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What does it mean to evaluate a community initiative?

Why should you evaluate a community initiative?

When should you evaluate a community initiative?

How to begin an evaluation

Whenever you begin a new job or start a project, you will probably want to evaluate your work. You might ask yourself: "Is my work meeting my expectations and those of my boss, my administrator, or our target audience?" 
In a similar fashion, community initiatives need to be "evaluated" along the way. Asking the community if your action plans are actually working is one important example of how to begin an evaluation. If the results are positive, that suggests your initiative is heading in the right direction, and you probably should keep heading there. However, evaluation is also essential in helping one see what "course corrections" might need to be made if the initiative is not heading in the direction you planned. 

This chapter will explain the importance of evaluation, and will offer step-by -step methods to evaluate your group's work. Then, when you discover that your efforts are beginning to make a positive difference, you can continue on with even more energy and enthusiasm! 


What does it mean to evaluate a community initiative?

Basically, it means to determine the value of the work. You have developed and implemented an initiative in your community, and you want to know how well it's working. Evaluation provides you with this feedback. 
In many avenues of life, we get feedback right away. You hit the brakes, the car stops. You shoot a basketball; it either goes in or it doesn't. That's instant evaluation, and it's completely understandable. There's no ambiguity. But with more complex events, such as social interventions, the results are not always as clear. (Sometimes they are--you schedule an event and people are lining up around the block to get in--that's rapid and clear evaluation; but it's rare). That's why you need to put more energy and thought into finding out how you did. And that's basically what evaluation is all about--giving you information on the value of your work. 

In this chapter, we'll talk about evaluation as a means of obtaining feedback, data and information about your group and its activities. By using this information, you can decide what aspects of your action plan work, and what areas need improvement. When you evaluate your program, then, you are gathering information to help you draw conclusions about your project and the efforts of your group. After you have drawn conclusions from the information, you can make any necessary changes to your goals and/or action plan. The sections in this chapter will focus specifically on ways to gather these valuable data. 


Fears of evaluation

Evaluation can be frightening to many people. Generally, these fears fall into three types--"I don't know how;" "I don't have time;" or "The results might be negative and hurt us." All of these are valid concerns. But they shouldn't be so discouraging as to outweigh the benefits of doing an evaluation. Here are some responses to these concerns: 

1. "I don't know how to do evaluation."

Well, that's why we're here. We'll help you through the steps of how to plan an evaluation of your program, how to do the evaluation itself, and then how to use it to help your group.

2. "I don't have the time."

Evaluation can take some time to do. That's absolutely true. However, doing an evaluation now will save you a lot more time "down the road," as it will point out potential problems while they're still small problems, instead of waiting until a disaster occurs.

And there is another time-saving benefit. Once you begin to record the kinds of information you will need for your evaluation, it will become just a regular part of your routine operations. It will take less time later on. The hardest part is the beginning.

3. "The results may be negative or hurt us."

This is a possibility. However, it's unlikely to happen if you use evaluation from early on and don't let little problems grow into big problems. And remember that any negative results you may find should actually be helpful to you, at least in the long run. They will help you improve the quality of your program or initiative-- which should be one of your own goals from the start. 


Why should you evaluate a community?


Being successful demands careful attention during the beginning, middle, and end of a project. If a violinist wants to learn a new piece of music for an upcoming concert, for example, she would prepare by practicing for many hours each day. But, if she never asks her teacher to listen to her play, she may be playing the music too slowly, too fast, too softly, or too loudly. If she never knows the proper way to play the piece--if she never gets any feedback--all of the practice in the world won't help her sound in tune and in time on the night of the performance. 

Like the violinist, community groups need to pay careful attention to feedback during the beginning, middle and end of their projects. An initiative can devote a great deal of time and energy to working on meeting its goals. But, if the work isn't heading in the right direction, all of those long hours and hard work can lead to frustration instead of a feeling of success. Evaluation tells the group how it's doing and helps identify any necessary changes along the way that will help you stay "in tune" with your own goals and the needs of the community. 

There are many reasons why evaluations are valuable. Let's look at a few examples of ways in which evaluation can benefit a community group. 

1. Success is reinforcing--it brings more resources your way. 

There is an old adage that says, "Nothing succeeds like success." It stands to reason that the more successful your group's work proves to be, the more support and encouragement you might receive from members of the community and maybe even from funders. Evaluation can document your success, with facts, figures, and examples. If volunteer hours in your organization increased by 100% last year, or if every single child in your community was up-to-date on immunizations, those types of achievements can bring new resources your way. In other words, if evaluation can provide concrete examples of your group's successes, that can only be advantageous. In this way, evaluation can help you "toot your own horn." 

2. Failure is instructive. 

Even if your work falls short of its goals--and even if your program falls flat on its face--that knowledge can be helpful too. It may be painful in the short run; it might hurt. Yet negative feedback, or a negative evaluation, can really help you in the longer-range scheme of things. 

At least you know what the truth is, and where you stand. You have fewer illusions. And once you have dusted off, you will probably learn from the evaluation you received. Chances are you won't make the same mistakes again. You are now in a better position to make improvement. 

3. Evaluation can make you feel good. 

Being able to see your successes and the value of your work will obviously boost your spirits and motivate you to continue with your work. Again, this works both ways, but even negative aspects should be seen as an opportunity to learn about what works, and not as a failure! 

4. Evaluation raises the chances of further action. 

Once you have completed your first evaluation, you know what has worked and what has not for your group. You can modify the tactics that didn't work as well as planned, and reinforce those areas that were successful. So now you can take further action with an even greater chance of success! Others will notice this success and may join or help your group, further increasing your chances that your program will make a positive impact. 

5. Finally, the evaluation can help you understand important aspects of the initiative. 
O.K. you've just finished your first evaluation. The results may indicate some part of your initiative worked really well. For example, the free cholesterol screening at the local health clinic you sponsored was jam-packed with people waiting to be tested. On the other hand, no one is showing up to your monthly Healthy Cooking classes. Maybe it's because the classes are only held during the day, or maybe the classroom is located too far away from most of the people in your community. There are many possible reasons your project might not work as planned. Evaluation will help you understand why things worked, or didn't work, as they did. 


When should you evaluate a community initiative?

Evaluation should take place during several stages of your group's life. 
1. When your plan is in action. Here are some tips: 

· Determine baselines for behaviors you wish to change. If you want to know how much change your program has brought about, you'll need to know what was happening before your group got started. 

· Focus on the impact your work is having on the community. 

· Continue revising and updating action plans. 

· Keep the group strong and focused on the goals at hand. You may want to use a survey that appraises your community goals, and use the feedback to change you planned priorities. 

2. When some of your action plans are complete. 

Use the evaluation to help the group continue to measure its impact on the community, and to create plans for continuing helpful programs for the future. For example, community level indicators will tell you if your interventions are having an impact on the bottom line. 


How do you begin an evaluation?


Suppose you know you want to conduct an evaluation. But where do you begin? The process of evaluating can sound overwhelming. However, remember that what you've already accomplished may have seemed hard to imagine at the beginning. Evaluation can be broken down into several parts to make it more manageable. 

Before we jump into specifics, here is a general thought to share with your group members: 

Your evaluation should address questions that are important to you, members of your community, and those who are providing financial support. 
Of course, finances and time constraints might limit the kind of information that can be collected. Try to ask the questions that will ultimately help your group succeed. Because each group is unique, the evaluation should be as well. Nonetheless, below are some questions of interest to many groups. Would they be of interest to yours? 

1. How much did the community participate? 

2. What programs, policies or practices have changed in the community? 

3. Have people's behaviors changed? If so, what kinds, and how? 

4. Are those changes due to your efforts? 


The heart of the matter: Steps leading to a successful evaluation

1) You have to want to evaluate. 

The first step is internal. You have to be motivated to do the evaluation, or else it will be half-hearted, if it happens at all. And you need to be clear on the purpose of the evaluation. Why do you want to do it? For example, if you project was to reduce smoking among adolescents, you may want to find out if your program has lead to stricter enforcement of laws regulating the sale of tobacco to minors. 

2) You need to evaluate in terms of your objectives or goals. 

When you planned your initiative, you should have identified your specific objectives. What exactly are you trying to achieve or accomplish? One big advantage of having specific objectives is that your objectives will guide your evaluation. For example, suppose your objective is to reduce the percentage of local high school students who smoke to 5% by May 2002. That's fine. And then your evaluation standard is easy to identify: it's simply the percentage of students who are smokers on that target date. 

3) For each of your objectives, you need to identify criteria, or indicators, which will provide reliable and valid measures for each of your objectives. 

You will need to develop measures that tell you what is really happening. Once again, your measures (or indicators) should be based on your objectives. 

	For example: 

If your objective is to reduce youth violence in your local high school, then some possible measures might be hospital admissions records for violence-related injuries, attendance at the school's conflict resolution training seminar, or police records of arrests of youths for assault or carrying concealed weapons. 

If your objective was increasing the availability of heart healthy foods in your community, some measures might be the number of restaurants who have a low fat menu section, the percentage of milk that is skim in local grocery stores, or the amount of shelf space used to display lean meat versus higher fat cuts. 


4) You need to collect data on each of these indicators. 

Sometimes you can find the indicators you need from existing sources. For example, if you were interested in increasing library borrowing, or in reducing false fire alarms, you could gather existing data from the library or fire department. But sometimes data on your chosen indicators may not be available. Suppose, for instance, your number one issue was speeding along residential streets. The key information here unfortunately may not exist. In those cases, the local police might be willing to help collect it; or you and your group might need to collect it yourselves. 

Either way, if you can assemble "before" and "after" statistics on your chosen indicators, you can use them to help determine whether your program or initiative made a positive difference. Did borrowing go up? Did traffic slow down? The data here will do a lot of the talking. 

5) Use the results to adjust the program or intervention as necessary. 

Are you meeting the objectives you had planned? If so, no adjustment may be needed. If you are not meeting those objectives, the data may indicate what changes need to be made to get back on track. For instance, in our example on high school smokers, if the percentage of high school students who quit smoking is not very high, you might want to change the content of the high school tobacco education program now being given or add a new program to help them quit. 

In sum, ask yourself, "What questions do I want to answer?" That's a key first step. Now, how do you answer them? Each of the following sections in this chapter will thoroughly explain methods that you can use to evaluate your initiative. 
	Gathering Information: Monitoring Your Progress

	   
	


What does it mean to monitor your progress?

Why do you need to monitor your progress?

How do you monitor progress?

What does it mean to monitor your progress?


Monitoring your community initiative can help you weigh your actions against the results to see if you are meeting the goals of the community and your initiative. In a sense, monitoring data helps you understand how well the initiative is functioning. That is, monitoring can help pinpoint where the actions of the initiative are not producing the desired effects. Additionally, the monitoring system can help you 

· Better understand the initiative 

· Make decisions concerning the programming of the initiative 

· Promote awareness of accomplishments 

· Recruit support 

· Secure funding 

Despite the scary sound of "monitoring system," you have probably already observed examples of monitoring in a variety of ways. Political candidates monitor the status of their campaigns by conducting polls and analyzing the results. Teachers monitor the progress of their students by giving tests at the beginning and end of the school year to see if they have mastered the secrets of long division. You might monitor your utility bills by keeping track of the monthly increases and decreases. Monitoring has a wide variety of applications. As a member of a community initiative, monitoring means a way of tracking major events and accomplishments of the initiative. 

In Chapter 38, Section 1: Measuring Success: Evaluating Comprehensive Community Health, we introduced three key parts to the monitoring system. To quickly refresh your memory, these parts are: 

1. Process and outcome measures 

2. Observational system 

3. Regular feedback on performance 

In this section, we'll explain what we mean by process and outcome measures, and the observational system. Later, in Chapter 39, Section 2: Providing Feedback to Improve the Initiative, we'll tackle ways to provide feedback to members of your coalition and your community. 

Process and outcome measures 

Process measures are the activities that take place during the initiative which help you determine how well things are going. Process measures can include many aspects of your initiative, such as: 

· Members who participate: the number and type of participants, frequency of attendance, and turnover rate of the members.
Example: At the last general meeting of the initiative, 17 people attended. Of these folks, 10 were regular members, and 7 were sitting in on a meeting for the first time.
· Planning products: written objectives, by-laws, or committees that contribute to the initiative.
Example: The action plan for the coalition was approved by the coalition and will be implemented immediately.
· Media coverage: by radio, television, and print media.
Example: Several five minute radio spots describing one of your group's projects aired on a local FM radio station.
· Financial resources: grants or donations. Financial resources also can include "in-kind" services, such as free advertising or products that an individual or business might offer instead of money.
Example: $8000 was received at a $50 per plate lunch that was held to raise money for local drug and alcohol abuse efforts.
· Services that are ultimately provided: classes, programs, workshops, publications or other services or communications provided for the community by the initiative.
Example: Nutrition education workshops were conducted by child care providers.
· Community actions: actions taken to encourage change in the community.
Example: Merchants were asked to display signs describing the penalty for selling alcohol to minors and the need for proper identification. 


Later, you will incorporate process measures into event logs to better measure the progress of your group's work. We'll walk through an example of an event log later in this section. 

While process measures document the specific methods you use to create change, outcome measures explain the overall impact that occurs as a result of these individual actions. Outcome measures highlight the changes that happen in the community as a result of the work done by your initiative. These include: 

· Changes in programs, such as a new or modified service program.
Example: A parenting class was implemented by the initiative.

· Changes in policies, such as a new or modified policy.
Example: A city ordinance was passed requiring owners of cigarette vending machines to place on every machine a sign that states "No cigarette sales to minors." The legislation was introduced at the urging of the Law Enforcement and Government Committee. 

· Changes in practices, such as a new or modified practice.
Example: Merchants displayed signs describing the penalty for selling alcohol to minors and the need for proper identification. 


As you can see, the monitoring system involves several components that will help your group determine how it's doing, what it's doing correctly, and what can be improved. Sound interesting? Read on for more! 


Why do you need to monitor your progress?


Now you might be thinking to yourself, "You want me to gather information about our initiative. But what will I do with all of those numbers and comments? Why is this important for the success of our group?" Don't worry; the data you gather by using the monitoring system can help the group in a variety of ways. 

· Data can tell you where the initiative places its emphasis. For example, the monitoring system might reveal that your initiative focuses on services, rather than change. If change is what you want, the monitoring system will help you detect this at an early date. 

· Data can point out which groups in the community are affected by your initiative. Is your initiative producing a lot of change in the schools, but little change in the criminal justice system? Is this what you and the community want and need? Who is being targeted? With the results of the monitoring system, you might be able to better answer these questions. 

· Data can reveal which strategies are being addressed. The monitoring system can determine whether your initiative is offering information without following through with peer support or access to other resources. 

· Data can be used by the staff to achieve a variety of results. Staff and leadership can use the data to promote community awareness of the initiative's activities and accomplishments, recruit community support, and secure financial resources. 


How do you monitor your progress? A step-by-step guide


Like many aspects of building a community initiative, the monitoring system involves several important steps. Before you can start analyzing your data, you first have to collect it. 

1. Data can be collected by completing event logs and other forms on a regular basis. Event logs are written accounts of the major activities of the initiative. They might also be used to record any changes in the community brought about by the initiative, such as new programs, policies, or practices related to the initiative's goals and mission. 

The event log might include important information such as: 

· the month/day/year of the event 

· a description of the event itself, including 

· why it was important 

· what happened as a result 

· a description of the details of the event, including 

· who was involved 

· what organizations contributed people and resources 

· what community sector or objective this relates to 

· if this is the first time this event happened 

	Example 

A group called the Adolescent Pregnancy Prevention Initiative in Franklin County, Kansas, participated in an event to help bring about changes in the community that are related to reducing adolescent pregnancy. At the next coalition meeting, Maggie B., a coalition member who helped organize the event, completed the information in the event log. She wrote: 

"Shannon P. and Gary M. participated in a meeting at Ottawa High School on February 14, 1996. They met with the high school principal to get permission to organize a Teen Action Committee in the school. The Teen Action Committee was approved by the principal. This was important because it will create leadership opportunities for youth." 

Maggie recorded this information in a chart where she identified details such as the month, day, and year of the event, a description of the event itself, and a description of the details of the event. The chart she made is shown as an example at the end of this section. 


2. These event logs can be completed by several people, such as key project staff and active members of the initiative. The people who fill out logs will be those members who are taking action on behalf of the initiative. Ideally, everyone who is doing something for the initiative will complete event logs. Event logs should be completed no later than one week after the event took place. That way, the important details will be fresh in everyone's mind! The completed event logs can then be given to the people in the group who are in charge of evaluation. 

3. We've found that data collection in own work takes about two hours to a week to complete. Of course, if your initiative is working on a particularly involved project one week, you might spend twice or even three times that amount of time gathering data. Carefully gathering your information will mean that the results that are generated will be more accurate, and therefore more valuable to your initiative. 

4. Once the information has been gathered, it needs to be turned over to the people in your group who will put the data into some kind of organized form so that the initiative can use it in a beneficial way. This step in the process might take a good deal of time; but, don't be scared! As you have heard many times already, the benefits you receive from the evaluation process will only be helpful if you spend the time to carefully analyze the results. While this might take a few hours, in the end, you'll be glad you did it! 

5. Those who organize the information that is gathered will then take time to summarize the event logs. The results will then be distributed to members of the group. For details on feedback, see Chapter 39: Using Evaluation to Understand and Improve the Initiative. 

Congratulations! You've just finished a learning one of the most important ways to evaluate a community initiative. Keep reading to see examples of event logs, and other monitoring charts. But don't stop there! More exciting sections await you and your initiative. The next chapters will introduce the constituent survey of goals, process, and outcomes, and other methods to measure the progress and success of your initiative. Remember, monitoring your initiative helps your group be the best that it can be! 

	Constituent Survey of Outcomes: Ratings of Importance



What is a constituent survey of outcomes?

Why should we use a constituent survey of outcomes?

When should we conduct this survey?

How do we conduct this survey?



What is a constituent survey of outcomes?


A constituent survey of outcomes will help you to examine the greater impact of your group's work. It poses questions to members of the initiative and experts in the community. The people who fill out the survey will express their opinions about the importance of the group's accomplishments for the community as a whole, and for the mission of the initiative. 

If your group's focus is on reducing the risk of cardiovascular disease in your community, one of your goals might be to sponsor an employee health fair at the local public schools where you offer free screening and information to reduce the risk for heart disease. 

On the survey of outcomes, you might ask respondents to rate this objective as being either "Very Important," or "Very Unimportant." Then, after averaging the responses, you would have a better idea of how this action benefited the community, in the eyes of community members. 


Why should you conduct this survey?


As with the constituent survey of process, this survey gives members of the community and of the initiative an opportunity to voice their opinions and express their ideas about the outcome of your group's work. Additionally, the survey gives those who are close to the group more chances to offer suggestions for improvement. 

If the group hoping to raise awareness of heart disease found out from its survey that many people benefited from the campaign to reach school employees, it could continue on with this type of community outreach. But, if another goal didn't produce the same type of positive feedback, then the group could think about re-adjusting its action plans to incorporate another type of outreach. 

As with all of the aspects of the evaluation, the constituent survey of outcomes is a useful way to get a more objective, unbiased opinion about the work your group is pursuing. 


When should you conduct the constituent survey of outcomes?


We recommend conducting this survey every several years, this will increase your feedback and allow you to revise your vision as necessary. The last year of the grant period might be a good time, as well. Sometimes the place that you are receiving funding from will require you to do this survey. 

How do you conduct a constituent survey of outcomes?

If you've already conducted the constituent surveys of goals and process, you probably feel like an old pro by now. You'll be happy to hear that you can continue to practice your finely tuned surveying skills with the constituent survey of outcomes! 

The constituent survey of outcomes involves four different steps. 

1. Develop a survey. 

Remember the folks who put together the constituent survey of goals and the constituent survey of process? You'll need their expertise and creativity once again. These individuals should design a survey that lists the accomplishments that your group has proudly achieved. Looking back through event logs and the goal attainment report will help refresh your memory. See Chapter 38, Section 2: Gathering Information: Monitoring Your Progress. Also, see Chapter 38, Section 6: Reaching Your Goals: The Goal Attainment Report. Check out an example of a constituent survey of outcomes later in this section! 

2. Conduct a survey of constituents 

Are you ready to distribute the surveys? Great! You'll want to share these surveys with members who have some knowledge of the group and the areas you are evaluating and with outside experts with specialized knowledge in the area. Once you have determined who should receive the questionnaires, they should be mailed, or perhaps distributed at a general meeting of your initiative. Don't forget to clearly state a return address! 

3. Use the data to determine which changes have had the greatest effect on the community. 

Once you have collected all of the surveys, you will want to find the means of the respondents' answers. If, for each of the questions, you asked the respondent to answer "1" for "Very Unimportant" and "5" for "Very Important" to describe the impact on the community, you would determine an average for the numbers, and then find a range of the numbers. 

To find the mean, or the average, response, simply add together all of the ratings, then divide by the total number of respondents. If, for one of the questions, ten people respond with ratings of 3, 4, 4, 5, 3, 2, 5, 4, 4, 3, you would add up all of these numbers and then divide that total by ten. The mean response in this case would be 3.70 (or 37/10). The range of numbers runs from 2-5, two being the lowest and five the highest score. 

4. Use the survey results to refine the group's choices for action. 

Okay, so now you have a whole batch of numbers. Where do you go from there? That answer, in most situations, lies in your hands. The results of this survey may encourage you to continue on in the same direction, or it may challenge you to rethink some of your plans. In either case, the survey of outcomes is yet another tool to help you work better in your group and in the community. 

	Reaching Your Goals: The Goal Attainment Report



What is a goal attainment report?

Why conduct a goal attainment report?

When should you use the goal attainment report?

How do you create a goal attainment report?



What is a goal attainment report?


For the busy student, keeping track of time can be as challenging as passing a calculus exam, or analyzing that chapter of nineteenth century British poetry. To help stay organized and on target, many people carry date books with them at all times. That way, the student can constantly check to see when he must finish the first leg of that huge group project for his business communications course. Then, when he has completed the necessary steps, he can look back to determine if he stayed on task and completed the work he needed to finish. 

Like a date book, the goal attainment report allows your group to look back and check its progress. If you work with a substance abuse prevention initiative, one of your goals might have been to conduct a series of workshops on substance prevention at the local high school. You wanted to hold all three of the workshops between the months of August and December, and you had specific speakers and topics that you wanted to present. 

Come January, then, you would want to look through your list of goals. If you held the workshops, brought in the speakers, and met your deadlines, you could report that this goal had, in fact, been accomplished. This is the purpose of the goal attainment report. 


Why conduct the goal attainment report?


Let's once again consider the situation of the busy student who, armed with his date book, knows that he must complete a series of small deadlines in order to finish a big project for his business communications class. By reviewing the steps he has successfully finished, he will not only stay focused on the task at hand, but he will also feel less scared and more confident about his ability to complete the ultimate goal of finishing the project. 

In this way, reviewing the goals that your group has or has not completed can not only keep you focused on the big picture, but it can also help you feel proud and confident that you have taken steps, however small, in the right direction of your goals. 

Additionally, the goal attainment report can help you: 

· Show progress in meeting objectives over time; 

· Help the initiative stay focused on its action plan; 

· Communicate the good work you've been doing to the public. 


When should you use the goal attainment report?


Depending upon the completeness of records that have been kept in the past, the gathering and recording process could take a few minutes or several hours. Generally, we recommend that data be collected and summarized every six months. 


How do you create a goal attainment report?


There are five main steps to completing the goal attainment report. Let's look at each step closely: 

Write down all goals 

This step is easy. Simply write down all of the goals that you defined when you wrote your action plan. This will give you a better sense of where you have already been in terms of completeness, and also where you still need to go. 

Identify completed goals 

Every six months or so, members of the coalition mark a completion date next to each community change that you had completed in the action plan. If you had planned on holding a substance abuse awareness program at the local high school on October 5, 1998, and you completed this task, you would write the date of completion next to this goal in the action plan. 

Compute percent of goals completed 

The members of the evaluation team would then calculate the percentage of community changes that were actually met. Numbers provide quantitative, or numerical, evidence of the group's work in the community. These numbers can then be passed on to members of the community, leaders of the group, and those who are providing funding. 

If your math is a bit rusty, this simple calculation might help you balance these numbers. To calculate the percentage of goals met, simply divide the number of goals met by the number of set goals. If your group had established 16 goals for the year, and 13 were completed, you would divide 13 by 16 (13/16) which would give you 81 %. A solid B! That's definitely above average. 

Communicate your results 

Now, armed with these numbers, you can go to others who might be interested in your work to show them all the goals that have been accomplished. 

Use the report to inspire positive change 
For your purposes, these data can provide valuable insight into the work your group has done. Maybe the goal attainment report will reveal the fact that your group has met all of its goals on time and with flying. Or, perhaps the report will indicate to you the need to rework your action steps to make them more realistic with the resources that are available to you. 

If the report highlights weaknesses, that is certainly understandable. In fact, that is the main purpose of this step of the evaluation process. If, after completing the report, your group draws some conclusions that will help strengthen your action plan, then it is worthwhile. In other words, low numbers should inspire positive change, and hopefully not just dissatisfaction. 

Try to think of it this way. When you plant a garden, some of your flowers will thrive and prosper while others may not grow at all. The reasons for this can be varied; the climate and the soil may be better for some plants and not for others. Try not to let the goal attainment report become a measurement of failures. Instead, let it be a way to help you rediscover the best conditions for your group to blossom and grow! 

	Gathering and Using Community-Level Indicators



What are community-level indicators?

Why should you use community-level indicators?

When should we evaluate community-level indicators?

How do we find community-level indicators?



What are community-level indicators?


Imagine for a few moments that you play basketball for a Division I college. Despite the presence of some solid players, your team finishes with an average record, and does not make any of the brackets come NCAA tournament time. 

Next summer, the team practices long and hard on defense, offense, and free-throws. Then, during regular season play, everyone plays consistently well, and you match the numbers you had hoped to reach at the beginning of the season. And, come March, your team earns a spot in one of the brackets to compete in the Big Dance. 

In this scenario, you might say that one of your team objectives when you began the next season was to start hitting 50% from the field and to shoot 75% from the charity stripe. The improvement of the team as a whole would be equivalent to a community-level indicator. 

For community initiatives, community-level indicators can be seen as one ultimate outcome of any initiative. While the monitoring system, constituent surveys, goal attainment reports, and interviews can help pinpoint the success of individual events, community-level indicators try to determine how these individual events affect the community as a whole. 

One way to discover the big picture effect is to review proven "indicators" recommended by experts in your group's field of interest. For a group focusing on substance abuse, for just one example, one indicator might be the number of emergency medical transports related to alcohol use. By examining these numbers, your group will have a better sense of the ultimate effect of your group's work on the community at large. 


Why should you use community-level indicators?


While the other evaluation tools can offer you valuable insights into the effectiveness of specific actions and objectives of the initiative, community-level indicators provide the major "big picture" perspective. But the benefits don't stop there! 

· Community-level indicators provide "bottom-line" evidence of the impact of the initiative. 

"Bottom-line" evidence describes the ultimate effect of your group's work on the initiative. Community-level indicators give you an objective way to measure and assess the bottom-line evidence. Examples might include single-nighttime vehicle crashes (as a way to track efforts to reduce substance abuse) or the number of hospital admissions for violence-related injuries as a way to account for efforts to reduce youth violence). In addition, community-level indicators help you measure progress towards the goal. Measurements are ideally taken at multiple stops along the road, so that you (and the community) can see how you are doing and adjust your course, if need be. 

· Community-level indicators help determine the effects of key components of the initiative. 
If you decided to implement several bold ideas in your action plan, community-level indicators can help you determine the effectiveness of these ideas, and of specific objectives. That way, you can see which ideas and strategies helped you achieve some of your goals, and which might need some reworking in a future action plan. 

· Community-level indicators help push issues to the forefront of the public agenda. 

If the community-level indicators reveal negative results (i.e. the number of single nighttime-vehicle crashes stays the same even after you have implemented several of your objectives), this can be the perfect time to remind the community that the issue still exists. It still needs to be addressed through continued action. Although negative results may not be the results you want to see, try to envision them as a golden opportunity to push your issues to the forefront of the public agenda. 

· Community-level indicators that show positive results can help secure more support for the initiative. 

But, if your community-level indicators suggest that your work has been resulting in many positive changes for the community, you can use these glowing reports to gain more support for your initiative and the good work that you do. This might include financial support, which can be used to improve and extend the work of the initiative. So get out there and tell it to the world; your group deserves recognition and support for all of its hard work and contributions! 


When should we evaluate community-level indicators?


The sooner you start to evaluate your community-level indicators, the sooner you'll get a better understanding of how your community is affected by different variants. This way, you can plan in advance so that the effects are the ones that you desire.

It's advisable to start measuring community-level indicator as soon as you start a new project or event, so that you can change things around as necessary. To get a broader picture is always valuable and the sooner the better.

Of course, after you conclude your event or project, run a detailed community-level indicator survey so that you can measure the results and effects of your activity, and learn more for the future. 


How do we find community-level indicators?


It's time to dip your toes in the crystal blue waters of community-level indicators. Soon you'll be swimming with the big fish as you navigate the waves of availability, accuracy, feasibility and sensitivity. Let's dive in!

There are five main steps to evaluating community-level indicators. They involve:

1. Selecting indicators that meet the criteria of being: 

· Available; 

· Accurate; 

· Possible to collect; 

· Relevant to the initiative. 

2. Securing data from relevant local and state agencies

3. Summarizing and graphing the data

4. Presenting the data to community leadership, trustees, and funders

5. Using the data to push the issue on the public agenda and to redirect the initiative's efforts

Now, let's get our feet wet! 


1. Select indicators that are available, accurate, possible to collect, and sensitive to the initiative.

The key to success here starts with knowing the right questions to ask. First, your group will want to hold several meetings with staff and also with groups of community members to identify which community-level indicators will best serve your needs. 

In the Examples section, you will find a variety of recommended community-level indicators for: 

· Substance abuse coalitions 

· Adolescent pregnancy prevention initiatives 

· Tobacco control initiatives 

· Injury control initiatives 

· Violence prevention initiatives 

Let's say, for example, that your group wants to focus on reducing the rate of teenagers who smoke marijuana in your community. One of the community-level indicators includes the number of juvenile arrests for drug offenses. (See Examples) 

2. Contact relevant local and state agencies to find data.

Once you have decided upon the appropriate community-level indicators, members of the staff can pool their knowledge of local, regional, state, and federal sources who might be good resources for information. These sources might include health departments, law enforcement agencies, or transportation offices. Your exact choices will be determined by what you want to study. 

Let's continue on with the above example. If you know that the community- level indicator you want to measure is the number of juvenile arrests for drug offenses, you could contact the local police department. Then, gather information about the number of arrests for drug offenses for community members between the ages of 14 -20 over the last several years. 

3. Compile, summarize, and graph the data.

Members of the evaluation team put together all of the crucial information in a report, and also in graph, chart or table form. 

How do we graph the data from the number of drug arrests? One way would be to graph the numbers of arrested people at six-month intervals. Then, you can compare your group's presence in the community with the changes in the numbers. If, for example, you began implementing your action steps one year ago, you would want to compare the levels of drug arrests before your work with the levels during and after your presence. 

4. Present the data to community leadership, trustees, and funders.

Data obtained from the community-level indicators can then be used to inform and educate your organization and the community. As a tool to encourage public support, community-level indicators can highlight the positive results of your group. Feel free to spread the word far and wide about the results you have obtained. Post your information everywhere; let the community know what is going on in their world. 

5. Use the data to elevate the issue on the public agenda, and to redirect the initiative's efforts. 

If the community-level indicators yield negative results, this can provide a chance to push the issue to the top of the public agenda. Additionally, data, regardless of the results, can give the group a chance to redirect its work in a more effective direction. 

If, for example, your research shows that levels of drug arrests among juveniles continues to hold steady, this would be an excellent opportunity to remind the community that drug abuse exists and continues to be a significant issue in the community. In this case, you might want to distribute your results to local schools, local community leaders, and other groups or organizations that focus on substance abuse. 

Finally, remember that results can be viewed in a variety of ways. Positive results might mean that your group needs to redirect its energy towards other areas if you have achieved your original goals. Negative results should not be viewed as failure. Instead, these results should simply mean that another strategy might work better. Then, rather than continuing to focus your energy in the wrong direction, you can try to find a more effective way to work towards change. 
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