An Introduction to Evaluation

Notes from RCUK Evaluation: Practical Guidelines
The notes below are taken from Evaluation: Practical Guidelines, published by RCUK. The full publication is available to download at: http://www.rcuk.ac.uk/aboutrcuk/publications/corporate/evaluationguide.htm
Building an Evaluation Strategy

Evaluation takes place before, during and after a project. It includes looking at the quality of the content, the delivery process and the impact of the project or programme on the audience(s). It requires baselines to be set, quality criteria and thresholds to be determined and an understanding of where to find, and how to collect, relevant data and analyse it in a meaningful way. Knowing what, if anything, has changed as a result of a project is not enough. It is also important to know why something has changed and how a project can be improved.

The objectives of an evaluation should be to:

· establish whether the objectives of a project or programme have been met;

· identify whether anything has changed as a result of the project or programme (often termed summative evaluation);

· identify how the project could have been more effective;

· identify whether there have been unintended outcomes and what these were; and

· support the development of a project as part of the research and development process (sometimes known as formative evaluation).

Monitoring
There is often confusion between monitoring and evaluation data. In essence, monitoring is about counting things and ensuring your project is on track. Evaluation is about the impact of your project and ensuring it is well designed to make the maximum impact. The same basic tools for gathering and analysing data can be used for evaluation and monitoring information, often achieving both at the same time.

Aims and Objectives
Firstly, you need to clarify your aims – what do you want to achieve? This is the ‘big picture’ - e.g. raising awareness, promoting an organisation, communicating with a public audience.

Objectives are the things you need to do to achieve your aims, and the things against which you will be evaluating yourself and against which others (including funders) will be assessing you. Good objective setting helps you to think through not just the evaluation strategy, but the whole process of running a project. The two main pitfalls are: setting objectives that you believe are important, but against which you cannot measure your success; and setting objectives because you know they are measurable, but are actually of little relevance. 
Evaluating your project

There are three roles for your evaluation:

· to support the development of your project – formative evaluation
· to ensure you do it better next time – evaluation of processes
· to assess the final impact of your project – summative evaluation
Formative evaluation
Some people call formative evaluation market research or research and development. You should use formative evaluation during the development of the project to test ideas, concepts and prototypes on representatives of the audience. 

The emphasis at this stage is likely to be on discussion based tools (qualitative research) that will give an in-depth understanding of your audiences. Qualitative input at this stage can be crucial to understanding how to change your project to improve its appeal: to make improvements, it is no good knowing people didn’t like it unless you know what they didn’t like and understand why they didn’t like it.

Evaluation of processes
You should be evaluating the process of managing and delivering your project. This will help you see what lessons can be learnt for next time. It will also be useful to peers and colleagues, and should be shared with the wider community so they can learn from your experiences.
Summative evaluation
This looks at the outcomes and measures whether or not you have had any impact on the audience. It will address questions such as: how much the audience enjoyed what you provided; whether it changed people’s understanding, knowledge or attitudes; if it influenced actions or behaviour; how big an impact it had on those who engaged with it. 
The emphasis is likely to be on numerical data but depth of understanding is important at this stage. Qualitative data can be crucial in explaining what lies behind your quantitative data. There is no reason why questionnaires cannot ask questions that will help understand ‘why’ people give certain responses. This is especially true if you have qualitative research, perhaps from formative evaluation, on which to base questions.
Impacts must be measurable if they are to be evaluated. You need to think about the realistic level of impact that you can make and the practicalities of identifying that impact.

Benchmarking and baselines

If you are trying to change something, you need to know the state of affairs before people interacted with your project so that you can see if there has been a change afterwards. To measure change, you’ll need quantitative data.

How much evaluation?
The Kirkpatrick Model – four levels of potential impact

· reaction – the initial response to participation

· learning – changes in people’s understanding, or raising their awareness of an issue

· behaviour – whether people subsequently modify what they do

· results – to track the long-term impacts of the project on measurable outcomes.

Reaction

You may want to set objectives regarding things like perceived levels of enjoyment and usefulness. You can assess reactions in three main ways: by getting people to write down their response (usually by questionnaire); by talking to them one-to-one or in focus groups; by observing them. 

If you want to know whether people enjoyed the project/found it useful/learnt something, you can also find out what they particularly did or didn’t enjoy, what was most and least useful and what they would change and why. You can also get information on the environment; e.g. comfort of the venue, quality of refreshments.

The easiest time to get initial reactions is when people are taking part in the project. It may also be worthwhile to get a more considered response a short time after the actual interaction when people have had time to reflect.

Funders appreciate evaluation strategies that provide feedback on lessons learned, good practice, successful and unsuccessful approaches. If you understand why something went wrong, it can help improve things for the future – a ‘lessons learned’ section will enable better practices to evolve.

Learning
If you want to know how much people have learnt, you need to know what they knew before they interacted with the project (the baseline) and what they knew after they’d finished. You may also want to know how long the effect lasted, so you may wish to follow this up six months later. If you are more interested in what, if anything, people think that they have learnt rather than trying to measure objectively how much they have learnt, this can be investigated as part of gathering reactions. You can ask people to tell you what they think they have gained or whether they have a more complete view or understanding of the issue.

Behaviour
You need to think seriously about whether or not your project is likely to have an effect on the way people behave, and even if it does, is it practical to track and measure this? If it is really important for you to know about the impact you are having on behaviour, you need to know what the resource implications are, and whether you and your funders can provide these resources and access the appropriate expertise. If you want to assess changes in behaviour you’ll need to know what the baselines were and will need some sort of ongoing contact to monitor change. You might rely on self-evaluation, but you may want independent verification. Either way, you will need resources and expertise capable of delivering this sort of evidence.

Results - long-term impact

Tracking people with whom you have engaged over an extended period is the most straightforward way of assessing long-term impact. However if you only track the people you engaged with, there is no ‘control group’ to allow you to ascribe changes to your project rather than to other influences. The resource implications for this are considerable – it is only practical for large scale projects with budgets to match.

Gathering data
Quantitative research
Quantitative research is best suited to answering questions about how many people did or thought something. You can also ask them ‘how much’, ‘to what extent’ and other ‘measure’ type questions. There are two underlying principles to quantitative research:
· every respondent should be asked the same questions in the same way so that the answers can be added together; and

· the information collected is representative of all the people that took part in or used your project.

When drawing a sample to be representative of your ‘users’ everyone you reach with your project should have an equal chance of being asked to respond, although there is a cost-quality trade off and some sampling methods are better at this than others. It is about avoiding bias. 

The types of sampling techniques used to collect quantitative data representative of users are:

· Census – collecting information from everyone who engaged with the project.

· Systematic sampling – taking every ‘nth’ person who passes a particular spot or accesses a website, requests a pack etc.
· Quota sampling – if you know that 50% of your audience will be female then you set a quota of 50% of your sample to be female. Which females you ask will then be random.
You can also use simple methods to create a sample, like those born on a certain date in the month – e.g. in larger projects, taking those born on three random dates for every month of the year generally yields a 10% sample.

Some people you ask to take part will not do so. The main difficulty is that those who enjoyed the project will be more likely to respond than those who didn’t. Using interviewers usually means that you get a more representative sample than relying on self-completion as there is more pressure on people to take part. If you cannot be sure that those who didn’t respond are no different than those who did, make sure you include the limitations of your data in your report.
There are four basic quantitative data collection techniques:
· Face-to-face interviews

· Telephone interviews

· Self-completion on paper

· Self-completion electronically.

For small, live events, the most likely method will be self-completion on paper, where questionnaires are distributed and attendees are encouraged to complete and return them at the end of the event or post them back later. For some events, face-to-face interviews with a sample of attendees is another option. These are tools for immediate feedback, but a more considered response can be gained from using follow-up interviews, questionnaires etc.
Qualitative research

Qualitative methods enable you to address deeper questions, such as why people did or didn’t like a project, why they thought it was good or bad, and what you could change about it. As it is about depth of understanding, samples are usually small – you don’t need to talk to many people before you stop getting new information. Qualitative research is usually conducted via individual in-depth interviews or group discussions/focus groups.

In-depth interviews are useful for situations where replies may be sensitive, or when you need to collect individual information such as work histories. Group discussions are useful when you want people to bounce ideas off one another and bring different perspectives and experiences to bear. You should use small groups to encourage discussion.
Usual practice for discussion groups is for a facilitator to set out issues to cover. The facilitator should respond to the participants, following up issues they raise whilst ensuring that you cover the issues you want to. This approach allows respondents to add in things you might not have thought to ask by letting them take the lead rather than being led by structured questionnaires. Since the facilitator needs to focus on directing the group, a tape-recording of the session is useful. Alternatively, it is also useful to have a note-taker to support the facilitator. Direct quotes can be useful in reporting to funders as they often give a flavour of the project, participants and how things went.
Observational research
Observation involves the planned watching, recording and analysis of observed behaviour as it occurs in a ‘natural’ setting. In most cases you will be observing people interacting with your project. It is particularly useful for understanding how people use websites and CD-ROMS or flow through an exhibition, as well as to explore how to get people to actively engage with talks and discussions.
Observation throughout the evaluation process enables evaluators to understand individuals’ engagement with specific tasks and processes; understand individuals’ attitudes and relationships in context; and define key issues that may be followed up in interviews and surveys. It helps the evaluator to form relationships with the participants, which will help with follow-up interviewing, and eliminates the bias of self-reporting inherent in interviews and surveys.

Other tools for qualitative research
· Visitors book – a way of capturing the thoughts of visitors and getting feedback. However, only highly motivated individuals will give comments, so they will not be representative of your achieved or target audience.

· Record keeping – self observation: it may be a ‘field diary’ which records your thoughts and feelings throughout the process as well as reflections on the process itself. It can be a useful resource when looking at how you could do things better in the future.

· Media impact – measuring the impact of this can be difficult. Some people measure column inches and use the sales/readership figures of the publication to estimate the numbers reached. However, not everyone reads every page of a newspaper or magazine and the impact on readers is generally unknown. With TV and radio, viewing and listening figures may be available but data on impact is unlikely to be available.
Data handling – tools and techniques

Quantitative data

Coding – the first thing to do with questionnaires is to code questions where respondents have entered their own answers rather than ticking a box. Read through all responses for Q1, all responses to Q2 etc, looking for similar responses to allow you to draw up a ‘code frame’ for each question. This allows you to add together similar responses, giving each code a number. You will then read each questionnaire and put the appropriate code(s) by the side of the question – it is this number that will be entered on spreadsheets, not verbatim comments.

Data entry – if you are using paper questionnaires, you will need to input your data. If you only have a small number of respondents, you could do your analysis by hand by just counting through the questionnaires. However, if you want to do any analysis beyond total counts of how many people gave each answer, or you have more respondents, the simplest way to analyse small datasets is to use spreadsheets.

Qualitative data
This is gathered by recording discussions. Recording may be literal (audio/visual) or via note taking to record key points. You can also use flip charts, which allows respondents to confirm that you have accurately recorded what they meant. This approach also means that some analysis is being undertaken during the discussion, as key points are identified and recorded by the group.
Analysis of recorded conversations can be undertaken by making transcripts or by making notes and recording quotes. Key points to look for include:

· Main and sub-themes and issues across groups and individuals

· Ideas from participants that will support the development of your project

· Tracking individuals through the discussion, exploring how and why views change, and any preconceived or hyperbolic views

· The context and interpretation of comments

· Illustrative quotes for the final report

· The language used – this will help with the design of quantitative questionnaires.

The table below may help you think about the type of information you want to collect depending on the delivery method you are using, and how you might obtain information to see whether you have met your objectives:

	
	Discussion/

meeting/talk
	Website
	Products (eg CD ROM)
	Exhibition/ open day
	Show/ Play
	Competition

	Monitoring Data

	Number of people
	Count people on entry
	Count hits
	Number distributed
	Count people on entry
	Count audience
	Count entries

	Types of people
	Categorise people at registration, by observation or questionnaire
	Pop-up questionnaires on site, or registration procedures
	Use of order/ request forms and questionnaires
	Categorise people on entry by registration or questionnaire
	Ticket sales or booking mechanisms to gather information
	Use entries to gather data on types of entrants

	Evaluation Data

	Baseline
	To measure change, you need a baseline from before the audience engaged with your project, and another set of data taken after they took part. You will need to ask the same questions before and after.

	Change views/ attitudes
	Ask people for baseline views on a questionnaire when they register to attend
	Registration questionnaire on the site
	Distribution methods will affect the ability to collect initial data. An ordering mechanism allows data to be gathered
	Ask for baseline views on a questionnaire when they register to come or buy tickets
	Ask for baseline views on a questionnaire when they register for tickets
	Building in an initial data gathering exercise will allow baseline data to be gathered

	Change behaviour
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Increase interest
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Increase knowledge
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Quality/Fit for purpose

	Strengths/ Weaknesses
	Observe the event. Exit questionnaires, follow up focus groups or questionnaires
	Include questions on this in a questionnaire hosted on the site
	Follow-up questionnaires and focus groups
	Exit or follow-up questionnaires. Short face-face interviews during event. Observation
	Follow-up questionnaires. Group discussions
	Use entry mechanisms to gather feedback

	Interaction with project
	Observation of dynamics will help you plan better events in the future
	Record the order in which pages are accessed, and dwell time on each page
	Observations of users and questionnaires
	Observation. In-depth interviews, focus groups or questionnaires. Feedback from staff/colleagues
	Observation. Questionnaires
	Implicit in taking part, use entry numbers as a measure

	Dialogue

	Obtain views on issue
	Listening to conversations, record key points
	An interactive email facility will allow this
	Not a good medium for getting people’s views. Can use these as stimulus for group discussions and questionnaires
	Comment books and exit questionnaires. Build in opportunity for staff/ colleagues to engage with visitors
	Not usually designed for giving feedback. Can use debate after the performance
	Can build this into the entry process, but not a normal mechanism for getting people’s views


Annex 1 – Designing questionnaires for self completion quantitative surveys
Length
Keep it focused, simple to complete, and as short as possible – definitely no more than two pages. It is tempting to throw in a lot of questions, but the longer the questionnaire, the less likely people are to fill it in and the more likely that you will have missing answers. It will also take you longer to analyse and process the information.

Issues to consider:

· You should make sure that the respondent finds the experience straightforward and useful. 

· If using pre-coded questions, you need to be confident that the categories chosen reflect the spectrum of actual experience. You should always have an ‘Other’ category to capture anything you have missed.

· Make sure your language is appropriate to your audience.

· Make sure your respondent has the chance to say what is on their mind with a general open-ended question at the end of the form.

· Pilot the questionnaire on a few people before circulating it widely; this will help identify any difficulties with wording or concepts.

Structure

· Move from simple, non-sensitive questions to those that require more thought and maybe more personal information.
· Most questionnaires will benefit from a mix of closed (pre-coded) and open questions, where people enter their response in their own words.

· Avoid long batteries of scales, as respondents will drift. Break up longer questionnaires visually.
· Sensitive and demographic data (age, sex, ethnicity etc) are usually best placed at the end.

· Do not request information that you do not plan to use – it wastes everyone’s time.

Analysis
· Plan time and resources needed for coding, data entry, analysis and reporting. This will help you decide whether to handle it yourself or pass it to a third party.

· A simple spreadsheet will allow you to do quite a lot of analysis of the data.

Maximising response rates
· Distribute questionnaires at the start of the event, and ask people to complete it before they leave.
· Make it short, simple and relevant.

· Consider providing an incentive to complete the questionnaire, such as a free gift or prize.

· Use pre-paid envelopes to increase responses when asking respondents to post back replies.

· Follow-up by telephone can be relatively quick and improve the response rate significantly.

Using scales
The 1 – 5 Likert scale is the most commonly used form of rating. The scale is usually anchored descriptively: 5= agree strongly, 4=agree, 3=neither agree nor disagree, 2=disagree, 1=disagree strongly. Another option is to present respondents with statements to choose between, asking them to tick the one that best fits their view. You can then present the percentage of respondents who agree with each statement.
Reluctance to give feedback

The key is to ensure that people understand that their feedback is important and can help you. Emphasise that critical feedback is useful and as welcome as positive feedback. Leaving questionnaires for the audience to complete on leaving the event is that those who had a good time are most likely to fill it in. Those who hated it are more likely to complete it than those who just had an OK time. So unless you have some way of randomly selecting people and ensuring that a high proportion of those targeted complete the questionnaire, you must be aware that the results will not necessarily be representative of your whole audience. Take into account the proportion of your sample that responded. The higher the response rate, the more representative the results will be.
