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PREAMBLE  
America’s nonprofit sector serves the public interest and plays an essential role in our society and economy. Hard at work 
strengthening communities across the nation, nonprofits enrich our lives in a variety of ways by creating a broad array of benefits to 
society in fields such as charitable, religious, scientific, economic, health, cultural, civil rights, environment, and education.  
 
Public investment and confidence drive the success of nonprofit organizations.  Individuals, corporations, foundations, and federal, 
state, and local governments add value to the services that nonprofits provide by investing time, resources, and funds.   
 
The Standards for Excellence Institute aims to raise the level of accountability, transparency, and effectiveness of all nonprofit 
organizations to foster excellence and inspire trust.  The Standards for Excellence code (Standards, or code) provides a framework and 
step-by-step guidelines to achieve a well-managed and responsibly governed organization.  
 
The code builds upon the legal foundations of nonprofit management, governance, and operations to embrace fundamental values such 
as honesty, integrity, fairness, respect, trust, compassion, responsibility, and transparency.  The code consists of six Guiding Principles 
in 27 topic areas with specific performance benchmarks that characterize effective, ethical, and accountable organizations. The 
Institute helps the nonprofit sector operate in accordance with the Standards for Excellence code by providing educational resources, 
assistance, and a voluntary accreditation process.   
 
The Standards for Excellence Institute encourages all nonprofit organizations to adopt the Guiding Principles of the Standards for 
Excellence code. By implementing the performance benchmarks in the code, nonprofit organizations will meet the highest ethical 
standards for effective service in the public interest. 
 
STANDARDS FOR EXCELLENCE - GUIDING PRINCIPLES  
 
I.      MISSION, STRATEGY and EVALUATION 
Guiding Principle: Nonprofits are founded for the public good and operate to accomplish a stated purpose through specific program 
activities. A nonprofit should have a well-defined mission, and its programs should effectively and efficiently work toward achieving 
that mission. Nonprofits have an obligation to ensure program effectiveness and to devote the resources of the organization to 
achieving its stated purpose. 
 
II.     LEADERSHIP: BOARD, STAFF, and VOLUNTEERS 
Guiding Principle: Nonprofits depend upon effective leadership to successfully enact their missions and programs.  Effective 
leadership consists of a partnership between the board and management, each of which plays an essential role. Understanding and 
negotiating these shared and complex elements of leadership is essential to the organization’s success. A nonprofit's employees and 
volunteers are fundamental to its ability to achieve its mission. 
 
Board members are in a position of trust to ensure that resources are used to carry out the mission of the organization. An 
organization’s board leadership should consist of volunteers who are committed to the mission and who demonstrate an understanding 
of the community served. An effective nonprofit board should determine the mission of the organization, establish management 
policies and procedures, assure that adequate human and financial resources are available, and actively monitor the organization's 
allocation of resources to effectively and efficiently fulfill its mission.   
 
Nonprofits should also have executive leadership which carries out the day-to-day operations of the organization, ensures financial 
and organizational sustainability, and provides adequate information to the board of directors. An organization's human resource 
policies should address both paid employees and volunteers and should be fair, establish clear expectations, and provide meaningful 
and effective performance evaluation. 
 
III.    LEGAL COMPLIANCE and ETHICS 
Guiding Principle: Nonprofits enjoy the public’s trust, and therefore must comply with a diverse array of legal and regulatory 
requirements.  Organizations should conduct periodic reviews to address regulatory and fiduciary concerns. One of a leadership’s 
fundamental responsibilities is to ensure that the organization governs and operates in an ethical and legal manner. Fostering 
exemplary conduct is one of the most effective means of developing internal and external trust as well as preventing misconduct.  
Moreover, to honor the trust that the public has given them, nonprofits have an obligation to go beyond legal requirements and 



  

embrace the highest ethical practices. Nonprofit board, staff, and volunteers must act in the best interest of the organization, rather 
than in furtherance of personal interests or the interests of third parties. A nonprofit should have policies in place, and should routinely 
and systematically implement those policies, to prevent actual, potential, or perceived conflicts of interest.  Ethics and compliance 
reinforce each other. 
 
IV.     FINANCE AND OPERATIONS 
Guiding Principle: Nonprofits should have sound financial and operational systems in place and should ensure that accurate records 
are kept. The organization's financial and nonfinancial resources must be used in furtherance of tax-exempt purposes. Organizations 
should conduct periodic reviews to address accuracy and transparency of financial and operational reporting, and safeguards to protect 
the integrity of the reporting systems. 
 
V.      RESOURCE DEVELOPMENT 
Guiding Principle: The responsibility for resource development is shared by the board and staff.  Nonprofit organizations depend on 
an array of sources of financial support. An organization's resource development program should be maintained on a foundation of 
truthfulness and responsible stewardship. Its resource development policies should be consistent with its mission, compatible with its 
organizational capacity, and respectful of the interests of donors, prospective donors, and others providing resources to the 
organization. 
 
VI.     PUBLIC AWARENESS, ENGAGEMENT, and ADVOCACY 
Guiding Principle: Nonprofits should represent the interests of the people they serve through public education and public policy 
advocacy, as well as by encouraging board members, staff, volunteers, and stakeholders to participate in the public affairs of the 
community. When appropriate to advance the organization’s mission, nonprofits should engage in promoting public participation in 
community affairs and elections.  As such, they should communicate in an effective manner to educate, inform, and engage the public. 
 
 
 
ABOUT THE STANDARDS FOR EXCELLENCE INSTITUTE 
The Standards for Excellence Institute is a national initiative established to promote the highest standards of ethics and accountability 
in nonprofit governance, management and operations, and to facilitate adherence to those standards by all nonprofit organizations.  
The Institute uses as a vehicle the Standards for Excellence program, a system of nonprofit sector industry self-regulation originated 
by the Maryland Association of Nonprofit Organizations and currently replicated by licensed partners in Alabama, Central Virginia, 
Colorado Springs, Delaware, Ohio, Oklahoma, and Pennsylvania.  The program is also being offered to chapters of The Arc 
nationwide through The Arc of the United States, to the American Nurses Association, and to Catholic nonprofit organizations 
nationwide through the National Leadership Roundtable on Church Management. 
 
The centerpiece of the Institute’s program is the Standards for Excellence: An Ethics and Accountability Code for the Nonprofit 
Sector.  The Institute also makes available to member organizations a comprehensive system of educational tools to enable individual 
nonprofit organizations to improve their governance and management practices. Standards for Excellence accreditation is available to 
individual organizations through a rigorous peer review process in selected locations and nationwide through the Standards for 
Excellence Institute. 
 
For more information about joining the Standards for Excellence Institute or to obtain additional copies of the booklet or educational 
resource packets visit our website at www.standardsforexcellenceinstitute.org.  
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PROGRAM EVALUATION  
 
As the Standards for Excellence: An Ethics and Accountability Code for the Nonprofit Sector states: 
 
A nonprofit should engage in organizational evaluation to ensure that all financial resources and human 
capital are being used toward fulfilling its mission.        
                                                                               
A nonprofit should have defined, cost-effective procedures for evaluating, both qualitatively and 
quantitatively, its programs and projects in relation to its mission. These procedures should address 
programmatic efficiency and effectiveness, outcomes for program participants, and the relationship of 
these outcomes to the cost of achieving them. Evaluations should include input from program 
participants, and should monitor the satisfaction of participants.   
 
Evaluations should be candid, and should be used by leadership to strengthen the organization’s 
effectiveness, and, when necessary, be used to make programmatic changes. 
 
Definition of Program Evaluation 
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) define program evaluation as “the systematic 
collection of information about the activities, characteristics, and outcomes of programs to make 
judgments about the program, improve program effectiveness, and/or inform decisions about future 
program development.”1  
 
Program evaluation provides answers the critical questions that your board, staff, volunteers, funders, 
and supporters have about your organization and its work. These questions include:  
 

• How are your programs helping to fulfill your mission?   
• How well are your programs meeting the needs of your constituents and the community?  
• What impact are you having?  
• Are you making a difference? 
• Where are you succeeding?  
• What else needs to be done? 

 
In addition to gaining and sustaining external support for your organization, program evaluation also 
provides the data, analysis, and strategies for your leadership, managers, teams, and staff to use in real 
time to improve, refine, expand, reduce, or create the programs and services you offer. It lets your board 
and staff know whether goals are being met and how to improve to do even better.  
 
Program evaluation, when done well, can guide decision making about your budgeting, staffing, 
fundraising, and strategic planning. Concrete, factual data offer evidence and advance the case for 

                                                
1 Center for Disease Control and Prevention. Introduction to Program Evaluation for Public Health Programs: A 
Self-Study Guide. http://www.cdc.gov/eval/guide/introduction/index.htm#what.  May 2012. 
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making programmatic changes.  For example, evaluation data may show the trends of growth or decline 
in participation in a particular program; it may demonstrate unmet needs among your stakeholders; or it 
may reveal that a program is too costly and has low impact on your constituents. 
 
The great challenge regarding program evaluation is that many nonprofits do not have a strong grasp on 
how to effectively evaluation their programs.  Neither have they allocated staff or financial resources to 
do so.  Some program evaluation methods can be complex and they can be intimating, but not all 
program evaluations need be either complex or intimating. The Standards for Excellence® code does not 
require a specific type of program evaluation nor its level of detail nor complexity.  What is important 
for the Standards for Excellence code is that some comprehensive form of program evaluation is 
incorporated as part of an organization’s regular activities for each of the organization’s programs. 
Program evaluation needs to be an integral component of the organization's planning systems - both 
strategic/long-term and operational/short-term - as well clearly aligned with the budget process, 
categories, and reporting. 
 
This educational resource packet explains why program evaluation is important, where evaluation fits in 
to the program cycle, and various approaches to evaluation. A list of resources at the end leads you to 
more in-depth information for designing and completing your own evaluations and/or for working with 
professional evaluators.  
 
The Purpose of Program Evaluation  
A recent study of next generation major donors by the Johnson Center revealed that these donors "see 
themselves as focused on impact, first and foremost. They want impact they can see, and they want to 
know that their own involvement has contributed to that impact."2  Program evaluation is a key vehicle 
for nonprofit organizations to meet that donor interest.  
 
Program evaluation: 
 

! Provides information you need to improve your nonprofit’s services: 
• Documents and analyzes your program activities and achievements  
• Compares intended impacts with actual impacts  
• Creates a framework for cost-benefit analysis 
• Provides input to improve both existing and future programs 
• Helps to focus finite resources – both human and financial 

 
! Demonstrates the value of your programs to stakeholders, such as: 

• Program participants 
• Supporters, including funding agencies and individuals 
• Regulators, including the IRS  
• Your board of directors, staff, volunteers, and the general public 

 

                                                
2 Johnson Center. Next Generation Donors: Respecting Legacy, Revolutionizing Philanthropy. July 2011. 
http://www.nextgendonors.org/##section-findings-findings 
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! Builds your nonprofit’s capacity to:  
• Gather and analyze several kinds of data 
• Design effective and efficient programs 
• Be accountable to your stakeholders 
• Learn from experience 

 
 
Defining Your Programs 
Your organization’s programs should be understood in 
the context of your whole organization. Given that 
nonprofits exist to address problems or issues in society, 
they typically form mission statements that usually 
include the purpose and broad methods for achieving 
their purposes.  In your planning, you will identify goals 
and objectives that support your mission, and 
programs are the means to carry out the purpose, 
mission, goals, and objectives you have identified.  
 
Your programs include resources and activities you 
provide to individuals, organizations, and any other 
entities you serve.  Since nonprofits vary in size, 
complexity, and context, programs may be defined with 
differing levels of detail and combinations of elements.  
 
There is no single formula for defining a program.  For example, an anti-smoking organization might 
identify its youth education efforts as separate from their adult program. In contrast, a hospital might 
identify its anti-smoking efforts, along with other health education efforts, as one "educational" 
program.  Time-limited efforts within programs and/or testing of new programs are often called 
“projects” and these are sometimes evaluated as separate units. Whatever the size or scope of a program, 
evaluation will help you understand and improve it so that you will be better able to work toward 
achieving your mission.  
 
An important guideline for defining distinct programs offered by your organization is to ensure 
alignment between those definitions and other reporting or structural components.  For example, your 
budget provides the financial support, including staffing and other resources, to deliver your programs. 
Financial reports deliver timely data and analysis on budgeted goals. These financial tools should be 
organized in such a way that program-specific data can be readily summarized and understood - with 
budgeted and actual performance (revenue and expenses) for each major program area clearly presented 
and analyzed. In a similar way, staffing models should clearly align programs with the staff responsible 
for carrying them out. These methods ensure clear accountabilities for program delivery and quality. 
 

Plan for Program 
Evaluation 
 
Program evaluation should be 
outlined as the program is 
created, at the very beginning 
planning stage. Be sure to 
include resources in your 
program budget for evaluation 
strategies.  Many funders will 
consider underwriting the 
evaluation costs as they are 
committed to high quality 
program evaluations as well.  
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Monitoring vs. Evaluation 
Monitoring is an essential, ongoing process involving collecting information related to your 
organization, including program activities (such as how many times you provided a service) and 
relevant community statistics (for example how the rate of smoking has changed among teens in 
your county).  These data document the need for your programs and often suggest methods for 
implementing those programs. Monitoring data are typically "quantitative" in nature - based on 
numbers and mathematical calculations (averages, percentages, totals, variances, rank orders, 
trends, etc.).  
 
Monitoring systems yield data on how many people participated in an activity, how many items 
were distributed, how many hours of service were provided, how many staff hours went into the 
activity, how much money was spent or generated, or anything else that is important to count.   
 
Monitoring provides valuable programmatic data and information – and is the most frequently 
type of data that is reported by nonprofit organizations.  But there is more to know and report. 
 
Comprehensive monitoring answers the questions of Who, What, Where, When, and even 
provides a re-cap of Why. To answer the question of How did we make a difference, you need 
another dimension to program evaluation. 
 

Outputs 

Outputs describe direct products resulting from your program activities.  An output 
may include the development of a new brochure, for an example.  Monitoring 
includes measuring outputs.  Some evaluation systems use the term “results” rather 
than outputs.  Notice how outputs differ from outcomes, described below.  

  
 
 
Evaluation goes beyond monitoring. It weighs information about needs, activities, resources 
spent, and results.  It assesses the impact of your programs.   
 
You might do a great job of providing activities that result in measurable outputs, but all that 
work might have little effect on the issues you are addressing.  In fact, your work might have 
good or bad consequences you didn’t intend. This is why many funders are now focusing on 
results or outcomes. Outcomes are defined as the "impacts/benefits/changes to your clients (as a 
result of your program(s) efforts) during and/or after their participation in your program.” 3 For a 
job-training program, this might mean measures of employment and income over time for 
participants of the program compared to a control group who did not receive training.   
 
 
 

                                                
3 Free Management Library. Basic Guide to Outcomes-Based Evaluation for Nonprofit Organizations with Very 
Limited Resources.  http://managementhelp.org/evaluation/outcomes-evaluation-guide.htm 
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 Outcomes 
Outcomes describe short- or long-term effects, including ones you didn’t plan on, that 
you can claim as resulting from your program.  Although you may document that an 
outcome occurred during or after your program, this doesn’t prove that your program 
caused the outcome.  It does help you make a case for the value of your program.  Not 
all evaluation systems differentiate between outputs and outcomes. Whatever terms you 
use, be sure to look at how your program has changed conditions for your targeted 
population or problem. 

 
 
Outcome evaluation is typically accomplished through "qualitative" measures – by conducting 
interviews and focus groups, including case studies, fielding open-ended questionnaires, etc.   
 
Obtaining outcome evaluation is more challenging than simply monitoring your program. It requires a 
commitment to go beyond counting. It is an ongoing process that takes place over time. And, yet it is 
within the capability of even small nonprofits.   
● Start small - pick one program or sample a group of clients and build on it over time 
● Look at short-term outcomes to start - then expand to longer-term outcomes 
● Identify potential partners - connect with others working towards the same goals, in your 

community or nationally, and share resources 
 

We've all heard the expression "what gets measured gets done." Keep that in mind when weighing the 
types of program evaluation methods you plan to implement. If you spend most of the time counting and 
recognizing hours of service delivered, staff will be more likely to increase the number of hours they 
deliver.  That may or may not result in better outcomes for the people you serve. 
 
The Program Cycle 
Nonprofit programs are planned, implemented, evaluated, and redesigned in a continuous cycle 
of thinking, doing, and learning. The steps here are provided not as a strict, sequential model, but 
as suggestions of what a program cycle may entail.  Remember that some programs that are 
eventually successful may have failed in their pilot stages.  That is what pilot programs are 
designed for – identifying the strengths and weaknesses and then building a stronger program 
from there.  When program evaluation is a systematic part of your program cycle, it becomes 
more likely that you will learn from experience. 
 
! Planning and Program Design 

• Identify your population or issue, and assess needs and assets; 
• Communicate with your stakeholders, including those who would be directly affected 

by your program; 
• Align program goals with your mission; 
• Research similar programs; 
• Apply what you learned from evaluations of your previous programs; and 
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• Select strategies, including evaluation strategies, and clarify assumptions you are 
making about why this program will work. 
 

! Program Preparation and Inputs 
• Articulate program goals and measurable objectives, including intended outcomes 

and indicators of success; 
• Establish a timeline, including the evaluation process; 
• Budget for the program (including costs of evaluation) and obtain funding; 
• Hire staff and/or recruit volunteers, and provide training; 
• Communicate with the public and target populations to involve partners and clients 

who will participate in the activities; and 
• Gather other resources such as equipment and supplies.  

 
 

Inputs  
The term Inputs describes what goes into the program, such as human and financial 
resources, facilities, supplies, and curricula. Some programs will have additional 
inputs in the form of requirements set by regulatory or funders.  Note that some 
evaluation models use the term “activities” rather than inputs. 

 
 
! Program Implementation 

• Carry out the program activities; 
• Monitor as you go; 
• Implement changes as you learn; 
• Gather participant responses; and 
• Adjust your plans as necessary. 

 
! Monitoring/Outputs Analysis 

• Organize your monitoring data, including participant demographics, number of 
services provided, and participant responses; 

• Analyze descriptive statistics and note any patterns; 
• Compare planned outputs with actual outputs; and 
• Report on lessons learned.  

 
! Outcomes Evaluation 

This is described in the next section.  
 

! Program Cycle Renewal 
• Summarize lessons learned in the process of designing, preparing, implementing, 

analyzing, and evaluating your program; 
• Apply what you learned as you decide the future of this program, including what 

elements might be increased, reduced, maintained, or eliminated; 
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• Include stakeholders and participants as you re-think your program;  
• Consider the big picture of how this program contributes to your organization’s 

mission; and 
• Start all over again. 

 
 
Approaches to Outcome Evaluation 
There is no single evaluation methodology or approach that will fit all programs.  Goals, 
constituencies, funders, and costs may make certain evaluation approaches more attractive than 
others.  Before selecting an approach, be sure you have clearly defined the outcomes, as 
recommended by the W. K. Kellogg Foundation, a leader in program evaluation:  
 
“The Kellogg Foundation believes it is important to start with the overall goals and outcomes of 
the program, and then determine how to go about measuring these outcomes.  From our 
perspective, it is better to have meaningful outcomes which are difficult to measure than to have 
easily measurable outcomes which are not related to the core of a program that will make a 
difference in the lives of those served.” 4 
 
 
1. Define Outcomes 

Consider putting together an evaluation team at the start of your process.  Involve 
stakeholders from inside and outside your nonprofit so you can gain a variety of viewpoints.  
Think about what you hope to change through your program. 
  
You may find that there are many levels on which to look at change: changes in individuals, 
in communities, in institutions, and in larger systems.  Many evaluation guides suggest 
focusing on the outcomes for individuals, that is, the clients participating in the program.  
Changes in their knowledge, skills, abilities, attitudes, or behaviors can be measured.  
 
Some additional guidance for selecting outcomes5: 
● Select outcomes that are consistent with your mission and strategic goals 
● Identify a minimum number that are relevant and attainable 
● Select outcomes that within your capability to collect and analyze 
● Expect to follow outcomes over time  

 
 

Three Types of Outcomes 
1. Initial outcomes (changes at the end of the program, often in knowledge or skills) 
2. Intermediate outcomes (changes influenced by the initial outcomes, such as changes in 

behavior) 
                                                
4 W.K. Kellogg Foundation. W.K. Kellogg Foundation Evaluation Handbook (Battle Creek, MI: The Foundation, 
1998). 
5 Schalock, R. and Alonso, M. Handbook on Quality of Life for Human Service Practitioners.  (AAMR 2002)  p. 
318. 
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3. Longer-term outcomes (broader or deeper changes in participants’ lives, such as 
improved conditions) 
 

 
2. Identify Indicators 

Once you have identified your outcomes, look for specific, observable, and measurable 
factors that show (indicate) the success of the outcomes. If you have experience defining 
measurable objectives as part of your strategic or operational planning, you have a head start 
on defining indicators.  In the often intangible world of providing programs, indicators are 
evidence of progress that you can see, hear, touch, or otherwise verify.  Each outcome should 
have at least one indicator.  
 
 

Indicators  
Indicators are data that measure to what extent an outcome has been achieved.  They 
are milestones that show progress toward the outcomes you seek.  

 
3. Set Targets  

When you plan a program, it is helpful to specify the targets.  These are the numbers you 
hope to achieve, such as participants, meals served, attitudes changed, etc.  Your 
indicators can then be compared with your targets.  

 
4. Establish Benchmarks 

Benchmarks are data from a previous program that you can use to compare with the data 
from your current program. The program might be your own or someone else’s.  For 
example, if records show a 5 percent dropout rate in your school district, you can use this 
as a baseline for comparisons. You might then set a target of reducing the rate to 3 
percent within five years. You can look for benchmarks by finding published research 
and by communicating with others doing programs in your field.  Sometimes the first 
round of your program evaluation focuses on getting benchmarks for later evaluation. 
  

 
Logic Models 
Sometimes, when you get lost in a sea of words and numbers, you find that a picture tells a better 
story.  A logic model is a diagram that helps clarify the links between the components of your 
program design.  When you plan a program, you make assumptions about why doing an activity 
will result in a benefit.  Sometimes those assumptions are based on documented evidence from 
similar programs; sometimes they are based on new theories; sometimes, you are not aware that 
you are making assumptions.  
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When you try to make a change, you have a theory in mind about why certain inputs, activities, 
and outputs will result in certain outcomes.  The logic model helps you to make this theory 
visible to yourself and to others.  Whether you format it as a vertical or horizontal flow chart or 
another configuration, a logic model quickly communicates the reasoning behind your program.  
Each component should logically lead to, or influence, the next: “If we program X, then 
outcome Y will occur.”   
 
A logic model might have these components: 

The W. K. Kellogg Foundation uses a logic model including assumptions, the program’s 
mission, the target population, and the broad and long-term impact of the program.6  Many 
funders also appreciate organizations that develop logic models as part of their program planning 
cycle. (See enclosed Attachment A for a visual depiction of a logic model.) 

 
Methodologies: Quantitative and Qualitative Approaches 
Quantitative Methods 
Quantitative evaluation measures may be seen as the traditional method of program evaluation 
and generally have the following characteristics.  They may: 
 

• Involve experimentation, testing, and statistical methods 
• Reflect changes introduced by a program and their effect on an organization and/or 

individuals in a numeric form 
• Provide measurable reactions of a large group of people to a limited set of questions, 

to allow for comparison of the statistical data 
• Ask simple, multiple-choice type questions of a number of people 
• Analyze the relationships between hypothesized variables beforehand and later 

determine whether collected data conforms to expected relationships7 
 
 Examples of quantitative measures include: 
 

• Amount of activities offered 
• Percentage change in offerings or level of participation over a prior period 
• Number of people served by a program, attending a training, or completing surveys 
• Funds generated 
• Average rating on a scale, survey, or questionnaire 
• Rank order 

Qualitative Methods  

                                                
6 W.K. Kellogg Foundation., W.K. Kellogg Foundation Evaluation Handbook. 
7 Council on Foundations, Evaluation for Foundations: Concepts, Cases, Guidelines, and Resources, The Jossey-
Bass Nonprofit Sector Series, 1st ed. (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1993).  
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Qualitative evaluation offers a rich understanding of a program as it functions, examining what 
the program means to the individuals involved in implementation and to the individuals served, 
and how program objectives are accomplished. It relies on individuals’ opinions, thoughts, 
perceptions and feelings.  It is more subjective than quantitative data. 

 
Qualitative measures: 
• Collect non-numeric, in-depth descriptions and heighten understanding of program 

operations 
• Produce narrative descriptions of activities, processes, and outcomes, which are often 

based on observation and interviewing 
• May require sorting through a large amount of textual data 
• Allow for in-depth study of selected issues, cases, or events 

 
Examples of qualitative measures include: 
• Written testimonials 
• Case studies 
• Personal interviews or telephone surveys 
• Focus group proceedings 

 
Data Collection Techniques 
Select data collection techniques based on how appropriate they are for achieving the ultimate 
purpose of your evaluation. Your choices will be affected by your available resources, including 
funds and trained personnel. Also, you need to consider what approaches fit the culture of your 
program and the respondents from whom you are gathering information.  
 
Ideally, your evaluation design will include a mix of quantitative and qualitative data.  
 
Some Data Collection Techniques 

• Interviews: In-depth interviews include open-ended questions that permit respondents to 
report feelings and perceptions about programs unconstrained by predefined multiple-
choice answers. Interviews are time-consuming but can yield context to supplement 
qualitative data from, for example, surveys or questionnaires. 

● Focus Groups: Having a focus group evaluate a program can be a useful way for 
participants to provide diverse opinions and insight on an issue or program.  

● Direct observation:  An environmental program might observe the nesting behavior of 
sea turtles.  A human service program might make note of group interactions and how 
behaviors change over the course of the program.  

● Written Questionnaires: Surveys can gather a lot of data from a lot of people 
expeditiously.  Both closed and open-ended questions can be included.  Surveys that 
require being mailed in have a low return rate, so find creative ways to increase 
participation including the use of incentives. There are a number of on-line survey tools 
that increase the ease of fielding surveys including Survey Money and SurveyGizmo. 

● Validated Instrument: There may be a paper-and-pencil test, medical test, or other 
reliable measure for an outcome or indicator. It takes some experience to create your own 
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measure.  If you have a budget, talk to professionals in your field to find out about 
instruments that have been validated.   

 
Collaboration and partnering can be especially important for nonprofits with limited internal 
capacity to conduct a major evaluation program. For example, you may be an organization 
tackling major societal issues where the impact of your program may be hard to measure. In that 
case, seek data from research in the general field and apply it to your program. We also 
encourage you to reach out to your program funders and ask about potential grants that may be 
available to support program evaluation.  
 
Say you provide services to at-risk youth: 
 
● What can you learn from other efforts in the field? 
● What has been shown to work or not work? 
● How does that inform your program design? 
● If it worked there, can you infer that it will work for you? 
● Are there benchmarks or targets that you could adopt? 

 
Effectiveness vs. Efficiency 

Effectiveness asks the questions, “Did it work?”"Are we doing the right thing?" 
Efficiency asks, “Was the cost worth the benefit achieved?” "Are we doing it the right 
way?" 
 

 Effectiveness  
The key to determining program effectiveness is the identification of standards, benchmarks, or 
criteria against which progress or performance can be assessed. 
 
How will a program achieve its intended goal?  Conventionally, measuring program 
effectiveness has been accomplished through experimental evaluation (subjects randomly 
assigned to treatment and control groups, applying the intervention to the treatment group, and 
measuring outcomes for both groups.)  However, given the sensitivity of many services provided 
by nonprofits, the program participants, and the resource constraints, experimental evaluation 
often is not appropriate.  Evaluations should take great care in not assuming that simply because 
one action correlates with another action, that one action has caused another.  Remember the 
golden rule of program evaluation, “correlation does not equal causation.” 
 
Efficiency 
When evaluating for efficiency, we primarily determine our satisfaction with the ratio of outputs 
to inputs.  Efficient programs have a high ratio of outputs to input  (good results achieved with 
the most appropriate amount of effort).  Moreover, efficient programs minimize waste, expenses, 
and unnecessary effort.  Evaluating for efficiency is closely-related with evaluating the cost-
benefit relationship. 
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For example: A nonprofit organization might examine its programs and realize that duties of 
similar positions could be shared or streamlined to make them more cost effective.  Instead of 
having all program staff be responsible for intake, make intake someone’s primary responsibility 
and have other services be provided by other staff members. This type of self examination is 
important to make sure that processes are being operated cost effectively and efficiently. 
 
Cost-Benefit Analysis 
A for-profit company typically determines success in monetary terms.  Nonprofits, however, 
must often meet varied sets of monetary and non-monetary expectations from clients, staff, and 
donors.  Evaluations should also have a cost-benefit analysis component and a component to 
measure impact on program participants if appropriate.  Different types of evaluation methods 
provide different kinds of information for varying organizational needs. 

 
Evaluating the Cost-Benefit Relationship  
The cost-benefit relationship is the relationship of program impacts to the costs of 
achieving them.  In performing a cost-benefit analysis, one must measure the costs of 
inputs in relation to the benefits of program results.  In short, was the program worth 
doing?   
 
When conducting a cost-benefit analysis, James Edwin Kee, in the Handbook of 
Practical Program Evaluation suggests three steps:8 
 
1. Determine the benefits of a proposed or existing program and place a dollar value on 

those benefits. 
2. Calculate the total costs of the program. 

3. Compare the benefits and the costs. 

When measuring, be careful that benefits and costs are measured using the same terms. 

 
Measuring Participant Satisfaction 
The use of satisfaction surveys to assess participant satisfaction has both advantages and disadvantages.  
Among the advantages are: large numbers of responses, low cost, convenience and ease of use, 
precision, and objectivity. Disadvantages include simplicity, inflexibility, and avoidance of controversial 
or negative subjects. Some of the disadvantages can be addressed by using both rating scales and open-
ended questions as part of the survey. When designing a satisfaction survey, first ask yourself: Are we 
asking only what we think is important to know? Will participants want to provide feedback on 
something else? Will participants provide honest responses or feel anxiety about providing true 
responses?  How do we balance these different perspectives? 

                                                
8Joseph S. Wholey, Harry P. Hatry and Kathryn E. Newcomer, eds., Handbook of Practical Program Evaluation. (San Francisco, 
CA: Jossey-Bass Publishers, 2004). 
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While we all like to hear positive feedback about our work, bear in mind that research in many fields has 
found that participants tend to rate their "satisfaction" at high levels even when their individual 
outcomes have not been met. Receiving consistently positive ratings from participants over time may 
feel good, but at some point we have to ask the questions: What are we learning from this? Is there 
another way to ask about satisfaction? What else do we need to know? 
 
 

Using Program Evaluation Data 
All of the program evaluation methods and tools 
described in this educational resource packet will 
produce a wealth of data and information. The true 
success of the program evaluation system comes in how 
that knowledge is put to use throughout the 
organization. An effective system relies on multiple 
data sources, clearly defined goals and benchmarks, 
analytical thinking, and ongoing knowledge sharing. It 
is critical to look not only at the individual data and 
measurements, but also at the relationships and 
connections between and across the program’s various 
components and levels of the organization. 
 
The collection, analysis, and integration of data and feedback is 
used by the Senior Management Team and Board of Directors 
to measure progress toward organizational goals, to re-assess 
programs and activities, and to plan for change. 
 
At the operational/program level, data can be 

synthesized and analyzed by management staff on a regular basis. This analysis would result in 
improvements and modifications to existing programs and recommendations for new ones. You 
might ask questions such as: 
 
● Did we meet our goals?  Why or why not? 
● What resources do we need to maintain or improve our programs? 
● What needs to change, improve, or be eliminated? 
● What did we do well?  Can we do more of that? 
● What did we do poorly?  Can we fix it or should we stop doing it? 
● What can we learn from our successes and apply to our weaker areas? 
● How cost-effective are we? How efficient? 
 

At the strategic level, analysis, interpretation, action, and future planning are the responsibility 
of the Board and Senior Management Team. You might ask questions such as: 
 
● What do the data mean? 

Program Dashboards 
 
Nonprofit organizations often 
incorporate dashboards as a “way 
to organize and understand large 
amounts of data.” (National 
Council of Nonprofits, Dashboards 
for Nonprofits). These dashboards 
serve as a tool for nonprofit leaders 
to consider data for various areas 
of interest for making decisions. 
Financial dashboards and program 
dashboards are commonly 
employed. Nonprofits also 
incorporate dashboards for subjects 
like: human resources, fundraising, 
or virtually any area of importance 
to the organization.  See below for 
resources on nonprofit dashboards.  
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● What are the relationships between the different data points? 
● What have we learned? 
● What are we going to do next?  
● Who is responsible? 
● How will we evaluate success? 

 
When preparing data and evaluation reports, keep your audience in mind. The level of 
complexity and detail will vary depending on who is reading or hearing your presentation. In the 
end, you want to inform and possibly persuade others to take action.  Using multiple means to 
communicate the data can help to ensure that you reach everyone. 
 
● Narratives, including purpose, overview or executive summary, methods used, 

results/findings  
● Graphs, charts, tables 
● Photographs, videos 
● Testimonials, quotes, stories 
● Conclusions, recommendations, calls to action 

 
While evaluation reports are typically completed on a set time frame – the end of the fiscal year, 
before starting the budget or other planning process - remember that you can implement what 
you are learning from the data as you go. If change is needed, go ahead and make it and keep 
learning from the new data that is being gathered. 
 
It is important to share results with the people who provided the original data.  Let them know 
what you learned and, more importantly, what you are going to do about it. This will improve the 
likelihood that they will continue to participate in the future.  
 
Sharing program evaluation findings with your stakeholders and the general public is another 
way to demonstrate your openness and transparency as an organization. Evaluation data can be 
used to support your advocacy positions, make the case for funding requests, and establish your 
credibility and value to the communities you serve. 
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Selected Resources for Program Evaluation 
 
 
Books and Articles 
 
Administration on Children, Youth and  Families. The Program Manager's Guide to Evaluation. 

Washington, DC, 2004. 
  
Bell, Jeanne and Jan Masaoka, Blue Avacado. A Nonprofit Dashboard and Signal Light for 

Boards, http://www.blueavocado.org/content/nonprofit-dashboard-and-signal-light-
boards, July 2009.  

 
Hatry, H. P., J. Cowan, et al. Analyzing Outcome Information: Getting the Most from Data. 

Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 2004. 
  
Lanzerotti, R. and L. Lanzerotti. "Measuring Change to Make Change: The Fundraising Case for 

Program Evaluation." Grassroots Fundraising Journal 23 (May-June): 4-8, 2004. 
  
National Council of Nonprofits, Dashboards for Nonprofits, 

https://www.councilofnonprofits.org/tools-resources/dashboards-nonprofits,  undated. 
 
Saegert, S., L. Benitez, et al. "Participatory Evaluation: How It Can Enhance Effectiveness and 

Credibility of Nonprofit Work." Nonprofit Quarterly 11 (Spring): 54-9, 2004. 
  
SRI International. We Did It Ourselves: An Evaluation Guide Book. Sacramento, CA, Sierra 

Health Foundation, 2000. 
 
Urban Institute. How and Why Nonprofits Use Outcome Information: Findings from a 

Symposium. Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 2002. 
   
W.K. Kellogg Foundation. W.K. Kellogg Foundation Evaluation Handbook. Battle Creek, MI: 

The Foundation, 1998. 
  
Wholey, J. S., H. P. Hatry, et al., Eds. Handbook of Practical Program Evaluation. San 

Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers, 2004. 
  
United Way of America. Measuring Program Outcomes: A Practical Approach. Alexandria, 

VA: United Way of America, 1996.  
 
York, P. A Funder’s Guide to Evaluation: Leveraging Evaluation to Improve Nonprofit 

Effectiveness. St. Paul, MN: Fieldstone Alliance, 2005. 
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Websites  
 
American Evaluation Association 

International professional association of evaluators. www.eval.org 
 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 

A listing of evaluation resources, including step-by-step manuals, data collection 
methods, and other resources and assistance.  www.cdc.gov/eval/resources 
 

Free Management LibrarySM 
The library provides free, easy-to-access, online articles to develop yourself, other 
individuals, groups, and organizations (whether the organization is for-profit or 
nonprofit).  http://managementhelp.org/evaluation/index.htm 

 
GrantCraft Evaluation Series 

Basics of evaluation techniques and their uses.  Focus on outcomes-based grantmaking. 
www.grantcraft.org 

 
Harvard Family Research Project - The Evaluation Exchange  

Innovative methods and approaches to evaluation.  http://www.gse.harvard.edu/hfrp/ 
 
Innovation Network 

Online tools for nonprofits and funders. www.innonet.org 
 
Urban Institute 

Performance management definition, case studies, and tools. www.urban.org 
 
University of North Carolina Program Evaluation Resource Center 

The University's Office of Assessment, Evaluation, and Research Services has complied 
information and resources about program evaluation concepts and applications. 
www.erm.uncg.edu/oaers/methodology-resources/program-evaluation 
 

University of Wisconsin Extension 
UW’s Program Development and Evaluation Unit provides a wealth of free resources, 
including sample logic models for various types of programs, and guidance on data 
collection and analysis. They also offer online courses on evaluation and on developing 
logic models. www.uwex.edu/ces/pdande/index.html 
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W. K. Kellogg Foundation Toolkit 
Primarily for Kellogg grantees, the evaluation toolkit is designed mainly for 
organizations working with professional evaluators, but the toolkit has useful information 
for all nonprofits. www.wkkf.org 

 
The Foundation Center 

Selectively gathered and annotated links to the most useful web sites serving the 
nonprofit sector. http://foundationcenter.org/gainknowledge/nonprofitlinks/npr-general-
management.html#npm-eval 
 

 
Attachments 

• Attachment A: Outcomes Logic Model, Excerpt from:  W.K. Kellogg Foundation. 
(1998). W.K. Kellogg Foundation Evaluation Handbook. Battle Creek, MI: The W.K. 
Kellogg Foundation, 1998.  

• Attachment B: Sample Program Evaluation - Standards for Excellence Matrix 
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Attachment A 

Outcomes Logic Model 
Reprinted with Permission of the WK Kellogg Foundation, www.wkkf.org.   
Source:  WK Kellogg Foundation Evaluation Handbook. 
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Standards for Excellence Program Evaluation Matrix 

 


