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We’ve been talking about the 
best ways to measure ser-
vice outcomes for as long 

as I can remember, in a career go-
ing back some 30 years, and little 
has changed: All parties agree on 
the importance of obtaining data 
that show which practices are most 
effective, but there’s less unanim-
ity on how to go about it. A recent 
thread on a listserv made me realize 
we still haven’t solved the key prob-
lems. 

The thread began when a con-
sultant to nonprofits asked what’s 
being done to analyze program out-
comes. In response, a university 
student just back from a confer-
ence on volunteerism noted how 
little he’d learned about the effects 
of the dollars and time spent to alle-
viate social ills, mainly because the 
emphasis had been on the value of 
the services from the perspective of 
donors or service deliverers rather 
than recipients. An academic then 
offered an overview of research she 
and others have been doing on per-
formance evaluation, the titles of 
which confirmed that most of it is 
dictated by organizational leaders 
and donors, with little to no input 
from those ostensibly benefiting 
from the programs. 

Having been a nonprofit CEO, 
I do appreciate the competing de-
mands on executive directors from 
various stakeholders, particularly 
the many funders for whom out-
come data have become the holy 
grail of effectiveness. With so much 
on one’s plate, it’s tempting to con-
centrate on concrete services that 
are easier to quantify. Yet, this of-

ten means giving short shrift to our 
reason for being—qualitative re-
sults like improved self-esteem or 
decision-making ability. It isn’t that 
these outcomes can’t be measured. 
It just takes more effort to identify 
the right descriptors for the hoped-
for changes.

Despite the challenges, we need 
to do a better job of understand-
ing recipients’ needs—that is, the 
concerns for which they’re seeking 
help, along with their response to 
the services offered and, most im-
portant, what impact the services 
have had on their lives. Some orga-
nizations have adopted the collabor-
ative approach known as empower-
ment evaluation, which recognizes 
consumers as the primary interest 
group; clients are trained in evalu-
ation practices so they can help 
decide what will be measured, the 
methods used, and so forth.

A logical place to seek assistance 
is at your local college or university, 
but even here practitioners need to 
be clearer in communicating what 
they hope to learn and what they 
can offer, to tap into the strengths 
each can bring to program evalua-
tion. One problem is that the ten-
ure/promotion system rewards fac-
ulty more for pure research than for 
applied research. To change this dy-
namic will require influencing the 
mindset of those in charge of the 
reward system by demonstrating 
that doing good for the community 
is also good for the institution. 

As a great believer in collective 
action, I think faculty members 
and nonprofit managers can work 
together toward this common goal 
through already established groups 
(the state association of nonprofits, 
for example) as well as task forces 
set up for this purpose. Enlightened 
funders such as the Kellogg and Mott 
Foundations (which support proj-
ects that build on existing knowl-
edge to improve the quality of life 
for all) might be open to providing 
the wherewithal for a well-defined 
joint undertaking. 

Let’s try harder to find a practi-
cal solution to make program evalu-
ation more productive for every-
body! 
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Why is applied research 
still undervalued in many 
colleges and universities?

More on Evaluating Programs 
(www.snpo.org/members)

•  Performance-Based Manage-
ment Builds Funding & Sup-
port (Vol. 23, No. 6)

•  Four Steps to Evaluation Suc-
cess (Vol. 23, No. 2)

•  Using Your Outcome Measure-
ment System (Vol. 18, No. 1)

Also see Learning Institute pro-
grams on-line: Outcome Measure-
ment (ww.snpo.org/lino).


