Small-scale Evaluation for Local Government
An evaluation seeks to determine whether a program or activity was conducted properly and accomplished what it set out to achieve. Examples of programs or activities which may be evaluated, include educational initiatives, information sessions, professional development, health promotion campaigns or one-off events.

This summary presents a brief account of the evaluation of programs or activities, at a local level.
Structure of an Evaluation
Components of a program or activity that may be evaluated are the:

· A goal or good reason for the activity that answers the question: ‘Why do it?’

· Organization: what you did to organize the program or activity 
· Program or Activity itself: what was done to achieve an influence or impact upon people
· Immediate Outcomes: initial effects of the program or activity, and often an important step toward the achievement of long-term outcomes.
· Long-term Outcomes: the beneficial effects that a program or activity was intended to accomplish.

· Contribution to Societal Goal: the wider purpose to which the program is intended to contribute.
The organization, conduct and outcomes of a program or activity, generally form a sequence of cause and effect. The organization results in a program or activity, causing an immediate outcome, which leads to the more important longer-term outcome. These components of a program may each be documented, as in the two examples below:
Evaluation of a professional training program, including its output and outcomes, is summarized here:
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Here, the outline of an evaluation of a gambling information session for residents is illustrated:
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An evaluation which merely documents the organization, progress and immediate outcome leaves the crucial question of the long-term outcome of a program or activity – in these examples, the response to family violence and the level of gambling problems - unanswered. These notes instead concern evaluations which at least try to measure long-term outcomes – that is, the enduring impact of programs or activities upon the people for whose benefit they are intended.
The common components of such evaluations are described below.
Organization: How the program was planned and organized. It may be helpful to document its cost, timeliness, level of collaboration
, and other aspects, to help replicate a program which successfully achieved its outcomes, or to assess the balance between the cost of the program and its benefits. 

Program or Activity: What program or activity was conducted. For example, how many events or sessions were conducted, what activities were provided for participants, level of attendance, and the diversity or intensity of participation in the program or activity.
Immediate Outcomes: The initial impact which the program had on its participants. These outcomes are frequently documented as the perceptions of participants about the relevance and value of the program to them, their satisfaction with the program, how much they learned or how their attitudes or perceptions have changed. Such information is often recorded at the conclusion of a program through a survey, while participants are still gathered together, or by email survey or phone contact shortly after the program. Such information is far less important than longer term outcomes.
Longer-term Outcomes: The enduring and beneficial effects upon program participants. These are usually the beneficial effects upon its participants which the program was intended to achieve. It is important to measure these longer-term outcomes, since they represent the desired effect of a program or activity upon the people to whom it was addressed 

· Among clients of welfare services, these long-term outcomes might include changes in behavior or life circumstances. 
· For participants in a health promotion program, they may include changes in diet, levels and patterns of exercise, the moderation of alcohol consumption or cessation of smoking. 
· For professionals, alterations in work style, levels of detection of particular issues among clients or changed patterns of referral, may be among the longer-term outcomes measured. 
Disturbingly, the conduct of a program or activity, and achievement of its immediate outcomes (such as training or educating people) does not necessarily translate into the attainment of longer-term outcomes. The immediate outcome – such as the level of engagement of participants in a program – may be a pre-requisite of favorable long-term effects, but alone, is not a sufficient condition for the attainment of these outcomes. For example, there are many documented examples of immediate benefits of programs designed to prevent or alleviate drug addiction, gambling problems or offending behavior and other social ills, but few reveal lasting, long-term benefits under rigorous evaluation. The attainment of immediate outcomes therefore offers no assurance that longer-term outcomes have been achieved. This makes the measurement of longer-term outcomes in evaluations vitally important. 

Unfortunately though, the task of measuring longer-term outcomes – such as changes in the behavior or life circumstances of program participants – is often onerous or unachievable. First, to verify that patterns of behavior have undergone a lasting change, it may be desirable to contact participants months or years after the program has concluded, by which stage they may be difficult to reach. Moreover, it is often difficult, or simply impossible, to elicit candid information about matters concerning actual behavior, particularly in relation to ‘social problems’ such as gambling, family violence or drug problems, which are frequently the subject of programs and their evaluations. 


Therefore, the measurement of immediate outcomes is sometimes all that can be accomplished in smaller-scale attempts at evaluation, leaving the extent to which a program or activities more important longer-term outcomes have been achieved, unknown and in genuine doubt.


Sometimes the longer-term outcomes can be readily documented, particularly where the evaluation occurs within a rather small, self-contained setting – such as a school or workplace - where those affected by the program are readily accessible, even after a period of time has elapsed, and when the aspect of behavior under investigation is not particularly sensitive or confidential. 


Consider a health promotion program, with the intended outcome of prompting changes in diet, exercise, alcohol consumption and smoking. If such a program was conducted among school pupils or employees of a business, these participants could readily be contacted some time after the conclusion of the program, then surveyed or interviewed to obtain a fairly frank account of any longer-term changes in their lifestyle - the program’s longer-term outcomes.

Societal Goals: These are the wider, worthwhile changes in general social conditions – such as a reduction in the prevalence of gambling, family violence or homelessness in a community - that a program or activity may be intended to contribute to. They often reflect the values of those conducting the project. 


While outcomes tend to be fairly specific – such as improved social outcomes for a group of clients, or enhanced skills among a group of workers – societal goals are often broader in conception (such as reduced ‘family violence’ or ‘gambling problems’ or ‘healthy lifestyles’) making them difficult to define. In addition, societal goals frequently encompass the wider community, rendering it impractical to distinguish the contribution of a single program or activity, from a host of hidden and frequently immeasurable, circumstances which also exert their influence upon society. 
Measuring Change

Types of information frequently recorded in an evaluation include:

· Documenting – planning and execution of the program or activity 

· Observing – attendance, level of participation or manner in which the program is conducted [the output]
· Participant feedback – about the relevance or usefulness of a program, or changes in perceptions, intentions or actions following the program [short-term outcomes]. Ideally, one should obtain information about participants’ views, knowledge, intentions and behavior, before and sometime after the program – to gauge its lasting influence upon them [long-term outcomes]. 

· Records – in a professional setting, records of changed work patterns, increased disclosures about important issues, or appropriate referrals, are examples of possible outcome measures.

It should be determined what data will be collected, how that information will be recorded, and who is responsible for these steps. In addition, it may be well to measure the baseline and set clear, measurable targets.


While conducting the evaluation though, one might also feel inclined to document any unexpected results. However, by measuring unexpected effects one may be tempted to claim partial success through the accomplishment of these unforeseen and unintended benefits - even though the intended outcomes of a program were not realized. It is generally preferable to focus upon measuring the intended outcomes of a program, and exercise caution about supplementing them – or compensating for their absence - with unintended benefits.

Generally, immediate and longer-term outcomes may be measured by:

· Recording conditions among the subjects of a program or activity, before its commencement and following its completion, or

· Documenting outcomes for people involved in a program and a comparable group of non-participants

In this way, any differences recorded may confidently be attributed to the effect of the program.

Recording Data for an Evaluation
Information about a program or activity, its outputs and its outcomes should be gathered in a consistent, candid and rigorous manner. Such information should be:

· Honest – incorporating all of the valid measures of the program or activity, outputs and outcomes - not just those which cast a favorable light upon one’s efforts. Integrity is a frequent casualty in evaluations. Notably, external ‘experts’ may not be relied upon to act with complete independence, since they depend upon the organization which employs them for payment or future employment.
· Valid – reflecting what it purports to measure - in this case, the achievement of long-term outcomes.

· Accurate – giving a precise record of the program or activity and its outcomes.
· Reliable – yielding the same results if repeated under similar circumstances.

· Economic – because data collection can be time-consuming and more expensive than its results are worth.
· Feasible – straightforward, if possible. However, a balance must often be sought between practicality and validity. It is preferable to document conditions which reflect the desired outcomes of a program, rather than simply recording things that are easy to observe.

· Diverse – it is sometimes beneficial for outcomes to be measured for particular localities or segments of the community such as people of particular genders, age groups, ethnic groups and other characteristics or circumstances.

It is difficult to obtain information which satisfies all of these criteria, though validity and honesty are indispensible to any evaluation which aspires to be worth the paper it’s printed on.

Using the Evaluation
Evaluations document the organization and conduct of a program or activity, while gauging the extent to which it achieved its desired outcomes. Evaluation findings may help:

· reveal how the program may be conducted more effectively or efficiently in the future;

· document the balance between the desired outcomes of an activity and its cost;

· determine whether to continue the program, modify it to improve its outcomes or scrap it;

· inform program participants of the activities being carried out and what was achieved; or
· fulfill the reporting requirements of a funded program (scarcely the loftiest goal of an evaluation!).
Further examples of measures of activity, outputs and outcomes, for evaluations

Professional Development – for example, how to address family violence issues with their clients. 

Activity: Planning – which could include inquiries to assess the needs of the professionals to be targeted, funding and execution of the program, including timelines and budget
Output: The conduct of training sessions, their content, number of participants, and level of engagement – if evident.
Immediate Outcome: An evaluation might determine, by written survey, email or phone conversation, whether participants felt they had been well-informed by the program and were now able to respond confidently to family violence disclosures. Fortunately, the professional participants in such a program may be relatively few and easy to contact for feedback, making this step feasible.
Longer-term Outcome: Any increase in the number of instances where these professionals detect instances of family violence, offer counseling or refer clients to sources of expert assistance. This information may be documented in client records. 
Community Engagement – involving members of the community in planning an important development.
Activity: Funding; planning; collaboration with other local agencies; the setting of the consultation; and the level and type of engagement planned: informing, consulting, collaborating or empowering participants.
Output: Number of participants and representation of various agencies, community groups or segments of the community among those who participated. Also perhaps, the observed tone, level of collaboration achieved between participating agencies and quality of discussion.
Immediate Outcome: The relevance and value of the consultation for participants; whether they felt welcome and involved; and whether they felt they had achieved their purpose by participating. These outcomes could be recorded by survey, phone or through face-to-face discussions – either with all, or a sample of, participants.
Longer-term Outcome: An observer’s judgment as to whether the views, preferences or experiences recounted by those consulted ultimately exerted an influence upon the project which they were being consulted about. Surveys or interviews with the consultation participants about the extent to which, in their perception, the completed project reflected the preferences they expressed during the consultations.
An Event – such as a festival or ‘family fun day’

Activity: Event funded, planned, promoted and relevant community groups engaged
Output: Whether stalls and staff were in place as planned, event ran to time and within budget. Attendance level.
Immediate Outcome: Perceptions of the event by attendees, determined though a survey or interviews on the day.

Observed level of attendance and interaction with various stalls or other features of the event.
Longer-term Outcome: Attendees may request further events, resulting in more activities being planned in the future.
A Behavior-change Program - addressing Gambling-related Problems
Activity
Funding arranged, information sessions planned and promotion undertaken.
Output
Details of the length and content of the sessions conducted, number of participants can be located later on, and whether they attended all sessions.

Immediate Outcome
Participants’ observations about whether they understood the information provided, found it relevant and felt better informed about the impact of gambling. 
Pre- and post-test of participants’ understanding of relevant, key issues.
Participants’ intentions regarding their own gambling behavior.

Longer-term Outcome
Decline in participants’ gambling frequency and losses – if participants or family members can be located some time after the program and relied upon to candidly report on their gambling behavior and its consequences.
Improvements in housing stability, quality of relationships, employment, participation in education, and family wellbeing – indicating that participants’ gambling had moderated. 

Such measures may require that the participants’ gambling patterns and personal circumstances be documented before and sometime after, the conclusion of the program.
A Park Re-development – to reduce crime and antisocial behavior at the park and increase its use by residents.
Activity

Funding, planning of works, recruitment of construction contractor, collaboration with local groups in planning the development

Output

Completion of works in the park, coupled with landscaping to an acceptable standard, and within budget and timelines.

Immediate Outcome

Pre- and post-development survey, photos of site before and after re-development, observation of park usage, or 1:1 conversations with park users and local residents about the appeal and utility of the park area, and its safety during the day and night.

Pre- and post-development observations about the level and patterns of use of the park, including features used, time of day and characteristics of those using the park (eg: gender, age, family type or ethnicity).
Pre- and post-development data or comments from the police about the number of callouts to the area relating to antisocial or criminal behavior.

Longer-term Outcome

Same as for immediate outcome, but after a year or so, comparing conditions recorded in the park before the works, and a year or so later, during the same season, perhaps including survey or conversations with park users, observations of park use, information from the police or the views of local residents.
� Some argue that evaluations should engage all key stakeholders, though this is based upon values rather than any assurance of an improved evaluation as a result.


� If the latter are not required though, you might not bother recording gender, age or other characteristics of the program participants, unless an alternative, compelling reason, exists.
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