directors and program leaders and staff who have gone through this 
process has shown that participants believed the Evaluation Partnership (EP) process helped 
them by facilitating clearer thinking about program goals and how program activities connect 
to those goals, and afforded them a greater understanding of evaluation. Directors responding 
to an open-ended question on benefits of the EP reported that it increased the organization’s 
ability to communicate plans and results to funders and other stakeholders.

At this point we hope you, too, agree that the concept of a Systems Evaluation Protocol offers 
a useful approach to evaluation. You should be 
more aware of each program as a dynamic and 
evolving organism, and be cognizant of how these 
dynamics influence the program’s evaluation 
needs. A complex nested system of organizations 
may initially muddle the conception of systems 
program evaluation, but this approach emphasizes 
that evaluation can be presented as much more 
than an end-of-program judgment of the work 
which comprises the staff’s work life. Evaluation 
has a role in every phase of program planning and 
management. Evaluation Partnerships encourage 
collaboration among individuals with many 
different perspectives and priorities, and increase 
everyone’s valuation of each other’s work.

Phase I: Evaluation Planning Summary

Activity: Finalize Evaluation Plan

The goal of this activity is to review, finalize, and prepare to share the evaluation plan with leaders in the organization, as 
well as to prepare to move on to the Evaluation Implementation phase. 

Using the Evaluation Plan Feedback Form (see Appendix XXVII) feedback may be provided to each working group about 
their entire plan. If possible, it is useful to receive feedback from peers and colleagues as well as the Evaluation Champion. 
If necessary or desirable the working group(s) may continue to edit their plan until they are happy with it, at least for this 
evaluation cycle. We recommend printing and binding the entire plan so that it is available to the Evaluation Champion, 
working group, program leader, external evaluator (if used) and organization director. We have also learned that the work 
done on the modeling for evaluation purposes is quite useful to organizational and program planners and developers as 
they move to the future. A good evaluation plan helps them to present their programs to funders and other stakeholders.

It may seem like the plan is never quite complete and ready for printing, but there comes a time when you have to stop 
planning and begin implementing the evaluation plan and is not practical to keep fine tuning it. Those edits can be reserved 
for the next evaluation cycle.
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Glossary
Activities active pieces of the program that reach program participants
Analysis the process of deriving order and meaning from data
Assumptions beliefs and thought patterns about how and why a program is expected to 

succeed, or that would prevent a program from succeeding which are not 
otherwise explicitly stated

Bar chart also called a histogram,  chart with rectangular bars with lengths 
proportional to the values that they represent, such as that used for a 
frequency distribution.

Bias a constant error; any systematic influence –  on measures or on statistical 
results -- irrelevant to the purpose of the evaluation

JCSEE (2003)

Bivariate Refering to two variables (as opposed to uni-variate or multi-variate)
Boundary analysis the process of defining the structure and elements of a program; specifically 

what is considered part of the program as opposed to activities or elements 
that may be outside the program

Box plot a graphical representation of the five number summaries of a data set; which 
include: the minimum, lower quartile, median, upper quartile and maximum

Wikipedia

Case study an intensive, detailed description and analysis of a single project, program, or 
instructional material in the context of its environment

JCSEE (1994)

Categorical variable variables assigned to some label or category and therefore assessed on a 
nominal scale 

Chi-square test statistical calculation used to test how well the distribution of a set of 
observed data matches a theoretical probability distribution

Cleaning (data) after data collection but before transforming or analyzing data evaluatiors 
must screen the data for accuracy - allowing you to go back and clarify 
problems or errors due to incomplete, missed or illegible answers.

Trochim (2006)

Coding (data) Coding is a process for both categorizing qualitative data and for describing 
the implications and details of these categories. Initially one does open 
coding, considering the data in minute detail while developing some 
initial categories. Later, one moves to more selective coding where one 
systematically codes with respect to a core concept. 

Trochim (2006)

Comparison group a sample or population who are comparable to the evaluation sample, but 
who participated in the program in a different way or did not participate in 
the program

Construct an abstract or general idea inferred or derived from empirical evidence
Continuous variable a variable that can take on any of a range of values
Control group a group as closely as possible equivalent to the treatment group  but does not 

receive the treatment
Correlation the degree to which two or more sets of measurements vary together; e.g., a 

positive correlation exists when high values on one scale are associated with 
high values on another; a negative correlation exists when high values on one 
scale are associated with low values on another

JCSEE (2003)

Correlation coefficient a single number that describes the degree of relationship between two 
variables, that will always be between -1.0 and +1.0

Trochim (2006)

Cross tab the process of creating a table to describe the frequency and distribution of 
variables

Cyberinfrastructure an interactive website
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Data  material gathered during the course of an evaluation which serves as the 
basis for information, discussion, and inference

JCSEE (1994)

Data management the ongoing process of recording, documenting, tracking, protecting, and 
organizing data

Descriptive statistics statistics used to describe the main features of a collection of data in 
quantitative terms (rather than to support or disprove a theory)

Wikipedia

Design (evaluation) an evaluation design structures the research, to show how all of the major 
parts of the research project -- the samples or groups, measures, treatments 
or programs, and methods of assignment -- work together to try to address 
the central research questions

Trochim (2006)

Effectiveness the ability to produce an effect Wikipedia
Efficacy the capacity for beneficial change Wikipedia
Ethnography a research strategy used for gathering empirical data on  groups/cultures. 

Data collection is often done through participant observation, interviews, 
questionnaires, etc. Ethnography aims to describe the nature of those who 
are studied through writing.

Wikipedia

Evaluation capacity the potential to plan, implement and utilize effective, useful, and professional 
evaluation practice

Evaluation capacity 
building

involves the design and implementation of teaching and learning strategies 
to help individuals, groups, and organizations learn about what constitutes 
effective, useful, and professional evaluation practice

Preskill & Boyle, 
2008

Evaluation cycle the iterative process of planning, implementing, and utilizing an evaluation
Evaluation partnership building evaluation capacity through a relationship between the evaluation 

facilitator and the partnering program, organization or system
Evaluation Champion serves as the evaluation expert in the evaluation partnership, allowing the 

program partner(s) to remain the program expert(s)
Evaluation plan a guide for the implementation of an evaluation
Evaluation purpose 
statement

the introduction to the evaluation plan, which summarizes the context, 
both current and historical, in which the current evaluation exists, the key 
assumptions of the program and its evaluation, the current evaluation 
questions and methods, and the evaluation questions that will be addressed 
in the future

Evaluation questions the broad questions about the program that the evaluation seeks to address
Evolutionary systems 
perspective

programs, as well as evaluation, are constantly evolving as a result of 
interacting with their complex, interconnected environments

Facilitation (of 
evaluation)

the process of partnering with and training program, organization or system 
staff, as an evaluation expert

Frequency the number of occurrences of a repeating event per unit time Wikipedia
Histogram a statistical graph of a frequency distribution in which vertical rectangles of 

different heights are proportionate to corresponding frequencies
Implementation the process of carrying out an evaluation plan; including activities such as 

data collection, management and analysis
Interview a series of orally-delivered questions designed to elicit responses concerning 

attitudes, information, interests, knowledge, and opinions
Wheeler, et. al. 
(1992)

Program lifecycle  the individual course a program takes as it evolves, changes, or remains the 
same, over time

Lifecycle analysis the process of identifying and describing a program’s current lifecycle phase
Logic Model an outline of a program's inputs, activities, outputs, outcomes, context and 

assumptions

Glossary
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Long-term outcomes the ultimate impact logically connected to earlier term outcomes in a logic or 
pathway model, likely to include broader social, economic, or environmental 
effects

Maximum the largest value in a data set Wikipedia
Mean a measure of central tendency calculated by dividing the sum of all the values 

by the number of the values
JCSEE (1994)

Measure a method or tool used to collect information
Measurement the process of using a method or tool to collect information
Medium-term 
outcomes

describe effects on participants that logically connect short-term outcomes to 
long-term outcomes

Minimum the smallest value in a data set Wikipedia
Mixed methods using both qualitative and quantitative evaluation strategies to address the 

same evaluation question
Most significant change 
approach

the method of collecting data only in cases where the desired effect was most 
pronounced

MOU stands for memorandum of understanding, which is the written agreement 
between the participating program, its parent organization, and the 
Evaluation Champion

Objective a characteristic of an evaluation that minimizes the impact of bias and 
subjectivity

Wheeler, et. al. 
(1992)

Organization an office or institution that consists of one or more programs
Organizational change any action or set ofactions resulting in a shift in direction or processthat 

affects the way an organization works.
HSRDS (2000)

Outputs the by-products of activities that may serve as evidence that the activity was 
completed, but not part of the larger flow of logic which explains the effects 
on participants

Pathway model a graphical representation of the activities and outcomes that make up a 
program, and how they are interrelated

Post-only an evaluation design in which the observation or measurement takes place 
exclusively after the program

Pre-post an evaluation design in which observations/measurements take place both 
before and after the program

Program a series of activities conducted with the intention of producing some effect 
(outcomes) on participants

Program boundary an imagined "line" between the activities, outputs and outcomes considered 
part of a program and those outside a program

Program description a summary of the basic components and characteristics of a program
Protocol (evaluation) a step-by-step guide
Qualitative analysis the process of deriving order and meaning from data using  non-numerical 

methods
Quantitative analysis the process of deriving order and meaning from data using numerical 

representations and statistical methods
Quasi-Experiment a study in which the subjects to be observed (sample) are not randomly 

assigned to different groups, but grouped according to a characteristic that 
they already possess 

Wikipedia

Random assignment units in the sample are randomly assigned to different groups or treatments 
in the study

Trochim (2006)

Regression analysis a technique for analyzing the relationship between a dependent variable and 
one or more independent variables

Wikipedia

Glossary
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Reliability the degree to which an evaluation consistently produces the same result
Reporting the process of communicating results and recommendations to internal or 

external stakeholders
Sample part of a population Wheeler, et. al. 

(1992)
Sample size the number of observations that constitute the sample Wikipedia
Scatter plot a type of mathematical diagram using Cartesian coordinates to display values 

for two variables for a set of data; used for graphically determining if there is 
an association between two variables

Wikipedia

Scope (evaluation) how much of the pathway model the program staff intend to evaluate in a 
given evaluation cycle

Sensitizing concept a category or idea that the observer brings to the data as a guideline, but 
which must be examined in a particular context in order to be meaningful

Patton (2002)

SEP stands for Systems Evaluation Protocol, which is a standardized protocol 
designed to enable any program to develop a uniquely tailored evaluation for 
that program

Short-term outcomes describe effects on program participants that are logically and directly 
connected with the activities

Statistically significant a result that is mathematically unlikely to have occurred by chance Wikipedia
Stakeholder analysis the process of identifying and describing the perspectives of all of the 

potential people and/or organizations that have a stake in the program and 
its evaluation

Stakeholders any person ligitimately involved in or affected by the evaluation . . . JCSEE (2003)
Standard Deviation the standard deviation is a calculated number that describes the extent to 

which scores are dispersed (spread out) from the mean, nearly all scores are 
typically within 3 standard deviations of the mean

JCSEE (2003)

Statistical software computer programs specialized for statistical analysis Wikipedia
STEM science, technology, engineering and mathematics
Subjective a characteristic of an evaluation that yields results which cannot be 

empirically verified by another person
Wheeler, et. al. 
(1992)

Subscale a smaller set of items on a measure that have shared validity and reliability 
independent of the larger measure

Survey a method for collecting quantifiable information about a population 
System a parent organization to one or more offices or institutions, in which complex 

interactions between programs, organizations and their contexts take place
Systems evaluation an evaluation that takes into account the complex relationships between 

parts of the program and between the program and its context
Systems perspective taking into account the larger contextual and environmental factors around a 

program, organization, or system, including the complex interactions between 
each

Thematic content 
analysis

a qualitative analysis process that systematically identifies themes, patterns 
and connections in narrative data

Timeline a calendar or list of dates showing the evaluation stages and activities, and 
indicating the dates by which they should be implemented and be completed

Wheeler, et. al. 
(1992)

Treatment group a sample sub-group that is exposed to the program, project, or instructional 
material as well as all of the conditions of the investigation 

T-test assesses whether the means of two groups are statistically different from 
each other

Trochim (2006)

Univariate involving only one variable

Glossary
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Utilization (evaluation) the process of using an evaluation, and its results, to make decisions about 
program change

Validity the extent to which the test scores or responses measure the attribute(s) that 
they were designed to measure

Wheeler, et. al. 
(1992)

Variable a characteristic that can take on different values JCSEE (1994)
Variance in statistics, describes how far values lie from the mean Wikipedia
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#	 Step	 Title

I	 1.02	 Sample MOU

II	 1.05	 Organization Evaluation Capacity Survey

III	 1.05	 ProgramEvaluation  Capacity Survey

IV	 2.01	 Blank Stakeholder Map

V	 2.01	 Stakeholder Worksheet

VI	 2.03	 Program Boundary Worksheet

VII	 2.03	 Guidance for Program Boundary Analysis

VIII	 2.03	 Guidance for Program Description

IX	 2.04	 Program History and Lifecycle Worksheet

X	 2.04	 Evaluation History and Lifecycle Worksheet 

XI	 2.04	 Program and Evaluation Lifecycle Definitions and Alignment

XII	 2.04	 Lifecycle Identification and Alignment Worksheet

XIII	 2.05	 Logic Model Worksheet

XIV	 2.05	 Logic Model Template and Guidance

XV	 2.05	 Logic and Pathway Model Feedback Form

XVI	 2.06	 Pathway Model Review: Sticker Activity 1

XVII	 2.07	 Mining the Model: Sticker Activity 2

XVIII	 2.08	 Mining the Model: Sticker Activity 3

XIX	 2.09	 Stakeholder Interview Guide

XX	 3.02	 Evaluation Purpose Statement Handout

XXI	 3.03	 Evaluation Question Worksheet

XXII	 3.03	 Diagnostic Check on Evaluation Questions

XXIII	 3.04	 Identifying Key Constructs and Measurement Options

XXIV	 3.04	 Considerations for Obtaining a Measure

XXV	 3.04	 Tips for Assessing Measures

XXVI	 3.05	 Sampling Plan Worksheet

XXVII	 3.09	 Evaluation Plan Feedback Form
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Memorandum of Understanding 

[YEAR] Evaluation Partnership 

This Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) is meant to be a vehicle to plan the year’s 
evaluation planning and capacity building activities and to help assure that all parties are clear 
about what is planned and expected for the new Evaluation Partnerships beginning in [year].  It 
is not intended to be a formal legal document.  

The sections below describe the background and goals for this initiative, and the roles and 
responsibilities of the participants. A preliminary timeline of project activities and completion is 
on the final page.

1. Background

The Cornell Office for Research on Evaluation (CORE), under the leadership of Professor 
William Trochim, created this “Evaluation Partnership” and “Systems Evaluation Protocol” 
approach to building evaluation capacity among participating partner organizations. Funding for 
this effort has come from the National Science Foundation and Cornell Cooperative Extension. 
More on the history of the project and CORE’s systems approach to evaluation are at 
http://core.human.cornell.edu/outreach/evaluation/index.cfm.

[Here, put a few lines of text to describe the background of how your organization or program 
got involved in using this approach, and of any institutional partnerships which are involved in 
your use of this approach.] 

2. Goals

Based on preliminary discussions, the Evaluation Partnerships between Organization YYY and 
Organization ZZZ will cover # “programs”: [list programs]. For purposes of the Evaluation 
Partnership, each of these programs will have a working group consisting of one or more 
individuals, with one person designated as Evaluation Champion (EC). The EC’s role is 
described below.

The goals of the first year of this Evaluation Partnership are to: 
 Develop a Logic Model, Pathway Model, and Evaluation Plan for the selected program; 
 Build on and expand participants’ shared understanding of all programs, their 

commonalities and distinct features, and how they relate to other programs; 

Appendix I: MOU
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 Enhance the evaluation skills and evaluation leadership within the ZZZ and participating 
leadership, and expand internal capacity for using this evaluation method with additional 
programs.  

Evaluation Partnership work may extend into future years, if mutually desired, under terms that 
would be established in separate future MOUs.

3. Project Preparation

Establishing a shared understanding 

The Evaluation Partnership begins with discussions and communication between YYY and the 
leadership and members of ZZZ to establish a shared understanding of interests, responsibilities 
and commitments. This MOU should reflect that shared understanding, and will be adjusted as 
needed. Participants on both sides are encouraged to raise questions, discuss options, and seek 
mutually satisfying plans. When details are clarified, participants will be asked to complete the 
signature page and return the MOU to YYY.  

4. Roles and Responsibilities 

YYY staff and roles 

The Evaluation Facilitation Team at YYY includes: 

 Names and Titles 


Identify roles—who will be the primary contact with the partners; who will be involved with 
developing and conducting trainings.  The Evaluation Partnerships follow a step-wise evaluation 
planning process known as the “Systems Evaluation Protocol” (see the link provided earlier for 
more on the systems approach used by CORE.)  YYY will schedule and conduct in-person and 
audio/web-conference trainings which may include other partners; and will communicate 
regularly through e-mail, telephone, and various web resources with EP participants in support of 
their evaluation efforts throughout the project duration. 

ZZZ Program Roles
Individuals in leadership positions in ZZZ have important roles to play in ensuring the success of 
this evaluation planning effort.  These roles include   

 Setting realistic expectations for evaluation; providing resource support for participating 
staff;  staying abreast of progress; supporting deadlines; 

 Preparing staff for their participation in the EP, adjusting staff work-loads and position 
descriptions as needed in order to incorporate the commitment to evaluation; 

Appendix I: MOU    
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 Clearly and consistently supporting the commitment to evaluation and recognizing its 
value to the Team’s work and to the system more generally; 

 Demonstrating positive use of evaluation results, including in communications to internal 
and external stakeholders (such as key funders, peers in participating counties, and so 
on).

Specific next steps to be completed by the ZZZ Leaders are the following: 

 In consultation with the Team, confirm the selection of the programs that will be the 
focus of this Evaluation Partnership.  These will be the “EP Programs”, and should be 
listed on the signature page of this MOU. 

 For each of these EP Programs, identify the team member(s) who will be working on the 
evaluation planning for that program, and indicate who will serve as the Evaluation 
Champion (EC) for each program.  (The EC’s role is described below.)  Please attach this 
information as requested on page # of this MOU.  

 Review this MOU with the team members working on the EP.  Obtain signatures as 
needed on the signature page of this MOU, and return it to YYY by [date] to indicate an 
understanding of and agreement with the scope of the proposed work. Please contact 
[name and contact info] to discuss any questions or concerns you may have prior to 
signing.

Evaluation Champion (EC) and Working Group members 

A key feature that has facilitated prior Evaluation Partnership work has been to have one person 
designated as the EC for each EP program.  The EC together with other staff members working 
on the evaluation planning for an EP program will be considered the “working group” for that 
program.  Collaborative work among working groups is welcomed and encouraged.  The 
particular roles are described below:

 The EC will take the lead on ensuring that the stages of the evaluation planning process 
are completed, that deadlines are met and materials are developed and sent to YYY as 
directed.  The EC is expected to participate in all in-person and audio/web-conference 
trainings and meetings over the course of the Partnership (or to designate a substitute 
from his/her office if needed.)   

 The EC (in consultation with other staff as desired) will complete an initial “Program 
Survey” that will be sent in advance of the first in-person training session. 

 Working Group members will be expected to contribute to the work of program modeling 
and evaluation planning, and are strongly encouraged to participate in all trainings and 
audio/web-conferences for the EP.
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 ECs and Working Group members are expected to join the EP listserv that will be used 
over the course of the Evaluation Partnership, and active participation is highly 
encouraged. 

All Participants  

 Team Leaders, ECs, and Working Group members may be asked to participate in surveys 
or other mechanisms that YYY may request as part of its own assessments of progress 
and impact.  In addition, YYY may request permission to make video or audio tapes of 
training sessions and meetings.  These recordings will be used for internal purposes, 
and/or may be used as a basis for future training materials.  Requests for permission will 
be specific as to future use. 

5. Project Implementation and Tentative Timeline  

The work of the Evaluation Partnership will take place through a combination of in-person 
training meetings, audio- and web-conferences, and on-going support and consultations by 
phone, by e-mail, and through the EP listserv.  A Preliminary Timeline is included as an 
Attachment at the end of this MOU.   This will be adjusted and dates established more firmly 
following discussions with the ZZZ Team to determine what will work best for all sides. 

In addition to the specific training activities, resources will be made available electronically, and 
the Evaluation Team at YYY will be available by phone and by e-mail.  An additional source of 
support comes from the network of Evaluation Partners from prior cohorts who continue to 
participate on the EP listserv for on-going questions and discussion. 

Deliverables:  

At the end of this year of the Evaluation Partnership, each EP Program will have a well-
articulated Logic Model, Pathway Model and Evaluation Plan. Individual staff members 
involved in the Evaluation Partnership will have received focused evaluation training, and will 
be in a position to take an ongoing leadership role in terms of evaluation planning at their offices 
and within their teams. The teams as a whole, and these individual staff members, will be part of 
an expanding and increasingly active Evaluation Network that can serve as a valuable resource 
for supporting and expanding evaluation capacity. 

Costs:

The ZZZ partners will be responsible for all local costs associated with this project, including 
staff time, staff travel, printing, mail, and computing.  YYY will be responsible for the 
teleconferencing fees, on-site costs of hosting the training meetings, and for its own training-
related travel costs.  
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6. Program Selection and Staff Participation 

Please attach a list of the programs selected by the ZZZ Team for inclusion in the Evaluation 
Partnership.  For each program please give its title, the names and contact information of the 
staff members who will be working on this program for the EP process, and indicate who will 
serve as EC.  

7. Signatures indicating review and acceptance: 

Please complete this signature page for each of the selected programs, filling in the program title 
and highlighted EC information each time. 

Program Name: ______________________________________________________________ 

(signature above) 

Name YYY leader 
Title 
Address

Date: _______________ 

(signature above) 

Name ZZZ Leader 
Title 
Address

Date: _______________

(signature above) 

Name  
Evaluation Facilitator 
Title 
Address

Date: _______________ 

(signature above) 

[Name & title] 
Evaluation Project Manager 
Address

Date: _______________ 
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Attachment: Preliminary Timeline 

The exact timing of the steps is still to be determined, taking into consideration the deadlines and 
workloads of the ZZZ team members, YYY’s commitments, and the priorities of effective and 
efficient trainings.  Further details on this timeline will be set once YYY and the ZZZ teams have 
discussed options.  The preliminary version included here is intended to provide more detail 
about time commitments and the training steps and sequence. 

September/October (Preparation Stage) 
 Review and sign MOU
 Gather contact information, start initial communications, set up listserv for Evaluation 

Partners
 Complete Organization Evaluation Capacity Survey (ZZZ Leader) 
 Complete one Program Survey for each program (ECs, with colleagues as needed) and 

Evaluation Attitudinal Survey (all participants) 
 Web-conferences (dates tba) to cover: 

o Initial program stakeholder maps and guidance for follow-up interviews 
o Program “boundary analysis” and lifecycle analysis; program description 

November/December 2010 (Program Modeling) 
 Web- conferences (dates to be confirmed) to cover: 
 Two-day in-person meeting at [location], including:

o Sharing results of stakeholder analyses  
o Full development of Logic and Pathway Models, with peer reviews and YYY 

support and feedback
o “Mine the Model” session to draw out program insights and use program models, 

stakeholder analysis, and program lifecycle to identify desired evaluation scope, 
initial evaluation questions

 Revise Logic and Pathway models.  YYY will review models 

Winter/Spring 2011 (Evaluation Planning) 
 Final revisions to Logic Model and Pathway Model as needed 
 Web-conference to discuss linkages between the overall ZZZ  goals and the individual 

programs. 
 Web- conferences and possibly one in-person meeting to support evaluation plan 

development (Evaluation Questions, Sampling Plan, Measurement, Evaluation Design, 
Data Management and Analysis, Reporting Plan, and Implementation Timeline.) 

May/June 2011 (Finalization) 
 Draft Evaluation Plans due May 1, 2011 (date to be confirmed) 
 YYY reviews of evaluation plans returned to teams by late May 
 Final Reports (final Evaluation Plans plus Stakeholder Maps, Logic and Pathway Models, 

and proposed measures) due June 30, 2011 (date to be confirmed) 
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Organization Evaluation Capacity Survey 

1  Cornell Office for Research on Evaluation 
11/20/2008 

Organization Evaluation Capacity Survey 
For the Evaluation Partnership 

Organization:        Date:      

Completed by (Name and Title):      

This survey is designed to help us advance in our Evaluation Partnership (EP) with you.  Some information 
gathered will also be used to assess the EP process.   
Please check the appropriate boxes and include any additional information where requested.  

I. Human Resources 
PERSONNEL
1 How many employees (FTE) does your organization have?        

2 a) Does the organization have one or more designated staff member(s) with a specific 
responsibility for supporting other staff on evaluation initiatives (e.g., providing training, 
technical support, or management of evaluation efforts)? 

yes no 

b) If yes, how many hours per week does she/he spend on this evaluation work?        

3 a) How many staff are engaged in evaluation in some way for any of the organization’s 
programs?   

all most half some none

b) Of those, how many have formal assignments for evaluation specified in their job 
descriptions?   

 all most half some none 

4 How often do you rely on external contractors, volunteers or other persons outside your 
organization to assist you in accomplishing evaluation? 

always frequently sometimes never 

TRAINING 
5 a) How many staff with formal or informal expertise in evaluation or related areas (e.g., 

measurement, research methods, statistics, qualitative analysis) does the organization 
have?        

 Other information regarding staff evaluation-related expertise (if applicable):        
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2  Cornell Office for Research on Evaluation 
11/20/2008 

6 a) In the past year, did the organization provide support (i.e., monetary, leave-time) for 
staff to participate in evaluation training and/or professional development? 

yes no 

b) If yes, please describe (e.g., how much money, how much time, how many staff).  

II. Financial Resources 
7 How are financial resources allocated for evaluation?  (Check all that apply) 

 The organization has a budget line explicitly devoted to evaluation 
     Amount: $                    Percent of the total organization budget:      % 

 Evaluation costs are covered within the general administrative budget  
 Evaluation costs are covered within individual program budgets 
 Other; please explain:        

8 Approximately what percent of programs in the organization have funds budgeted for 
evaluation? 
      % of programs 

9 a) Approximately what percent of programs in the organization are required by their 
funders to have funds budgeted for evaluation? 
      % of programs 

b) Among those programs, approximately what percent of the budget do funders require to 
be dedicated to evaluation? 
      % of program budget  

10 How much do you estimate the organization spends annually on all evaluation-related
expenses (e.g., training, implementation, analysis, reporting)? 
      $ per year 

III. Information Technology Resources 
HARDWARE 
11 Do program or evaluation staff have access to: 

yes no 

b) a computer with an internet connection

c) a computer with an organization-wide network 
connection
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3  Cornell Office for Research on Evaluation 
11/20/2008 

SOFTWARE
12 Do program or evaluation staff have access to the following software platforms?  

yes no 
a) Microsoft Office (version:      )

b) database software (e.g. Microsoft Access)

c) statistical software (e.g. SPSS, Minitab)

d) qualitative software (e.g. ATLASti)

e) diagramming software (e.g. Microsoft Visio)

IV. Evaluation in the Organization 
13 Please indicate the extent to which you agree with the following statements: 

strongly
agree agree disagree strongly

disagree
 a) Overall, staff in the organization value 

evaluation.

 b) Staff view evaluation as a way to 
understand how to improve their programs.

 c) Staff who do evaluation work are simply 
doing it because they are required to.

 d) Staff are eager to learn more about how 
to do evaluation well.

 e) Staff are involved in decisions about how 
their programs are evaluated.

14 Does the organization conduct a review of program data and its implications for program 
improvements annually or with greater frequency? 

yes no 

15 a) Are there incentives offered to staff to encourage participation in the evaluation process?
yes no

b) If yes, what kinds of incentives?        

16 What are the factors in the organization’s internal and external environment that are the 
most supportive to doing evaluation?        

What are the factors in the organization’s internal and external environment that present 
the greatest barriers to doing evaluation?        
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11/20/2008 

17 Among staff doing evaluation, what sort of planning do they do in advance to prepare for 
the evaluation? (check all that apply) 

 a written plan, reviewed by others 

 a written plan for personal use 

 an informal plan 

 little or no planning 

18 What currently guides decisions about how evaluation is done in the organization?
(check all that apply) 

 a written organization-wide policy 

 a written program-specific policy 

 informal organization-wide guidelines  

 informal program-specific guidelines  

 none of the above 

19 Which of the following best describes the nature of the changes facing your organization? 
(please check one) 

  The organization is in a generally stable environment, with only modest programmatic 
changes from one year to the next. 

  The organization is in a steadily changing environment, in which needs change from 
one year to the next in relatively predictable ways. 

  The organization is in a rapidly changing environment, facing potentially large 
programmatic changes every year. 

20 Relative to the patterns of change facing your organization, which of the following best 
describes your staff's capacity to incorporate or respond to change? (please check one) 

  Staff prefer to plan carefully and respond slowly and thoughtfully to changes. 

  Staff welcome ideas and innovations and are fairly adept at adjusting to new needs or 
opportunities.

  Staff are very flexible and are skilled at rapid adjustments to changing needs and 
circumstances. 

THANK YOU!   

If you have any questions, please contact:
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Program Evaluation Capacity Survey  

1    
Cornell Office for Research on Evaluation

Program Evaluation Capacity Survey
For the Evaluation Partnership

Organization:        Date:      

Completed by (Name & Title):      

This survey is designed to help us advance in our Evaluation Partnership (EP) with you.  Some information 
gathered will also be used to assess the EP process.   
Please check the appropriate boxes and include any additional information where requested.  

Please prepare a separate survey for each of the Programs you have chosen. 

Program Name: 

I. Program Information 
DESCRIPTION 

1 Prior to entering the EP, was there a formal written description of the program?   

yes no 

If yes, please include program description here:       

2 Prior to entering the EP, did the program have formal written goals and/or a 
mission statement?

yes no 

If yes, please include the program’s goals and/or mission statement here:        

FUNDING 

3 a. What is/are the funding source(s) for the program?        
b. Is/are the funding source(s):

internal external both 

c. Please describe what kind of program reporting the funders require (e.g., 
frequency, type of information required, etc.):        
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4 Is there a separate written budget specifically for the program? 
yes no 

If yes, is there funding in the program’s budget specifically allocated for evaluation? 
yes no 

INPUTS

5 Please check the inputs or resources that go into the program. 

Staff | Please indicate: 
 Total # of staff involved:       
 Combined FTE:        

Financial resources | Please indicate: 
 Annual program budget:  $      
 Program evaluation budget (if applicable):  $      

Other inputs | Please list (e.g., curricula, materials, etc.):        

6 Are university faculty directly involved with the program?   
yes no 

PROGRAM STAGE 

7 Which of the following best describes the program? 

 Still being developed, or brand new 

 Has been implemented before, but still very new 

 Somewhat established, though still being refined 

 Well established, mature 

 Stable, standardized, used in, or ready to be used in multiple organizations or 
multiple settings 

PARTICIPANTS  

8 In the next full annual program cycle, what is the anticipated number of 
participants in the program?        
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9 Please briefly describe the target participant population for this program (e.g., age, 
gender, race, etc.):       

LOGIC MODEL 

10 Is there a written logic model for the program?

yes no 

If yes, please attach a copy of the logic model and skip questions 11 & 12. 

DESCRIPTION 

11 Please list the types of activities that are conducted as part of the program. (e.g.,
workshops, classes, summer camp, clubs or youth groups, planning meetings, trainings in 
the field, trainings at your office, demonstrations, community events, etc.)      

12 Please briefly describe or list the outcomes you expect to achieve from the program. 

II. Preliminary Evaluation Information 
1 Please describe how you currently evaluate (formally or informally) the 

program? (in 3-4 sentences)       

2 What guides decisions about program evaluation? (check all that apply) 

 a written organization-wide policy  informal organization-wide guidelines 

 a written program-specific policy  informal program-specific guidelines 

EVALUATION TRAINING 

3 Do program staff have formal or informal expertise in evaluation or related areas 
(e.g., measurement, research methods, statistics, qualitative analysis)?

yes no 

If you answered no, please skip to question 5.

4 How many program staff have: 

a) formal (college/university) training in evaluation or related areas?        
b) informal (workshops/conferences) training in evaluation related areas?        
c) experiential (on the job) training in evaluation related areas?        
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Other information regarding staff evaluation-related expertise (if applicable):        

5 Does the organization provide support for program staff to participate in 
opportunities for training and professional development in evaluation skills?

yes no 

If you answered no, please skip to question 7. 

6 In the past year, how many program staff participated in: 

a) formal (college/university) training in evaluation or related areas?        
b) external workshops or conferences on evaluation or related areas?        
c) internal workshops or trainings on evaluation or related areas?        
Other participation in evaluation-related trainings (please describe):        

7 How many program staff have gone through: 

a) the training/certification process required to collect data on human subjects?        

b) an application process with the Institutional Review Board (IRB) in order to obtain 
approval from the University Committee on Human Subjects for an evaluation?       

THANK YOU!   

If you have any questions, please contact:
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Stakeholder Worksheet: Perspectives on the Program 
	
Goal:	Articulate	the	different	ways	your	stakeholders	might	view	the	program.	(Use	these	insights	
to	enhance	your	program	description.)	

	
To	do	now:	

	
Stakeholder  

Start with the “close in” ones, and 
move “out” 

Phrases this stakeholder might use to describe your program 
What would they care most about?  

What would jump out at them or make them care about it? 
e.g.: Participant group   

 
 

                       
 
 

           
 
 

           

           
 

           

           
 
 

           

           
 
 

           

                       
 
 

                       
 
 

	
	
To do later: 
Revisit	the	stakeholder	questions	later,	ideally	in	the	form	of	group	discussions	with	various	
stakeholders	included	(colleagues,	participants,	volunteers,	collaborators,	etc.)		Add	to	the	insights	
about	different	perspectives	in	the	right‐hand	column	above,	and	take	note	of	which	parts	of	the	
program	various	stakeholders	are	primarily	interested	in.	
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Program Boundary Worksheet 

Program	Name:		 	 	 	 	 	
	
Note:	The	boundary	analysis	is	one	of	the	key	features	of	the	systems	approach	used	in	the	Evaluation	
Partnership.		It	amounts	to	deciding	what	is	“in”	the	program	and	what	is	“out”	for	purposes	of	
modeling	the	program.		The	boundary	decisions	you	make	on	this	worksheet	are	not	cast	in	stone.		It	is	
normal	for	working	groups	to	revisit	this	step	as	the	modeling	work	goes	on.	
	
For	Now:	
	
(1) Think	about	the	scope	of	your	program	–	the	range	of	activities,	participants,	and	outcomes	that	

are	inherently	part	of	your	vision	of	the	program	you	are	focusing	on.	(See	the	“Guidance	for	
Boundary	Analysis	for	further	reference.)		In	the	table	below,	list	things	that	appear	to	be	“in”	
and	“outside”,	and	make	a	note	of	“boundary	questions”	that	look	like	they	might	need	further	
discussion	and	consultation.			

In  Outside 

Not sure about: 
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(2) Think	about	who	(individuals,	or	broad	stakeholder	groups)	might	have	different	views	on	these	
questions,	or	who	might	raise	different	questions.		Note	these	issues	here,	for	consideration	
when	you	refine	your	boundary	choice:	
	 	 	 	 	 	

	
	
Follow‐Up	for	Completion:	
	
 Put	more	heads	together:	Follow	up	with	the	critical	individual	or	stakeholders	you	

identified	above,	and	any	others	you	think	of	who	might	have	useful	perspectives	on	the	
program	(keep	in	mind	that	even	close	co‐workers	sometimes	have	different	views	of	your	
shared	work,	and	don’t	forget	volunteers,	collaborators,	and	participants	themselves.)		Talk	
with	these	people	all	together	or	in	small	groups,	if	possible,	to	do	some	brainstorming	about	
the	program	and	what	they	see	as	the	“essence”	and	scope	of	the	program.			
	

 Write	it	up:	based	on	your	reflections	and	additional	input,	write	the	Program	Description.		
See	“Guidance	for	Program	Descriptions”	for	specifics	on	what	this	can	include.	
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Guidance for Boundary Analysis 

Some questions to consider: 

1. What is the essence of this program? (activities and outcomes) What is not? 
 

2. Who are the participants? Who are not? 
 

3. How is the program being delivered, and is that an essential part of the program? 
(For example, is this an After-School Science education program, or a Science 
education program that happens at the moment to be offered in an after-school 
setting but might be offered in different settings equally well? Is this a program that 
could be delivered in lecture format, or is hands-on learning a core aspect?) 

 

4. How much of the possible span of activities have to be included in order to have a 
full view of this program? (For example, is it important for this program to include 
things that might be considered prep work, recruitment, training, etc., or can those 
be assumed or taken as given, or inherently separate from the working of your 
program?) 

 

5. How much of the possible span of outcomes have to be included in order to get a full 
view of this program? (For example would you ever want to make statements about 
your program’s relevance to community well-being, or national resource issues? 
Having those within the vision of your program does NOT mean you will be 
evaluating those kinds of outcomes, but if they are an important part of what shapes 
or motivates the work of the program then the connections matter.) 
 

Tip: Think about who (individuals, or broad stakeholder groups) might have different 
views on these questions, or who might raise different questions. 
 
Tip: Try to be broad enough to make this a complete picture of your program, and yet 
accurate enough so that the pieces in there are essential to the view of the program. Keep 
in mind some practical considerations: 
 
• What kinds of statements or claims will you want to be able to say at some point? (We 

do NOT expect or want you to evaluate everything within your program. But we do 
want your program view and your program model to be comprehensive enough so that 
you can make good choices within the program boundaries about what to evaluate.) 

• Who are your audiences for program discussions? (Are key stakeholders interested in a 
broad and extensive view of your program, or are they focused on what might be 
considered sub-pieces?) 

 
Tip: Things that seem relevant to your program but in the end do not “belong” inside the 
boundaries of your program definition may have a place in the Assumptions or Context 
sections of your Logic Model. That is, if they help paint a picture of your program and offer 
important information about what makes it work, then there is still a place for this 
information even if it isn’t central enough to merit being in the heart of the program model. 
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Guidance for Program Descriptions 
 

Program Descriptions, like Logic Models, are basically communication devices.  Logic 
Models provide more detail than Program Descriptions, and provide more information 
about the implicit program theory.  Program Descriptions on the other hand are more 
“readable” for most audiences, and can serve a range of purposes (marketing, website 
information, etc.)  The following suggestions are not intended to define a Program 
Description rigidly, but are meant to offer general guidance and suggestions that can be 
applied to and adapted for individual programs. 
 
Generally, a program description should… 
 be in prose (not bullets, at least not exclusively). 
 be what you consider complete (it should stand alone) but not be excessively long. 
 convey a true sense of the program (staff and participants would recognize it). 
 take into account the perspectives articulated in stakeholder analysis. 
 align with boundaries set forth in program boundary analysis. 
 be clear, readable and understandable to an outside audience (does not contain 

jargon or references to things internal to the organization). 
 
A program description should cover at least some of the items in the following groups, 
according to what is relevant for this particular program: 
 
1) Program information, such as: 

 program capacity (average or expected N=?) 
 main program activities (including general content and format: lecture, workshop, 

hands-on) 
 who delivers program and their training (staff, volunteers, etc.) 
 average program duration 
 target population 
 participant selection criteria (if applicable) 

 
2) Context, such as: 

 local community and programmatic context of program  
 state and/or federal programmatic context of program  
 setting (where and when program takes place) 
 funding sources 
 history of the program 
 lifecycle stage of the program 

 
3) Goals, including possibly: 

 main outputs or “take-aways” for participants 
 how activities are thought to lead to hoped-for outcomes 
 theoretical framework behind program approach (if there is one) 



Appendix IX
Program History and Lifecycle Worksheet

This graphic offers a way of characterizing 
a program’s evolution. The “State of the 
Program” arrow emphasizes that it is 
not just the passage of time that marks 
a program’s evolution. The blue dashed 
lines indicate that there is often iterative 
back-and-forth movement through the 
phases. The red circles and arrows remind 
us that programs may also stay in one 
phase or move incrementally within it for 
some time and they may be retired at any 
point.

The evolution of your program

On the graphic below, sketch the path your program has followed, and mark where it is at the moment.  
This is not meant to be a formal graph or time plot, just a schematic representation!



Cornell Office for Research on Evaluation 
February 2, 2012 

Now, describe briefly how your program has evolved so far, and where is it now. (Bullet format is fine.) Think 
of yourself as a biographer working to tell the life story of your program. As you recall your program’s history, 
specific considerations might include: how and why the program began, how it has changed over time and why 
and the degree to which it continues to change. 

 Where did your program “come from”?  Has it evolved and changed? How? 
 What do you know about your program (how it works, and what it does)? 
 How do you know it? How certain are you? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Your reflections captured above will help you identify your program’s lifecycle phase using the Program and 
Evaluation Lifecycle Definitions and Alignment and the Lifecycle Alignment Worksheets. 

First, though, use the Evaluation History and Lifecycle Worksheet to identify and characterize the lifecycle of 
your program’s evaluation.  
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Evaluation History and Lifecycle Worksheet 
 

Name of program:                    Date:  

 

This worksheet is designed to help you reflect on the evaluation that has been done on this program over time, 
on what you know about the program and how you know it, and on the factors that have shaped previous 
evaluation decisions. 

The graphic below provides an image for evaluation lifecycle phases, analogous to the program lifecycle phases 
in the Evaluation History and Lifecycle Worksheet. The “State of the Evaluation” is a synthesis of the multiple 
dimensions of a program evaluation. Movements from left to right in this figure correspond to potential 
increases in the scope and/or intensity of the evaluation effort.   

 

The evolution of your evaluation 

On the graphic below, sketch the path your past evaluations have followed, and mark where the current state 
of evaluative knowledge on the program is at the moment.  This is not meant to be a formal graph or time plot, 
just a schematic representation! 
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Now, briefly describe how your program’s evaluations have evolved so far, and where the current state of 
evaluative knowledge on the program is at the moment. (Bullet format is fine.)  

 What  types  of  evaluation  have  been  done  on  this  program,  and  when?  (Include  both  formal  and 
informal evaluations and feedback.) 

 What have been the primary purposes of the evaluations that have been done? 
 How have results been used?  Have the results influenced decisions about the program? 
 Who have the results been shared with or reported to? 
 Does your funder require a certain type of evaluation? 
 What  have  been  the  sources  of  information  that  have  been  used?  (Documents,  responses  from 

individuals on surveys or in interviews, etc.)  
 Have  there  been  evaluations  that  are  descriptive  of  the  program  (e.g.  interviews  with  program 

participants or leaders)? 
 Have there been formal evaluations of the program that included structured data collection (qualitative 

or quantitative data)? 
 Have there been evaluations that used comparison groups or control groups? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Your reflections captured above will help you identify your evaluation lifecycle phase using the Program and 
Evaluation Lifecycle Definitions and Alignment and the Lifecycle Alignment Worksheets.  
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Appendix XII 

Cornell Office for Research on Evaluation 
February 2, 2012 

Lifecycle Identification and Alignment Worksheet 

 

 

 

To complete this worksheet, please refer to definitions of 
Lifecycle phases as given in the Program and Evaluation 
Lifecycle Definitions and Alignment chart. 

 

I. Program Lifecycle Identification 

The goal of this activity is to use your reflections about your 
program’s history to select one of eight program lifecycle 
phases. 

In practice, programs may be made up of components that are in different lifecycle stages.  For example a 
program might combine an established curriculum or activities with some new initiatives, so that some parts of 
the program are well‐understood and well‐developed, while others are in a more pilot phase.  If your program 
has components in different stages, pick the most representative phase overall, for now.   

What lifecycle phase is your program in? (IA, IIB, etc.)   _______   

 

Enter this into the Netway in the Lifecycle part of your 
Program Information (here), along with any relevant notes 
about your choice.   

 

 

 

As your program continues to evolve, you can return to 
this Netway page to update your entry—the site will keep 

track of your changes over time. 

 

II. Evaluation Lifecycle Identification 

Now, use your reflections on the history of your evaluations of the program, again referring to the Definition 
and Alignment chart, and select the evaluation lifecycle stage that best describes the current evaluation lifecycle 
stage. If your program has components in different evaluation lifecycle stages, pick the most representative 
phase overall. 

Program Name:                   Date: 



 

Cornell Office for Research on Evaluation 
February 2, 2012 

III. Program and Evaluation Lifecycle Alignment 

Alignment between program and evaluation lifecycle phases is essential for ensuring that programs obtain the 
kind of information that is most needed at any given program lifecycle phase, and that program and evaluation 
resources are used efficiently. 

The figure bellow offers a simple representation of what alignment and non‐alignment of program and 
evaluation lifecycle looks like.  Program C in this illustration lies on a 45‐degree line indicating ideal alignment 
between its program and evaluation lifecycle phases. 

 

Some points to consider about alignment: 

• In practice it is very common to have programs whose 
program and evaluation lifecycles are not aligned.   

• Moving toward alignment should be treated as a key goal of 
evaluation planning. 

• Alignment does not necessarily happen after one evaluation 
cycle. 

• Evaluations and programs are developmental and grow 
over time. 

 

Now, on the figure to the right, plot 
the point that shows your program 
lifecycle and evaluation lifecycle. If it 
is on the blue 45 degree line, your 
lifecycles are aligned. If not, use this 
chart and your program and 
evaluation histories to reflect on why 
your lifecycles are out of alignment. 

If your lifecycles are misaligned, take 
notes here on why that might be: 

 

Appendix XII: Lifecycle Identification and Alignment  Worksheet
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Feedback Summary for Logic & Pathway Models 
 

Organization & Program Names:         

Completed by (Name and Title):  Date: 

 
Please check the appropriate box corresponding with either yes, somewhat or no for each line listed, and add 
any comments you may have.  
 
Reviewer feedback is crucial to the model revision process. Please write comments as needed to help 
explain your assessment and to offer further suggestions.  
 
 
 
Logic Model 
 
I. Overall Assessment:  Logic Models should describe a program accurately, concisely, and 
coherently.  They should reflect the internal logic of the program. Please review this program’s Logic Model 
(LM) and Program Description, and offer overall comments.  For example, does the LM match the 
Description?  Is the LM clear? Does it tell a reasonable and coherent “story” (is the logic of this program 
plausible and internally consistent)? Are the elements of the LM consistent with the implicit program 
“boundary”?  Other comments? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
II. Section by Section Assessment: 

 

Objective/Category yes some
what no Comments 

Inputs 
List of resources appears complete     
Descriptions are informative    
Gives reader accurate, at-a-glance idea of 
program size/scale (e.g., % FTE for staff; 
annual budget; avg # participants, etc. … 
as appropriate) 
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Activities 
List of activities appears complete     
Activity titles are clear and 
understandable 

   

Activity titles written in a general way 
(not context-specific) 

   

Activity list is consistent with program 
boundary (e.g. only includes activities 
that reach people who participate or who 
are targeted) 

   

Outputs 
List of outputs appears complete     
Outputs are all tangible or measurable 
evidence of program activities 
(depending on program, this might 
include attendance list, certif. of 
completion, projects completed, hrs of 
participation or contact, etc.) 

   

Does not include effect on participants 
(outcomes) 

   

Outcomes in General  
Outcome titles are clear and informative     
Outcomes written in a general way (not 
context-specific) 

   

Outcomes are phrased as effects on, or 
changes in, participants and/or their 
communities or society (they are not 
actions, or objectives, or specific 
indicators) 

   

Short-term (ST) Outcomes 
List of ST outcomes appears complete     
Outcome is in the correct column (i.e., it 
logically arises with or “soon after” the 
activity and is not an output or mid-term 
outcome, etc.) 

   

Mid-term (MT) Outcomes 
List of MT outcomes appears complete     
Outcome is in the correct column (i.e., it 
plausibly arises beyond the ST, and 
reflects further outcomes for participants 
and/or spillover to others; is not a short-
term or long-term outcome) 

   

Long-term (LT) Outcomes 
List of LT outcomes appears complete     
Outcome is in the correct column (i.e., it 
reflects ultimate impacts on participants 
and/or their communities/society at large) 
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Assumptions 
Clearly describes beliefs and thinking 
about the program and how it will occur 

    

List of assumptions appears complete    
Context 
Clearly describes environment (e.g., 
social, cultural, physical, etc.) in which 
the program is taking place 

    

List of contextual factors appears 
complete (captures relevant factors) 

   

Formatting 
Format is consistent     
Model is easy to read    
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Pathway Model 
Note to reviewers: there’s no prescriptive level of detail or generality that’s “right” under all 
circumstances.  Some intended audiences may need more or less detail than others. As an outside reader 
you can’t be sure of the specific audience. However the overall goal should be to ensure that a pathway 
model is comprehensive and internally consistent for some presumed audience.  Please comment 
accordingly and raise questions for the program modeler if needed.   
 

Objective/Category yes some
what no Comments 

Items 
All activities and outcomes from logic 
model are represented in pathway 
diagram 

    

Appropriate connections have been made 
to every item (no “orphaned” items) 

   

Connections  
All relevant connections appear to have 
been made 

    

Connections are made to nearer term 
outcomes whenever possible (no “leap-
frogging” or redundancy) 

   

Big steps (as from a short to long term 
outcome) have been minimized 

    

Pathways 
Pathways clearly communicate the 
“story’ or “program logic” that connects 
activities to long term outcomes 

    

“Dead ends” only appear as important 
side-effects or outputs 

   

Representation 
Pathway diagram efficiently 
communicates program logic 

    

Level of detail in both items and 
connections  is not excessive – model is  
“readable” 

   

 
 
Overall Comments:   
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�

Instructions for Reviewing Models 

(Sticker Activity #1) 

Note: The steps below offer instructions for using stickers to offer specific types of feedback.  If 
you have a comment that we don’t have a sticker for, just use a marker and sticky note. 

1. Read Program Description and review the Pathway Model.  If the two match relatively 
well, give a “matched socks” sticker; if they need to be reconciled, give an “un-
matched socks” sticker. 

2. Look for good ideas and mark them with a star sticker. 
(These might be particularly good or novel outcomes, good links, whatever deserves 
recognition.) 

3. If you see big leaps, mark them with a frog sticker and add a brief note with a 
suggestion if possible.

(A big leap is where there’s an arrow from an Activity all the way to a MT or LT 
outcome, or a ST all the way to a LT, etc.  It could also be a one-step arrow if 
there’s a big leap of logic involved, so that it seems like something is being skipped 
over.) 

4. If you see something that makes you wonder about a boundary issue, mark it with a 
fence sticker and add a brief note with a suggestion if possible. 

5. If you see something that is likely to be confusing to an outsider, or that could be 
worded more clearly, mark it with a cloud sticker and add a brief note with a 
suggestion if possible.

6. From your own perspective and what you know of the key stakeholders’ perspectives, 
think about whether the model captures a full view of the program.  If you want to 
propose an additional outcome or activity, use the appropriate colored sticky notes
and attach them in place. 

7. Look for themes or common threads among outcomes and mark them with colored
shape stickers (and create a “legend” for the stickers you use.)  

8. Wherever you see outcomes relating to statewide goals, mark them with a NYS Map
sticker.

9. Step back and think about the model overall.  Prepare some comments and observations 
to share in the group discussion.  
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Instructions for “Mining the Model” 

(Sticker Activity #2) 

 

This activity offers a chance to pause and reflect on what your model is bringing to light, and to 
“see” your model in a new way. 

 

Instructions: 

1. Look at the pattern of arrows in your Pathway Model.  Note the outcomes that have a 
lot of arrows going into them, or from them, or both.  The model is suggesting that 
these are internally significant key outcomes.  Use the asterisk stickers to mark them, 
so that you can come back and think about them further.  Here are some examples: 

“Prime Destinations” (outcomes that have a lot of arrows going IN to them)  

“Gateways” (outcomes with lots of arrows going FROM them)  

“Hubs” (outcomes with lots of arrows going in AND out)  

 
2. Some things are important even if there aren’t a lot of arrows going in or out.  Each link 

represents some change that can occur as a result of your program.  Which ones do you 
think are important in the program?  Mark these key links with a key sticker.  
 

3. Step back and consider your model again, overall.  Notice the “through-lines” that go 
from an Activity all the way to a LT Outcome.  Think about what’s essential to the way 
your program works – the main causal stories.  (If you had to strip down your model, 
which story lines would you insist on keeping?)  Mark one or two important through-
lines with a red marker, tracing all the links.  These are your key pathways. 
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Worksheet for Determining Evaluation Scope  

Sticker Activity #3 

 

This exercise is intended to draw together, visually, some of the factors that go into a decision 
about where to think about focusing evaluation efforts.  This is not intended to bring you to a 
final decision, but rather to give you a sense of key considerations in planning the next round of 
evaluation.  

Instructions: 

 
1. List three key external stakeholders to your program (ones you are likely to report to): 

A. __________________________________________________ 
B. __________________________________________________ 
C. __________________________________________________ 

Using the A, B, C stickers, mark the outcomes that you think are of greatest interest to 
these stakeholders. 

 

2. Think about the outcomes you and your organization (internal stakeholders) would most 
like to be able to say something about – mark these with a star. 
 
 

3. Write your Program Lifecycle stage on the blank label (“1B”, for example) and stick it 
in a corner of the plastic cover sheet.  Consider your program lifecycle and the kinds of 
outcomes you might reasonably be looking for (generally ST if it’s a new program, 
possibly some MT if it’s more established, etc.)   
 

4. Draw it all together: With lifecycle alignment in mind, and feasibility in the next year, 
look over all the stickers and note the priorities they convey.  Think about candidate 
activities, outcomes, or links for evaluation. Then draw a boundary line that 
encompasses the resulting “evaluation scope”, starting from the relevant activities 
and extending out into the pathway model to include high-priority elements that might 
be feasible to evaluate in the coming year.  Remember that there will be future 
evaluations, and this year’s evaluation should contribute to those by establishing key 
evidence. Remember also that it is sometimes valuable to evaluate basic program 
assumptions, so an evaluation can address those as well.   
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Guidelines for Stakeholder Interviews 
 

Purpose: To gather insights and perspective from key stakeholders of the EP Program, in 
order to get a more full view of: 

 What the program is or could be  
 What outcomes or impact it does or could have 
 Relevant aspects of the context in which the program operates  
 (Possibly) key assumptions that should be articulated in the program model 
 Stakeholder priorities that could affect program development and evaluation 

 

Use: This input will be used in several ways: 
 To sharpen and enrich the Program Description 
 To create or improve the Program Models 
 As guidance for focusing the evaluation later 

 

Steps: 

1. Identify 2-4 key stakeholders, particularly those who are likely to have perspectives 
different from those of program staff.  Any of the following might be useful: 

o Participants 
o Staff who’ve worked on this program or in this area before 
o Funders 
o Community leaders 
o County legislators 
o Faculty 
o Collaborators 
o Industry representatives, suppliers, end-users, etc. 

 
2. Contact your selected stakeholders to explain what you are interested in, why you 

selected them, why you value their input and how it will be used; how you will be 
capturing the information (if you are planning to record the conversation, get 
permission to do so); set up time for a brief interview 

3. Review the candidate questions on the next page and select the ones you will use, 
adapting as needed for this particular stakeholder, your relationship with him/her, 
etc.  Keep a record of the questions you ask. 

4. Prepare for how you will capture their comments; (if you intend to quote them, ask 
permission)  
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Appendix XIX: Guidelines for Stakeholder Interviews

Candidate Types of Questions

This list is suggestive, but not exhaustive. Some of these are more appropriate for programs that are just 
being developed; others are more relevant for programs that have already been operating. Use what fits.

1. How would you describe this program?

2. How do you perceive your relationship to this program?

3. Who do you think are the primary beneficiaries?

4. What do you think motivates/will motivate participants to do the program?

5. How do participants get involved?

6. How does this program work/how would you imagine it working?

7. What do you see as the main value or contribution of this program?

8. What are the desired outcomes for participants?

9. What other outcomes do you see or foresee?

10. What do you think are the most important outcomes?

11. What are key elements of context that influence success or failure of the program? (community or 
industry needs or challenges, strengths or vulnerabilities, relevant history, political or regulatory issues, …)

12. Are there similar programs being offered elsewhere that we should be aware of?

13. Are there other programs or organizations working on this in this area? What is this program’s niche?

14. Looking ahead to evaluation, what do you think will be the most important questions to explore?

Cornell Office for Research on Evaluation
November 2010
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Evaluation Purpose Statement1 
 

 
The Evaluation Purpose statement will become part of your program’s Evaluation Plan and 
will be entered in the Netway.  This is a valuable as part of the preparation for any 
evaluation effort.    
 
The Evaluation Purpose statement should provide a short description of your evaluation 
effort. It should describe what is and is not being evaluated and the goal/purposes of the 
evaluation.  It sets boundaries by identifying the program elements and time frame being 
considered, which audiences are being addressed, and which goals or objectives are of 
most interest.  

 
Example for an earlier lifecycle program/evaluation: 
The purpose of this evaluation is to assess the extent to which participation the 
Master Forest Owners Workshop supports and prompts knowledge-sharing by 
volunteers to other forest owners in their local communities. Considerations within 
the scope of the current evaluation include program structure and processes, 
curricular choices, and short-term outcome assessment. Other means of supporting 
forest management volunteers such as our newsletter and quarterly conference 
calls will not be assessed. Likewise, the program’s long-term impacts will not be 
directly addressed.  

 
Example for a later lifecycle program/evaluation: 
The purpose of this evaluation is to assess the effectiveness of the Master Forest Owners 
Workshop in supporting and prompting volunteers to extend their knowledge to other 
forest owners in their local communities. A secondary purpose is to provide 
documentation and assessment information for use by persons considering replicating the 
model with other forest owner groups. Considerations include assessment of contextual 
factors which may affect program effectiveness and medium- and long-term impacts. 
Other means of supporting forest management volunteers such as our newsletter and 
quarterly conference calls will not be assessed. 

 
The program planning and analysis you have conducted as part of the Evaluation 
Partnership—and the resulting priorities and considerations—form a strong foundation 
for determining your evaluation scope, and identifying the Evaluation Questions you intend 
to focus on in the next year.  All of these will contribute to a succinct, well-defined 
Evaluation Purpose statement. 
 

                                                 
1 This worksheet is adapted from: 
Duttweiler, M. (2010) “Focusing an Evaluation.” AEA365 Website, American Evaluation Association. Accessed 

2/4/12 from: http://aea365.org/blog/?p=978  
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Evaluation Question Worksheet 
 

Complete one of these worksheets for each candidate Evaluation Question. 
 
 
1. From the priorities identified within your Logic and Pathway Models, choose an element that is 
an Assumption, Activity, Outcome or an Activity-Outcome Link.  List it here: 
      
 
 
2. Why did you choose to focus on this particular element? Place a check next to all that apply and 
add notes if useful.  
 

 Internal stakeholder priority (program staff, administration, participants) 
 

 Pathway Model suggests this is a key element (many arrows into and/or out of) 
 

 External stakeholder priority (funders, partners, community stakeholders, etc.) 
 

 Other reason: 
 
 
 
3. In your own words, what do you really want to know about this aspect of your program? 
      
 
 
4. Using appropriate format, express this as an evaluation question: 
      
 
 
5. How will your program use the evaluation results from this question? Briefly describe.  
      
 
 
Note: the answers to 2, 3, and 5 should be helpful when drafting your Evaluation Purpose Statement. 
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Worksheet: Diagnostic Check on Evaluation Question 
 

Program Name:       
Program Lifecycle:       

Worksheet completed by:       
Date:       

 

Evaluation Purpose Statement:      
 
 
 
 
 

Evaluation Question:      
 
 
 
 

1. What sort of claims would be possible, if the evaluation yielded favorable evidence for the EQ?   

      

 

2. Does EQ fit the Evaluation Purpose Statement?  How/how not?  Any suggestions? 

      

 

3. Comment on the alignment between this EQ and the program’s lifecycle stage; does the EQ make 
sense for “where” this program “is”? 

      

 

4. Does the EQ clearly relate to the Program Model?  If so, how?  If not, what’s missing? 

      

 

5. Does the EQ make clear: 
a.  exactly what is being measured (the key construct)?  
b. the group(s) to whom the question applies?  
c. (if appropriate)  what the basis for comparison will be?  
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Considerations for Obtaining a Measure—Find, Modify or Write 
 
There are three main ways to obtain a measure: (1) find a pre-validated measure, (2) modify a pre-
validated measure, or (3) write a measure from scratch. To decide how to approach this task, circle the 
items in the table below that best correspond to the needs of the evaluation. Consider the tradeoffs before 
beginning to nail down measures. Note your choices and the reasons behind them for later use in reporting 
results. 

  
1. Find:  Look for a pre-validated measure, using peers, the Netway, the larger system in which the 
program sits, professional groups delivering similar programs, government agencies providing oversight, 
and if all else fails, an online search 
 
2. Modify:  Adjust wording of pre-validated measure (or assemble desired scales from multiple pre-
validated measures) in order to more closely fit outcome construct of interest, target population or context 
 
3. Write:  Construct your own survey, knowledge test, interview, focus group or observation protocols in 
accord with best practices for writing measures. 

 Find1 Modify2 Write3 

Be
st

 c
ho

ic
e 

w
he

n 

Want a measure pre-screened for 
validity and reliability  

Want as many of the benefits of  a 
pre-screened measure as possible 

Do not want benefits of a pre-
screened measure 

EQ implies a strong claim about 
effectiveness 

EQ implies moderate claims about 
effectiveness 

EQ does not imply a strong claim 
about effectiveness 

EQ is based on a complex or 
contended construct 

EQ construct (or target 
population) almost but doesn’t 
quite match pre-screened 
measures available 

EQ is based on a simple, non-
controversial construct 

EQ calls for comparing results to 
those for similar programs using 
the same measure 

Want or need at lease loose 
comparison with results for similar 
programs 

Close fit to the program as 
delivered is more important than 
comparing results to similar 
programs (e.g. implementation 
EQ) 

Finding a measure that closely fits 
the program, context and target 
population is likely (because 
common, etc.) 

Relatively few adjustments are 
needed to modify pre-screened 
measure 

If simple measure, doesn’t require 
much time  

Search costs likely to be low 
because measure is readily 
available from system 

Costs of modifying likely to be less 
than cost of writing new measure 

Costs of writing own measure 
likely to be less than costs of 
finding, modifying. 

Dr
aw

ba
ck

s If unusual measure, may be more 
time consuming than other ways 
to obtain a measure 

If multiple or complex 
modifications are needed, may be 
more time consuming than other 
ways to obtain a measure 

If complex measure, may be time 
consuming than other ways to 
obtain a measure 

Cost to get permission to use may 
outweigh value of added validity 

Some of the validity and reliability 
of the pre-screened measure is 
lost 

Difficult to write in accord with 
best practices, so may introduce 
measurement bias 

May not closely fit desired 
construct or target population 

May still not adequately capture 
desired construct or adequately fit 
target population 

No pre-established validity or 
reliability, so claims may be 
weaker  
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Tips for Assessing Measures 

These tips can be used when assessing or re-assessing a potential measure, and as a guideline 
for things to consider when adapting, modifying, or developing a measure.   

Matching Measures to Evaluation Needs   

Is it the “right tool for the job”? 

Does the measure answer the evaluation question? Are you looking at an outcome about skills, 
knowledge, attitude, etc. – if so, then how well does the construct the measure has been 
developed for match the construct you want to address in your evaluation question?  If the 
primary intention is to identify program improvements, will the measure yield helpful 
information?  If the evaluation tool is a broad measure covering a number of constructs, does it 
address all outcomes you are interested in? Does it address some that you do not need?  (For 
example, the ERS forms used by many Nutrition Programs measure multiple outcomes such as 
knowledge, skill and behavior.)   

Is it appropriate for the Program Lifecycle? 

Does the measure fit the appropriate stage of the program and evaluation lifecycles? Although 
this is not a hard and fast rule, newer programs tend to be well served by more unstructured 
and open-ended measurement types like observational methods, field notes, success stories, 
checklists, and so on.  Programs that are further along in their lifecycle with some evidence 
already established tend to call for more quantitative testing, formal performance assessments 
and checklists, attitude scales, etc. 

Will it “work” for the sample group? 

Consider the literacy, age level, cultural background, and other special characteristics of your 
target audience. 

Will it “fit” into the Program setting?  

Think about the length of contact time with participants, venue (outdoors vs. indoors), and 
other factors that may influence how effectively and consistently the measure can be 
administered.   

Will the results “speak” to the key stakeholder(s)? 

Consider the stakeholders who will be reviewing your results and the data you gather.  
Stakeholders can have different preferences or constraints, and may put more weight on some 
kinds of evaluations than others.  In some cases you may want only qualitative or quantitative 
data, or you may want a mixture.  Be sure that your measure(s) will meet the needs of your 
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audience(s).  In many cases, the strength of the research base for the measure could be very 
helpful in making your results credible and compelling to funding agencies, etc. 

Is it feasible? 

There’s no point in listing a measure in an evaluation plan if it is simply not realistic that 
program staff will be able to find it, afford it, modify it appropriately, test it, use it, analyze it, 
and/or report on it.  Will staff have the technical skills and time available to use this measure 
well?   

  Strategic Value 

If time and resources are limited then efforts should be focused on the opportunities that have 
the highest “payoff”.  Consulting with stakeholders or advisory groups is recommended in order 
to be sure that the choice is made well. 

 Quality of the Measure 

This is the “bird in the hand vs. two in the bush” decision.  A program may have a choice 
between using what is on hand already (which may be ready to go, and may even have data 
from past years giving evaluators the opportunity to compare results), or trying to find a 
“better” existing measure.  A “better” measure in this case might mean one that has been 
tested in careful studies for validity and reliability, has the credibility of having been used in 
additional research papers, and for which large-scale study results are available to which results 
can be compared.  (What constitutes good values to look for may depend on other aspects of 
your evaluation plan.) 

Note: If using established or named measures, be sure that they are properly referenced.  
Measures developed and field tested by others should be properly cited. If you have modified or 
adapted an established measure in some way, be sure to describe these changes and explain 
the reason(s) for them.   

Finally, remember that decisions about measures don’t occur in a vacuum – they are related to 
sampling, design and analysis issues, that is, they will both affect and be affected by these other 
topics. 
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Sampling Plan Worksheet 
 

Complete one for each of your selected Evaluation Questions. 

 
 
Evaluation Question:       
 
 
 
 
For this evaluation question, what is the population of interest?  (The group you are interested in 
learning about or making claims about.)       
 
 
 
What portion of that group do you intend to try to obtain information or data from?  Why them? 
      
 
 
If your sample is a subset of the population, how will you select that subset?  
      
 
 
How large is this intended sample likely to be?       
 
 
What kind of response or participation rate do you expect to have from that intended sample?  (Will 
the resulting actual sample be large enough for you to obtain the data you need?)  
      
 
 
 
Review the guidance below and then draft the Sample Section for this Evaluation Question: 
 

Guidance from Evaluation Plan Feedback form:  
This section should concisely describe the sample that will be used to answer each evaluation 
question.  It should provide enough information to assess whether the selected sample will serve as a 
sound basis for the claims the evaluation is intended to address.  Accordingly, the “population of 
interest” should be made clear, sample size and composition should be described, and the 
recruitment or sample selection process should be described. 
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Evaluation Plan Feedback Form

Organization &  
Program Name:
Review completed by:  
(Name and Title) Date:

This form is intended to be a tool for external reviewers to use for providing systematic feedback on evaluation 
plans.  It is also meant to provide useful guidance to evaluation plan authors themselves as they develop or 
revise their own evaluation plans. 

This document has two parts. Part I is for an overall assessment, Part II contains more detailed section-by-
section comments. 

Suggested process: 

1. Read through entire evaluation plan being reviewed  
2. Provide general overarching comments in Part I 
3. Complete Part II as directed 
4. Revisit and revise your comments in Part I 

Part I: Overall Assessment: 

Evaluation plans should: 
 Provide an accurate, concise and coherent description of the program  
 Explain what evaluation work is being planned and how the work will be accomplished 
 Be internally consistent (the planned evaluation should be appropriate for the program’s 

content, lifecycle stage, and stakeholder needs; and the elements of the evaluation plan should 
be consistent with each other (evaluation purpose, scope, questions, measures, sampling 
strategy, design and analysis plans).)

With these things in mind, please give some overall comments on the plan, an explanation of your 
assessment and any further suggestions: 
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Part II: Section by Section Assessment 

The categories below correspond to Evaluation Plan Sections.  The short description in each section is 
intended to guide reviewers and ensure consistent feedback.  Please add helpful comments. 
    
Program Mission Statement
The Mission statement should be concise and clear, specific to the program and not to the larger organization, and should 
convey the “big picture” motivation for the program. 

Program Description
The Program Description should be clear, concise, and should have enough information to give outsiders a good 
understanding of the program.  Ideally it would include information about participants (number, age, background if 
relevant); main program activities and overall goals; basic information about how program is implemented (setting, 
frequency, who leads it, and so on as appropriate); and about the history or community context of the program. 

Evaluation Purpose Statement
The Evaluation Purpose Statement serves almost as an “Executive Summary” for the Evaluation Plan. It should describe 
briefly what the upcoming round (usually a year) of evaluation work will include.   It should identify the specific program 
elements that are the evaluation’s focus, and should articulate the main goals of the evaluation and how the results will be 
used.  Reviewers please comment on whether the evaluation goals seem appropriate relative to the program lifecycle and 
any other specifics of the program (such as stakeholder needs) that are known from the program description. 
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Evaluation Questions 
Evaluation Questions form the basis for the entire evaluation plan, so this section is critical.  The questions should be clear,
specific, and should be formatted properly.  They should be appropriate for the program’s lifecycle, and should be 
consistent with the evaluation purpose statement.  Questions should be clearly related to the program’s logic and/or 
pathway model.  If the question involves a comparison the intended basis for comparison should be made clear (pre vs post, 
compared to another group, etc.).  Reviewers should attempt to assess feasibility – is the number and difficulty level of the 
questions likely to be manageable?  (Subsequent sections may make this more apparent.)  Ideally, Evaluation Questions 
should be numbered so that subsequent sections can refer to them consistently and without confusing readers. 

Evaluation Sample
This section should concisely describe the sample that will be used to answer each evaluation question.  It should provide 
enough information to assess whether the selected sample will serve as a sound basis for the claims the evaluation is 
intended to address.  Accordingly, the “population of interest” should be made clear, sample size and composition should 
be described, and the recruitment or sample selection process should be described.  Reviewers should comment on whether 
the sample(s) appear to be sufficient for generating evidence on the desired claims. 
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Evaluation Measures
There should be a measure for each evaluation question, and it should be easy for readers to tell which measure covers 
which question.  Measure description should include its type (i.e., written survey, observational checklist, structured 
interview, etc,) along with other relevant details (length, who will administer it, etc.), and should clearly indicate the focal
construct (what will the obtained information be about?)  It should be clear whether each measure is already in hand, needs 
to be adapted (if so, how), or needs to be located or developed.  For existing measures, proper references should be cited.  If
reliability and validity information is available that should be included.  Reviewers should comment on whether the 
measure will be appropriate for generating evidence on the evaluation question, and whether it appears to fit the program 
and stakeholder needs.  

Evaluation Design
The Design section should lay out the sequence of observations (when measures are implemented) and activities (the whole 
program, or specific components) clearly and concisely and should indicate the design type (e.g. post-only, pre/post, 
pre/post with comparison group, etc.) For simple designs the description will be very brief. All measure should be included.  
If using comparison groups, the timing of when observations will be gathered from them should be indicated clearly. If 
symbolic notation is used it should provide clarity, and all symbols should be defined. Reviewers should comment on 
whether the design is appropriate for the program’s lifecycle, and whether the design is appropriate and sufficient for 
generating evidence for the evaluation question.  
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Data Management
The evaluation plan should include a description of how each measure will be administered; how the data will be collected, 
handled, and stored; and (if applicable) how the data will be coded or scored.  (All of this is in preparation for the actual 
analysis.)  This information may be included in or distributed across the measures and analysis sections of the plan.  
Reviewers please comment here on the completeness, clarity, and quality of this aspect of the plan.   

Analysis
The analysis section should clearly and concisely describe how all the data generated from all the measures and sample 
groups will be analyzed in order to obtain high-quality, credible answers to each of the evaluation questions.  Reviewers 
should comment on whether the analysis strategy is appropriate and sufficient for generating evidence to answer the related 
evaluation question(s).  

Appendix XXVII: Evaluation Plan Feedback Form                                 5



Cornell Office for Research on Evaluation 
April 2011 

Evaluation Reporting
The reporting section should describe how all the results of the evaluation will be shared, for both internal and external 
purposes.  Formal and informal reporting should be included, and the format, timing, and frequency should be indicated.  It 
can be helpful to organize this section by evaluation question but this is not the only option.  However it is organized, the 
section should be clear and concise and should cover all the evaluation questions.  The reporting plan should fit and fulfill 
the purpose and scope of the current evaluation.

Evaluation Timeline
The timeline should be given in calendar time (not just in relative terms) so that it serves as an effective work planning 
calendar.  It should include program and/or activity dates (whichever is relevant.)  For each evaluation question the timeline 
should cover the detailed steps of the evaluation work, indicating start and end dates for sample identification and 
recruitment; measure development and testing (if needed); data collection; data entry; data analysis; reporting.  Ideally, the 
timeline will include time for measure revision and evaluation plan updating.   The timeline is a good opportunity for 
assessing feasibility of the plan.   Reviewer should offer comments on manageability of this work plan, if possible.

Overall Presentation Quality
Reviewer, please provide feedback on grammar, spelling and overall readability and general appearance of the evaluation 
plan.
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