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Foreword

Making Evaluation Matter
Does evaluation add value to philanthropy? When more than 50 members of the
Evaluation Roundtable gathered at the California Endowment’s Center for
Healthy Communities in Los Angeles in June 2006, that critical question topped
the agenda. Participants took a hard look at the various roles of evaluation in
foundations in an effort to determine whether and where foundation evaluators
contribute substantively to grantmaking. Who would miss them if they
disappeared? What decisions can they inform? What are the issues, dynamics and
problems that make the job what it is? Where and how could evaluation
information really make foundations become excellent?
And what is the state of evaluation in foundations today? Judging from the threeday meeting, “varied” would be an understatement. When participants initially
were asked what image comes to mind when they think of their job, there were
almost as many answers as people in the room. “Organizational therapist.”
“Critic.” “Interloper.” “Contortionist.” “Herding angry cats.” “Pulling the curtain
back.” “Reality checker.” Only late in the discussion did anyone mention the role
of “evaluator”—and by then it was clear that many evaluation staff are buckling
under the ambiguity and weight of such an assortment of roles.
When asked what stood in the way of a more effective use of evaluation,
participants identified a wide range of constraints—lack of time, clarity,
organizational commitment, staff resources, support from program staff, support
from leadership—nearly stopping evaluation in its tracks. Sobering news, to be
sure, but these issues also fueled a strong consensus: if evaluation is to be worth
its while, it is up to evaluators themselves to help foundations get through this
confusion, move past these constraints, and build greater clarity about
evaluation’s goals, limits and potential.
Foundations must make and demonstrate greater impact—each participant
agreed. The challenge on the table: How can foundation leaders and evaluation
professionals enter into an agreement to realize this aim? It was a critical,
probing and passionate two-day discussion. Participants—primarily evaluation
directors with several program officers and executives—openly questioned each
other. They scrutinized their own practice. They acknowledged confusion and
struggle around organizational roles. They examined current reality and imagined
ideal scenarios. They recognized today as a most fertile time for philanthropy and
played with ways for evaluation to help the sector achieve more tomorrow.

Making Evaluation Matter
Report from 2006 Evaluation Roundtable

Page 1

And they consistently asked a critical question that goes to the heart of the
matter: If a foundation doesn’t know where it’s going, how can evaluation staff
measure whether it’s getting there? This issue was the subtext for much of the
three-day discussion. Ambiguity and ambivalence on the part of foundation
boards and executives about setting overall foundation goals, and identifying the
means by which they will be achieved, emerged as leading root causes—not only
of the confusion surrounding the role of evaluation but why evaluation often falls
short of its promise. So it came as little surprise when one outspoken participant
pointed the finger at the group itself, asking whether evaluation staff were ready
to call the big question: Are foundations willing to know whether they are
effective or not?
This report presents the ideas and next steps emerging from the conversation. It’s
divided into two sections. The first is what might be seen as diagnosis of the
problem—those issues and obstacles that, participants argued, stand in the way of
foundations getting the most from what evaluation can offer. The second section
is an action agenda, informed by the meeting, to make evaluation matter. While it
may not be possible to find the support necessary to undertake all the actions
proposed in the report, four steps can be considered the most critical to achieving
evaluation’s promise. They are:
1. Clarifying evaluation’s “value proposition” for the field of philanthropy.
2. Developing new ways of talking about and implementing evaluation work and
learning to create better possibilities for evaluators to collaborate with foundation
staff and leadership.
3. Understanding the political work that evaluators must undertake to build
meaningful alliances with foundation boards and leaders.
4. Developing a flexible yet rigorous approach to building frameworks for foundation
accountability that key constituencies will find both meaningful and appropriate.
In the months to follow, members of the Evaluation Roundtable will mobilize to
implement this agenda, as one avenue to realize evaluation’s promise in the field
of philanthropy. I hope you will join us.
Patricia Patrizi
October 2006

Making Evaluation Matter
Report from 2006 Evaluation Roundtable

Page 2

Part 1:
Diagnosing Why Evaluation Can Fall Short
Participants explored five factors that limit the use and effective practice of evaluation in
foundations: leader ambivalence, conflict avoidance, program disconnect, role confusion and
culture misfit.

LEADER AMBIVALENCE
Many participants rallied around the challenge issued by one speaker that evaluation should “come
out of the closet,” particularly with foundation leaders such as board members and executives.
While the group at first pointed to the culture of many foundations as an obstacle to evaluation’s
optimal use, the conversation quickly focused on what is often the paramount force behind a
foundation’s culture: its leadership. “The CEO has enormous power to determine organizational
culture and how evaluation is perceived,” said one. Do those leaders—board members and
executives—understand evaluation? What stands in the way of greater leadership support for the
practice?
Other reasons for evaluation ambivalence among leaders emerged from
the discussion. Some pointed to the fact that evaluation is not perceived
by many, or perhaps even most, foundation leaders as part of the
foundation’s core business—making grants. It is a well-recognized
pattern in philanthropy that getting money out the door is a paramount
imperative, brought on by the threat of an excise tax levied against
foundations that have not met payout requirements.

“The CEO has
enormous power to
determine culture
and how evaluation is
perceived.”

Other speakers underscored the modest appetite of board members and
executives for the complexities of evaluation. “The story is often more
complicated than executives want to hear,” said one. With a few notable exceptions, most
participants could not point to boards that regularly deliberate upon evidence of strategy execution
and ultimate outcomes. Still others discussed more systemic issues. “What defines excellence in the
foundation’s work is not about impact but about process, politics, and relationships,” one
participant observed.
Many participants acknowledged a gap in their understanding about what foundation leaders want
from evaluation. What do leaders value about the information evaluation offers? What questions
are CEOs asking, and what questions are they being asked? Most participants believed that
evaluation staff and consultants tend to have more information than CEOs use in responding to
those questions and pointed out the rare occasion when evaluation data is presented or sought as a
way to assess different approaches to grantmaking. Indeed, only one representative in the room
could state unambiguously that the leadership of his foundation actually managed program strategy
formation and ongoing decision making with the systematic use of evaluation data.
Making Evaluation Matter
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Finally, participants underscored the importance of organizational structure—where evaluation
staff are located within the hierarchy of their institutions. “It depends on where you sit,” said one.
“Do you report to the CEO or not? Do you present to the board or not?” The evaluation directors at
the meeting alone displayed a broad range of structural possibilities. Some report to vice presidents
of program; others to program directors, communications directors or planning vice presidents; and
a few report to the president. While there is no single right way to structure the role, participants
observed that evaluation staff are likely to be more successful when they are formally and
informally authorized by the highest level of leadership and endorsed by program leadership.
Other factors that also shape the success of the role include:
y

The foundation’s board, program, grantee, legal and policy environment

y

The level of support for organizational learning and risk-taking

y

How evaluation is defined

y

Whether there’s a tradition of evaluation in the foundation and the fields in which it works

y

What information is used by leadership to make decisions

y

What kind of thinking is generally valued by foundation leaders

y

CEO comfort with evaluation generally.

Discussion also focused on a perplexing inconsistency in board member perceptions. On the one
hand, the majority of evaluation directors see their board’s support for evaluation as low. On the
other hand, research indicates that board members are asking for the kind of information that
evaluation can provide. A Center for Effective Philanthropy study found a high level of
dissatisfaction among boards with the information they are given for decision making.1 According
to the study, boards want more involvement and information in assessing overall foundation impact
and the CEO’s performance. And yet there’s a disconnect. “If the lowest satisfaction level among
boards is with the information they receive to assess the foundation’s progress against its goals and
strategies,” asked one, “and that’s what information we (evaluators) provide, what’s the problem
here?” Participants believed that evaluation could generate more information for board members,
but identified two obstacles. One was a concern that CEOs and other gatekeepers don’t provide
enough opportunity for evaluation information to be shared with boards. The other was that
evaluation staff are rarely asked to present it. In both cases, boards are being deprived of the very
information they say they need.
Another issue relates to a potential disconnect between the more simplified metrics that board
members typically want and the more complex picture evaluation staff have to present. “I’ve been
in a lot of meetings where board members are frustrated that they don’t know how the foundation is
doing,” said one. “They ask: ‘Where are the data?’ And staff has the mentality: they don’t get how
complicated this is. The board will focus on comparative data and administrative ratios because
1

The Center for Effective Philanthropy, Beyond Compliance: The Trustee Viewpoint on Effective Foundation Governance.
Cambridge, MA: The Center for Effective Philanthropy.
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they’re quantifiable.” Said another, “The story is often more complicated than executives and
trustees want to hear.”
The critical role of executive and board support in evaluation success was highlighted in a systems
analysis drafted at the Roundtable meeting and shown below.

Executives send signals
to all that decisions are
based on evaluation.

Boards and executives
appreciate the use of
good information.

Level of
Leader’s
Support
Level of
Board
Support

Boards use evaluation
to help them consider
directions, gauge
progress, assess
performance, and
manage risk.

Utility
Of
Evaluation

Level of
Incentives

Quality
Of
Information

A suggested systems analysis of
evaluation success in a foundation

Motivated program
officers put in the
time and dollars to
get the information
they need, when they
need it.

Customer needs are
well understood.
Resources are applied
to get the right
information.

CONFLICT AVOIDANCE
Evaluation and performance data can cause conflict. Three sources of tension were identified.
First, determining evaluation’s role in a foundation inevitably requires coming to terms with the
institutional goals that should be evaluated, a complicated reckoning that many foundation leaders
choose to table rather than take on. “When you’re slipping and sliding on what you want to
achieve, it’s inevitable it will show up as ambivalence about evaluation,” said one. “Evaluation is
like the canary in the coal mine in how it’s an indicator of clarity.” In some cases, executives can’t
or won’t “drive for clarity on the board, so they arrive at an appeasement strategy and avoid the
conflict.” Assessing overall foundation effectiveness—one of evaluation’s greatest potential uses—
becomes all but impossible in the face of goal avoidance. “The biggest potential opportunity is to
become the resource that collects the information that allows for some understanding of the overall
Making Evaluation Matter
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performance of the foundation,” said one. “But how are you going to assess performance against
overall strategy and goals when you don’t know what the strategy and goals are?”
Second, evaluation practice often suffers when foundations don’t come to terms with the
dissonance between their stated visions on the one hand and actual institutional incentives on the
other. In short, as one participant observed, “incentives are focused on grants made, not grant
results.” The ever-present pressure to make grants can discourage attention to learning, strategy and
impact assessment. “The unit of work in foundations is making
individual grants,” said one. “This isn’t the same as social change.”
“The dynamics of our financing keeps people running ahead,
“Evaluation is like the
forced to get money out the door,” said another. Evaluation issues
canary in the coal
can get shunted aside in the grantmaking scramble, and many
mine—it’s an
evaluation staff feel distanced from “the core business of making
indicator of clarity.”
grants,” especially when their role threatens to slow down
grantmaking operations.
Third, evaluation can suffer when issues of accountability are
ignored or dismissed. The consensus: clarifying views on accountability is essential to good
philanthropy as well as good evaluation practice; avoiding the issue undermines both. Admittedly,
although there is much discussion about accountability in the philanthropic sector, there is little
consensus about what it is. “Trustees tend to think differently about accountability from staff and
very differently from evaluators,” one participant said. “The fact that different stakeholders think
differently about accountability is an important reality.” For instance, some observed unexplored
perceptions among foundation staff that accountability conflicts with learning. “There is a cultural
knee-jerk reaction in many organizations that when you talk about accountability it conjures up
notions of social control and that learning is undermined,” said one participant. “In some
organizations accountability and learning have become oppositional forces.”
Some foundation leaders and staff avoid discussing accountability altogether—simply because they
can. “Foundations do what they want to do and there’s no consequence,” said one. “We operate in
a context of virtually no accountability. Human beings tend to do badly in such a context.” Another
commented that foundations are increasingly getting lost in a sea of buzz words such as
“accountability” and “transparency” without genuinely grappling with these issues. As a remedy,
evaluation can play an important role in clarifying what accountability means and requires. It can
help foundations move beyond this impasse.
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PROGRAM DISCONNECT
“The big issue,” said one participant, “is whether the evaluation function is or is not integrated into
program.” Program integration—and the successes and struggles evaluation and program staff have
had in achieving it—emerged as a hot topic. Can evaluation have an “equal place at the table,”
influencing and informing decisions about program strategy and
implementation? Two obstacles were identified as standing in the way.

“My evaluation role is
The first has to do with sequence. In foundations where there is an
totally defined by
evaluation-program disconnect, it often happens because evaluation
who I work with and
timing and utilization is out of phase with program time. “Evaluation
how I work with them.
often doesn’t happen before a program decision needs to be made,” said
It’s a consultantone. Because evaluation can lag behind in this way, Mike Bailin, former
client model.”
president of the Edna McConnell Clark Foundation, once called
evaluation in many foundations “more of a post-mortem than a checkup.” However, two others were quick to point out that this problem is being corrected in many
foundations that are supporting evaluations with rapid feedback loops built in.
The second integration obstacle noted by participants is resistance from program staff themselves.
A number of perceptions were cited as contributing to this resistance, including the sense that
“evaluation encroaches on program responsibilities,” the belief that “evaluation dilutes program
dollars and doesn’t add commensurate value back” and the view of “evaluation as a tax on program
dollars.” Others pointed out that program staff take the lead from executives: if there’s sufficient
push from the top, program staff will follow suit; in the absence of that push, resistance will often
grow. Another factor in occasional resistance is less tangible: the quality of relationships between
evaluation and program staff. “My evaluation role is totally defined by whom I work with and how
I work with them,” said one. “It’s a consultant-client model with program staff.”
ROLE CONFUSION
It’s the call that search firms dread. Numerous head hunters say that finding the right evaluation
staff for foundation clients is one of their most grueling challenges. Reflecting the ambiguity that
most evaluation staff consider to be part of the territory they walk in, search firms have a difficult
time getting clarity from their clients about the purpose of these jobs Searches start and then stop.
Some searches stir a hornet’s nest of internal tensions, as it becomes clear, for example, that
executives are looking to an evaluation position to serve as a kind of check on the otherwise
highly-valued independent program entrepreneur. While none of this is particularly surprising or
wrong, when these aspects of the evaluator’s role go unarticulated, it can lead to confusion and
conflict.
Judging from the meeting discussions, the main reason that evaluation job searches scare away
head hunters is the desire to have the evaluation person play every unfilled role in the organization
related to knowledge management as well as staff and strategy development. This leads to many
expectations, little focus. The sheer number of roles that participants said they were expected to
Making Evaluation Matter
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play—from “critic” to “contortionist,” from “teacher” to “reformer,” from “miner” to “diplomat”—
made it impossible to dismiss the issue of role confusion as simply the distortion of a handful of
organizations. (See the full map of roles identified, on page 19.)
There is also a clear dissonance between a position designed to bolster and demonstrate
organization effectiveness and one that is, in practice, dispatched to address a variety of foundation
concerns that may or may not be related to evaluation. Indeed, the meeting’s initial discussion of
job expectations highlighted this tension. Many of the “evaluation” roles identified touch on the
internal psychological health of the organization as much as its external program impact:
“organizational therapist,” “herding angry cats,” and so on. When evaluation staff are expected to
spend more time solving problems across the foundation rather than evaluating the results of
grantmaking, it can signal a deeper problem: a lack of clarity at the outset about intended impact.

CULTURE MISFIT
Why do evaluation staff feel like they’re on the outside looking in? Evaluation staff often have
very different personalities and styles of working from program staff, according to some. “People
hide when they see I’m coming,” one participant said in a small group
brainstorm. “Our success rests so much on aspects of organizational
“Our success rests
culture,” said another, “and we’ve been marginalized.” It’s also the
so much on aspects
pervasive “culture of the individual” within foundations, a context in
of organizational
which program staff often have no clear hierarchy of accountability.
This is due, in part, to the fact that it is often only evaluation staff who
culture, and we’ve
can or will point out that a strategy is misaligned with the goals of a
been marginalized.”
program or the institution as a whole, observations that can ruffle
feathers and meet with resistance more than engagement.
The ability of evaluation staff to work effectively in the foundation culture is a professional
requirement, not to be dismissed. Style influences substance. “There are lots of people out there
who have technical skills to be good evaluators,” one participant observed, “but the talent pool
shrinks when it comes to working in the maelstrom of foundation culture.” Certainly, all could
point to situations where evaluation staff had contributed to problems or “poisoned the pool” in a
foundation.
And then there is the left brain-right brain gulf that came up several times during the conference, a
divide that runs through not only foundation halls but board rooms, with the vast majority of
evaluation professionals standing on the left bank. “Evaluation often attempts to impose a rational
model on what is a values-driven and emotional enterprise,” said one participant. “In the
organizations where we work, people are driven by values and emotions. I don’t see that as a
negative; you have to acknowledge it and adjust your approach.” Another asked bluntly, “Do
evaluation people have the emotional intelligence that is needed? Impatience is one way that
evaluation people get in their own way.”
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Even as they pointed the finger first at themselves, participants also said that cultural obstacles to
optimal foundation use of evaluation often run deeper than working style. Fear of failure
throughout foundation halls can frequently contribute to the marginalization of evaluation staff, and
the tough news they might bear. “Institutional politics affect evaluation,” said a participant. “In
particular, program staff want to look good in front of the president, and the president and staff
want to look good in front of the board.” Another observed that too many evaluation professionals
cave to this strong current. “Lack of courage on the part of evaluation
staff to confront leaders or colleagues with evidence of failure” is a
Evaluation could be
problem, the participant said. “We need to stand up for what the data
more consistently
say and what’s required to get the data.”

positioned as an
In turn, participants aspired to a foundation organizational culture
effective path to
whose qualities fully support evaluation, qualities such as: “truth
mitigate risk and
telling,” “deep authenticity,” “alignment of learning with mission.”
maximize probability
Said one participant, “Evaluation staff have to help create a culture
of success.
where bad news is good news because failures are another lesson
learned.” They also could more consistently position evaluation as an
effective path to mitigate risk and maximize probability of success.
Formative evaluation—that is, assessment that informs programs as they evolve—could quite
legitimately be cast as a risk management technique, one that would make great sense to
foundation leaders seeking to manage and minimize unnecessary risk. “Somehow,” said a
participant, “the job of continuous strategy development has not made it into the way foundations
work and manage themselves.”
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Part 2:
Moving an Action Agenda
The promise of evaluation can be found in how it enables foundations to learn from their work,
demonstrate accountability to stakeholders, improve their own practices and those of the field, and
ultimately achieve their missions. The action agenda in this section, informed by discussions at the
2006 Evaluation Roundtable, seeks to transform this promise into reality.
The past decade has witnessed a rapid evolution of evaluation in foundations. On the positive side,
philanthropy’s use of evaluation has moved from a narrowly construed focus on post-hoc program
evaluation, using a limited and not always appropriate set of tools, to a broad set of evaluative
approaches relevant to all stages of grantmaking and other aspects of foundation functioning. The
evaluation tool kit has certainly expanded and improved.
On the negative side, significant barriers still inhibit many foundations from fully embracing
evaluation, even at some foundations where evaluation practices have had the most enthusiastic
uptake. Many of the barriers identified by the field’s most experienced evaluators at the 2006
Evaluation Roundtable stem from their perception that much of foundation leadership, at the
executive and board levels, has not fully recognized evaluation’s potential. Simply put, leaders
have not created the cultures, structures and practices within their own institutions, and throughout
the field of philanthropy, that lead evaluative approaches to learning to be valued as essential tools
for achieving foundations’ missions.
The Roundtable participants agreed that now is the time for evaluators in the field of philanthropy
to move from analysis to action—namely, to bring the best work of evaluation to the center of
foundation decision making. Collectively, they recognized that we know a great deal about what
foundations need to change to make better decisions, be more effective, and be more accountable.
We also know how to help grantees do the same. But it is up to us to make the case for this view.
At the Roundtable, we learned about various examples of foundations already working in new
ways that move them closer to effective and accountable grantmaking. In the room we found
examples of foundations where:
y

Many large programs produce good, evaluative information.

y

Tight and challenging theories of change guide the work of grantees.

y

The pressure of a deadline for one foundation to spend down its corpus and close its doors
drives it as never before to evaluate progress made toward having an impact.

y

Rapid feedback systems in ongoing evaluations provide decision makers timely and robust
information to improve program performance.
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y

Serious dedication to community-based, evaluative learning is evident, and drives
measurable change.

As a group, we became convinced that now is the time to act; to take the best of this work to the
broader field of philanthropy; and to create the demand necessary for these practices to be
understood, shared, and adopted by the nation’s funders. As evaluators, we must move from the
periphery of philanthropic work—from which we are able to add little that is used and less that is
valued—to its center, positioning ourselves to have an impact on the ways that foundations make
decisions and allocate resources.
The Roundtable meeting surfaced clear opportunities to put this situation right.

OPPORTUNITY A:
BUILDING FOUNDATION BOARD AND EXECUTIVE SUPPORT FOR EVALUATION
Dr. Robert K. Ross, CEO of the California Endowment, encouraged participants to show
foundation executives and board members what evaluation is contributing to the work of those
foundations that have built it into their operations, and what more it could contribute generally to
the impact of the field if it were valued and backed by leadership. This challenge stimulated the
group to consider how evaluation can move to a more central position in the day-to-day work of
foundation decision making. If we are to accomplish this, however, we require more and better
knowledge of the needs of our constituents. We must get clearer about how, concretely, decision
making grounded in evaluation practice and evaluative learning can be adopted and implemented
even in small foundations with few resources. We must define what success will look like. “The
CEO has enormous power to determine culture and how evaluation is perceived,” said one
participant. “Evaluation leaders need to understand the dynamic that hinders uptake of their
products and services by such executives, and what keeps boards from demanding such an uptake.”
Action 1. Create a shared vision of evaluation for effective philanthropy
Evaluation staff and foundation leadership alike suffer from an under-appreciation of the demands
of their respective roles. Evaluation needs more and better information about how boards,
executives and program leaders think about their jobs, the demands placed upon them for
performance, their responsibilities to the public and how they define the purpose of their
foundations. Evaluation needs to communicate what it can do to address the needs identified and
make the case for how this can occur.
We recommend the development of an action research agenda to:
y

Create a series of discussions across these groups (foundation board members, executives
and evaluators) to forge a shared vision about the kinds of information that would indicate
whether and when a foundation is making progress and achieving its objectives.
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y

Explore means to link evaluation to foundation operations—that is, management of
program performance.

The purpose of this work is to find out, in specific terms, what leaders need and to clarify the
questions CEOs and board members ask themselves and are asked. To be more effective,
evaluation staff need to embrace the notion that CEO questions need to be evaluator questions.
Leaders need to understand that they have these questions to ask and a resource allowing them to
find answers.
Action 2. Use models to improve the practice of evaluation in foundations
To demonstrate how evaluation can help them become more effective, foundations can look to
exemplary practices already adopted, practices which can shed light on the following questions:
y

What are the necessary and sufficient elements of evaluation work that must be
implemented for a foundation to assess its efforts well, learn from them using robust
information, and ultimately be accountable for creating or adding to the social good?

y

How could evaluators work differently than they do now to bring added value to
foundations seeking to work in these new ways? And how could they help even poorlyresourced foundations?

y

What would need to shift within foundations’ cultures, practices, and staffing to make good
use of such systems?

y

How can boards best use evaluation, and what kind of relationships and engagement are
needed to support board/evaluation linkage?

This project would bring together groups of foundation leaders, program directors, and evaluators
to prepare a statement of how evaluation could help foundations become more effective and
accountable. It could take on the challenge of demonstrating that the results of effective
philanthropy can, indeed, be measured meaningfully and not necessarily at great cost. In these
ways, we can encourage and equip participants to weave evaluation into the fabric of their daily
operations, and use evaluative information when making decisions.
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OPPORTUNITY B:
LEVERAGING EVALUATION INFORMATION IN PROGRAM DECISIONS
Limited leadership support leads to poor utilization of evaluation information in program strategy
development and decision making. As one Roundtable participant put it, “We need to clarify the
value proposition of evaluation. Some foundations see it as just getting reports from grantees.” A
lack of integration with the decision making processes and structures of foundations sidelines
evaluation and undermines its use. Where evaluation is recognized as an important part of strategy
development, its potential value rises. In such circumstances, evaluation staff assume many
different roles to promote the use of evaluation. Consider the following descriptions of their work
that participants brought forward:
y

“I don’t provide information as much as consultation, tools, encouragement and resources
toward building a culture of evaluation and learning.”

y

“The idea is to get everyone in programs responsible for their evaluation....with evaluation
staff just responsible for quality control.”

y

“I actually provide more in terms of raising strategic questions than in offering evaluation
information.”

y

“We need to connect evaluation with strategy.”

Foundation evaluators need to think about not only what they can contribute to improving the work
of foundations, but where they need to be placed and how they need to work within foundations to
be effective.
Action 3. Highlight effective practices for engaging program officers in evaluation
Some foundations have done better than others in building evaluation into program decision
making and generally engaging program officers in evaluation. Participants identified the need to
document and share good evaluation practices in working with program staff. They also suggested
a number of ways to do so:
y

Highlight models of evaluation engagement in program strategy development.

y

Identify successful incentives for learning.

y

Illustrate how evaluation has helped develop program goals and strategies by specifying
questions that will be raised over time, and by helping program officers to frame their own
questions for evaluation and learning.

y

Identify ways in which the need for timely information is addressed. Assess whether
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program staff have information when they need it and if evaluation staff are able to provide
requested information quickly.
y

Illustrate ways in which program staff, with evaluation’s help, regularly reflect upon
bumps in the road and lessons learned.

y

Create tools for program officers to work with grantees on evaluation.

In the future, the Roundtable or another suitable organization should collect and make available the
many ways some foundations have made headway toward better linkages between evaluation and
program staff. Ideas that surfaced include:
y

Develop a clearinghouse of effective evaluation practices.

y

Create peer to peer opportunities for sharing resources and solving problems.

Action 4. Integrate evaluation into program decision making
Evaluation has a better chance of making its way into decision making if it is integrated into
regular processes of program design, review, and resource allocation. Inevitably, this will require
the adoption of new practices, including (but not limited to):
y

Build money into grants budgets for up-front evaluation-grounded design, assessment, and
performance management efforts.

y

Make evaluation part of program strategy—from development to final reporting.

y

Align evaluation questions with foundations’ and grantees’ goals and objectives.

y

Develop rigorous, meaningful, plausible, doable, measurable theories of change attached to
each major strategy.

y

Develop regular occasions for program strategy review where program staff are required to
use evaluation information in their assessments and recommendations.

y

Develop regular learning sessions with program staff, using evaluation information as one
platform for reflection.

As with Action 3, evaluation staff need to learn about organizational structures and processes
proven successful in advancing decision making that links evaluation and program strategy.

Making Evaluation Matter
Report from 2006 Evaluation Roundtable

Page 14

OPPORTUNITY C:
POINTING THE WAY TO ACCOUNTABILITY
Broad frameworks for assessing and displaying the results of effective philanthropy exist. But they
are not widely known or shared. Nor are they all sufficient to the task of examining how and to
what extent foundations reach their programmatic goals. The challenge here is to create a
framework to assess program goal achievement. Roundtable participants believe that a strong and
clear approach to foundation accountability is possible, and that accountability and effectiveness
are linked.
Action 5. Develop frameworks and methods to assess foundation effectiveness and
provide assurances of accountability
Evaluation staff can be instrumental in developing approaches to assess effectiveness and provide a
viable framework for accountability that is meaningful, takes context into account, and leaves room
for learning from experience and adapting to changing circumstances. They can contribute to the
means to implement such frameworks.
This work will require the identification of constituencies to whom foundations are accountable,
and documenting the critical questions they are asking. Activities will include:
y

Develop a standard vocabulary for discussing accountability and related subjects in
sophisticated terms that do justice to the work at hand.

y

Enter into well planned discussions with key constituencies regarding these matters, using
the vocabulary we have developed.

y

Clarify the major elements of assessing foundation achievement, providing foundation
executives and board members with tools to investigate the fundamental questions that
they consider critical (Why? So what? What does success look like? How will we know
when we achieve it?).

Members of the Roundtable have taken the initiative to pull together a group to work on defining
foundation effectiveness from a programmatic perspective.
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Action 6. Develop and deepen the skills necessary to carry this agenda forward
Evaluation leaders are deeply aware of the need to build their own capacity to carry out this
agenda. We know that the work outlined is challenging, both personally and organizationally.
Exploring new uses of evaluation often requires the ability to handle difficult conversations that
people may want to avoid. And facilitating others to step up to their best performance demands
excellence from evaluation leaders to ask challenging questions with sufficient grace for others to
feel safe and ultimately rewarded by the experience. The following steps could prove useful in the
effort:
y

Develop exemplars of successful evaluations, with teaching notes.

y

Develop a bank of evaluators able to produce the kinds of information needed to advance
this work.

y

Offer skill development sessions at future Evaluation Roundtable meetings as well as other
strategically selected venues.

Ready for Action
Participants left the 2006 Evaluation Roundtable with a profound sense of urgency to elevate
evaluation’s use and contribution within philanthropy. Most believed that philanthropy as it is now
practiced—with little accountability and limited ways of demonstrating its impact—cannot go on
indefinitely. Some contended that foundations are on the verge of a crisis of confidence among
their constituents. All concluded that, in light of the increasingly bold ambitions of many American
foundations, the stakes couldn’t be higher. Against the backdrop of global development challenges,
increasingly acute social needs at home, and declining government funding, the cost of failure is
great. We can’t lose the opportunity to make more of a difference.
So it was no surprise that the three-day conference also ended with a deep appetite for action.
Evaluation staff from foundations across the nation are ready to push forward an aggressive agenda
of reform—to build foundation board and executive support for the practice, to leverage evaluation
information in program decisions, to use the discipline to help point the way to accountability. The
envisioned prize: a revitalized practice of evaluation in foundations, and a new use of that practice
to help philanthropy achieve, measure and demonstrate impact.

Making Evaluation Matter
Report from 2006 Evaluation Roundtable

Page 16

Acknowledgments
I am indebted to all those who collaborated on this effort. First and foremost, I’d like to thank the members
of the Evaluation Roundtable. I am also deeply grateful to our funders—the Annie E. Casey Foundation,
Edna McConnell Clark Foundation, W.K. Kellogg Foundation, John S. and James L. Knight Foundation,
Lumina Foundation for Education, The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, The Wallace Foundation and The
William Penn Foundation – as well as to our sponsors, The Barr Foundation and the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation.
I owe a special debt of gratitude to The California Endowment for hosting the three-day Evaluation
Roundtable meeting. Dr. Robert Ross delivered an inspiring welcome and challenged participants beyond
what any of us expected, and Astrid Hendricks Smith and her staff were wonderful in making the whole
event happen.
I’d also like to express my appreciation to the Bruner Foundation and the David and Lucile Packard
Foundation for underwriting the production of this report, as well as to David Barkan for his exceptional
facilitation skills, and Emily Shepard,who captured the group’s ideas so vividly.

About the Evaluation Roundtable
The Evaluation Roundtable is a group of evaluation executives and other senior leaders at US grantmaking
organizations who have formed a peer network around evaluation issues. The goals of the Roundtable are to
explore the role of evaluation in grantmaking, draw attention to emerging and effective practices and advance
learning through a case study approach. For more information about the Evaluation Roundtable, please
contact Patricia Patrizi.

About Patrizi Associates
Patrizi Associates consults with philanthropies and nonprofit organizations in the areas of evaluation,
strategic planning and organizational learning. The firm works across many fields, including the
environment, health care, human services, education and the arts. Patrizi Associates directs evaluations
nationally as well as internationally. Patricia Patrizi, Principal, started the firm in 1996, after having served
for eight years as the first Director of Evaluation at The Pew Charitable Trusts.
Patrizi is the founder of The Evaluation Roundtable. Also, she directed the Practice Matters project, which
produced a series of papers and corresponding discussion guides that tackle some of the most compelling
"best practice" issues in the field of philanthropy. Practice Matters is available through the Foundation
Center website, www.foundationcenter.org/for_grantmakers/practice_matters.
For more information, please contact:
Patricia Patrizi
Principal
Patrizi Associates
1528 Walnut Street, Suite 805
Philadelphia, PA 19102
215 732 2200, extension 235
patti@patriziassociates.com

Making Evaluation Matter
Report from 2006 Evaluation Roundtable

Page 17

Appendix A: A Visual Play-by-Play of the Meeting
Graphic Recordings by Emily Shepard

Roundtable leader Patti Patrizi
began the session with a set of
questions for participants. She
also encouraged them to think in
terms of a consultant model and
explore how they can help their
foundations, as clients, have more
impact.
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Next facilitator David Barkan engaged the large group in a brainstorm.
He asked participants, “How would you define what you do in your job,
and what images come to mind when you think of your work?” Graphic
Recorder Emily Shepard captured the discussion in the chart above.
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Later in the day, participants engaged in individual reflection, small
group reflection and a large group discussion on a series of questions
regarding their current reality, their aspirations, and the barriers that get
in the way.
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Day One ended with a shift to the analytical. Participants were asked to
explore connections among the aspirations, realities and barriers they
identified and suggest issues, problems and forces that emerged.
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During Day Two, individual groups each took on a different problem that emerged in the
previous day’s discussion. They were asked to identify components of the problem,
discuss current strategies they’ve used to address the problem, and explore new
approaches. The chart above documents strategies to address three of the areas
discussed: leader attitudes toward evaluation; evaluation’s position and integration within
the organization; building the capacity to do good evaluation work.
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The chart above documents the other three areas discussed: foundation accountability;
a systems analysis of the various problems; using evaluation to inform foundation
decision making. Overarching themes that emerged were also explored.
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Day Two ended with a focus on the evaluation job. First, small groups discussed this
challenge: If excellence is the prize and your aspirations are your guide, then what would
you need to change at a fundamental level to be great at your job? Then each small
group engaged in dialogue about what a new role might look like and what they might
strive to achieve. The large group reconvened, and participants identified components of
a new vision of what the role of Director of Evaluation might look and act like.
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