
 

 Overview and Definition of Concepts 

Evaluations are widely used for many different applications and by many different types of 
groups and individuals. The process of evaluation has been explained simply as a “look at 
what you set out to do, what you have accomplished and how you have accomplished it.”1 
Evaluations are ways to look at a process that has been started or completed and to see 
whether the goals that were set out at the beginning of the process have been accomplished. 
Professional evaluation can generate information that assists others in making judgments 
about a program, service, policy, organization or person—all of which may be relevant in 
community development. Evaluation can also provide valuable opportunities for learning and 
reflection, leading to improvements in community development organizations and processes. 

Effective evaluations stress program improvement and provide a basis for accountability. 
Evaluations can also help to identify or implement professional standards, and examine the 
inputs, processes, context and outcomes associated with a development project or process. 
During an evaluation process both negative and positive aspects are often uncovered. 
Identifying positive aspects can allow organizations to recognize the individuals responsible, 
and foster leadership in the organization. Positive examples can be used to help establish 
benchmarks for future work. When negative points are discovered, they can be proactively 
corrected and can result in improvements in a project, program or organization.2  

Achieving collaborative or personal goals requires effective planning and follow-through. 
Many community developers now use place-based approaches as a “collaborative means to 
address complex socio-economic issues through interventions defined at a specific 
geographic scale” or for a specific local area.3 In complex situations it becomes even more 
crucial to plan a route to success—you must know where you are (situational analysis) and 
where you want to go (establishing your visioning and goals). Since the future is uncertain, 
action plans for achieving desired futures must be adaptive and continually allow for "learning 
by doing." Appropriate evaluation tools, processes, and information flows are required for an 
adaptive action plan. Evaluation allows community stakeholders to track progress and refine 
and guide their goals or processes if changes are needed.4  

Place-based community development approaches are, however, often difficult to evaluate due 
to a common set of evaluation challenges that include:  
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• capturing long-term outcomes;  
• attribution of outcomes in open, changing systems; 
• attribution and accountability within collaborative governance arrangements due to 

intertwined funding and decision-making; 
• accommodating evolving, multiple and diverse objectives; 
• measuring capacity building, participation, relationships and behaviour change;  
• data gaps or logistical challenges in gathering data; 
• competing evaluation philosophies, such as “objective” externally driven vs. 

“experience-based” community-based; and 
• securing funding for evaluation and funding cycles that prevent evaluation beyond a 

fiscal year or contract period.5 

Purpose and Types of Evaluation 

Before an evaluation starts, it is important to specify the purpose or objective of the 
evaluation; the purpose will affect what decisions can be made as a result of the evaluation. 
Knowing the goals of the evaluation can also be useful when trying to decide what type of 
evaluation tools should be used and who to hire as an evaluator(s). Evaluations can be used 
to:  

• determine if the evaluated process, individuals or organization met their goals or needs;  
• assess cost-effectiveness in completing a program or task;  
• determine efficiency in terms of time of completion;  
• explore other alternatives available;  
• assess whether the project reached the people who needed it and had any unexpected 

outcomes;6  
• define what success means to different stakeholders; 
• test if an initiative is “working”;7 and 
• document good practices and lessons learned. 

Understanding the scope and scale of the activity being measured is also important when 
deciding on the type of evaluation tools and techniques to use.  There is no “one size fits all.” 
Since evaluations can be carried out at different times in a program or process and can 
attempt to achieve different aims, as well as answer many different types of questions, 
choosing the appropriate type of evaluation is critical. Several different types of evaluation 
have been developed  to suit  different purposes and circumstances. These include: 

I. Formative or improvement-oriented evaluations  
This takes place during the lifetime of the project with the intention of improving the strategy 
or functioning of the project or organization. These evaluations answer questions about how 
to improve and refine a developing or ongoing program. Formative evaluation may include 
process and impact studies, as described further below. Typically, the findings from formative 
evaluations are provided as feedback to those being evaluated.  
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II. Judgement-oriented evaluations  

This type of evaluation assesses the merit and worth of a process or initiative. A core step in 
conducting a judgement-oriented evaluation is to define the criteria against which the success 
of a program or project will be judged and how the criteria  will be measured.8  Too often goals 
are made explicit and measured outcomes defined only after an evaluation begins. Evaluation 
often challenges existing organizational cultures and  personal contributions to programs and 
organizations. Evaluation can therefore be considered political and even threatening. This is 
particularly true of judgement-oriented evaluation, which may, for example, influence future 
funding allocations and organizational restructuring.  
 
III. Summative evaluations  

This type draws lessons from a completed project or program or an organization that no 
longer functions. It can be thought of as learning from past mistakes (and successes). 
Summative evaluations can provide information on short-term effectiveness or long-term 
impacts. Summative evaluations are conducted at a project's or program's end and usually 
include a synthesis of process and impact or outcome evaluation components.9 
 
IV. Knowledge-oriented evaluations  

These are conducted to improve understanding, to help build theory, and to inform policy-
making. The results of knowledge-oriented evaluations may influence the way people think 
about issues or understand processes or programs and may not be immediately applied.  
 

V. Developmental evaluations  
Most problem-solving and evaluation approaches see change as occurring in a linear, step-
by-step fashion and problems as clearly defined, with a limited set of possible alternative 
solutions. Yet community development practitioners often operate in a changing and 
unpredictable environment where continuous innovation and adaptation are required, end 
goals “and the path forward may be unclear,” problems evolve “and various approaches are 
likely to be tested.” Plans and processes change as new learning occurs and participants, 
partners and the contexts they work in change.10 Developmental evaluation seeks to support 
innovation and move beyond improvement to reorganization, often at multiple levels (e.g., in 
an organization, a network or society at large). It combines the rigour of evaluation with a 
process of change-oriented development coaching.  
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Table 1: Types of evaluation programs11  
 
Type Description  Sample Questions  
Evaluation of Need  • Evaluates the need of a 

particular target group;  
• Also called needs 

assessment, or sometimes 
gap analysis. 

• What training or information does 
the target group need? 

• What income-generating activities 
do women in rural communities 
(for example) want to learn about?  

Evaluation of Process  • Assists in understanding, 
documenting and evaluating 
the design and 
implementation of a 
program, project or policy; 

• Used in assessing whether 
processes are effective or if 
improvements are needed; 

• Demonstrates how the 
impact and outcomes of a 
program or service were 
achieved and provides 
lessons for future 
applications; 

• Is the program being implemented 
as designed? 

• What types and quantities of 
services are being delivered? 

• Does the program serve the target 
population? 

• Are the necessary administrative 
and management procedures in 
place for the program to run 
effectively? 

• What resources have been 
required?  

• What problems have been 
encountered, and how were they 
resolved? 

Evaluation of Outcome s 
or Impact 

• Assesses the effectiveness 
of the program in producing 
desired change; 

• Usually done by comparing 
the effects with the goals 
and measurable objectives 
defined at the outset;  

• Evaluator should try to 
collect baseline data 
reflecting the situation before 
implementation and data 
after and/or during program 
implementation to help 
assess changes due to the 
program. 

• To what extent have intended 
outcomes been achieved? 

• What unintended outcomes have 
been achieved? 

• Has the program achieved the 
specified goals?  

• What happened to program 
participants? How much of a 
difference did the program, policy 
or project make? 

Evaluation of Efficiency  • The emphasis is on whether 
the program has achieved its 
outcomes in the most 
efficient and cost effective 
manner; 

• Costs of the program are 
measured against the 
benefits of the program. 

• Were funds spent for the intended 
purposes? 

• Did the program achieve success 
at an acceptable cost? 

• How do the outcome of this 
program compare to those of a 
similar program of comparable 
cost? 
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Who Should Undertake the Evaluation? 

You should choose an  evaluator based on your needs, the type of evaluation to be done and 
the evaluator’s ability to judge and interpret what is being evaluated.   Evaluators may be 
internal or external to the community or organization. Both types of evaluators have strengths 
and weaknesses that you should consider when deciding who will lead and coordinate an 
evaluation process.   
 
An example of an external evaluator would be a privately contracted member of the 
Canadian Evaluation Society.12 A weakness of external evaluators is that they can be 
expensive and they may not see eye to eye with their employer, on community culture and 
values, for example.  However, an external evaluator is likely to have more experience in the 
field, can be more objective and can bring more credibility to the results of an evaluation.13  

Community residents, staff members or volunteers are examples of internal evaluators; they 
may be either an individual person or a committee. In terms of weaknesses,  internal 
evaluators may not want to offend fellow community members or be willing to look critically at 
their own program or organization. This could result in a biased evaluation. Lack of skills or 
experience in evaluation can also be a challenge. In terms of strengths,  internal evaluators  
have a vested interest in the community and an extensive knowledge of the community and/or 
organization. They also cost less. However, while having internal evaluators may save the 
community money in evaluator’s salaries, it is important to keep in mind that they may cost 
more in the long run if evaluations are not undertaken in a rigorous and honest manner. Self-
assessments can also be undertaken with the whole organisation; however, the organisation 
or unit must be willing to look objectively at their programs and goals and the extent to which 
they match.  

Participatory evaluation processes are also becoming popular in place-based approaches. 
This approach “seeks to involve programme participants in all parts of the evaluation and 
approaches evaluation more as learning opportunity than an opportunity for making 
judgements”.14 The evaluator’s role in this type of evaluation is to facilitate the process rather 
than to act as an expert researcher, while participants take a lead role in designing and 
implementing the evaluation process. Developmental evaluation draws from participatory 
approaches, where the evaluator is part of the team and brings “evaluative thinking into the 
process of development and intentional change”.15 Feedback is provided in an interactive 
manner and supported by data. This helps the team decide collectively on future directions 
and new experiments that will help them innovate and adapt to changing circumstances. 
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Sage Publications, 1993). 
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Data Collection 

Once the desired outcomes have been established it is important to decide how to collect the 
information required. Choose evaluation methods best suited for who/what is being 
evaluated. Existing documents such as proposals, reports, planning documents, budgets and 
meeting minutes can be an important source of information. Other methods such as 
interviews and focus groups involve direct interactions with groups of people, such as clients, 
partners, volunteers or staff members. Observation can also be a method of 
evaluation. Observations are considered more likely to be biased; what a person sees can be 
greatly influenced by their cultural and personal experience. When using observation as an 
evaluation method it is important to consider who should make the observations or to use 
multiple observers. Furthermore, observations do not allow for long term evaluation unless 
multiple or ongoing observations are conducted. Using multiple research methods can allow 
you to verify the findings from each individual method.16 Each evaluation may take a different 
approach but it is important to apply good research conduct in all methods employed and to 
maintain a commitment to obtaining the desired goals and outcomes from the evaluation 
process. 
 
Evaluation Weaknesses  

Evaluations have several potential weaknesses that community development practitioners 
can attempt to avoid or minimize. When an evaluation is done too early the evaluation may 
simply point out problems that those being evaluated are already aware of but have been 
unable to address. This can cause frustration and be economically wasteful, particularly if the 
evaluation is undertaken from a judgemental rather than improvement-oriented or 
developmental approach. Further, the way an evaluation is conducted may stifle creativity; by 
recommending specific practices evaluations may leave little leeway for people to try out new 
ideas. Also, in some cases, all the factors affecting an evaluation may not be accounted for 
(e.g., staff turnover rate).  Once an evaluation has been completed, there is a danger that too 
much or too little weight is placed on the evaluation or that the results of an evaluation can be 
incorrectly implemented or not implemented at all.17 Being aware of these potential problems 
should help you avoid them as you plan your own evaluations. 

Evaluation is a diverse topic and there are many different ways to approach it. We hope that 
the above summary will help you in your evaluation efforts! 
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About this Community Development Toolkit 
 

 

This community development toolkit was created by Kate Zevenhuizen and Courtney Hayden, with 
editorial review and revisions by Kelly Vodden, Raïsa Mirza, Gail Collins and Ted Lomond, as part of a 
community-based research project undertaken by students in an undergraduate course at Memorial 
University, Department of Geography, instructed by Dr. Kelly Vodden (Geography 3350 – Community 
and Regional Planning and Development). The project was completed in partnership with the Central 
Region Community of Practice – Community Development. Using a ‘Community of Practice’ learning 
approach the project was intended to provide resources that introduce students and community 
development practitioners to several key community development and regional planning tools and 
concepts. The financial support for this project provided by the Rural Secretariat-Executive Council 
and the support, participation and input of Regional Partnership Planners Linda Brett and Tanya Noble 
are gratefully acknowledged.  
 

  


