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EVALUATION TECHNIQUES
There’s more than one  
way to evaluate a  
program. How can 
grant makers choose 
creatively among the 
available techniques?

In this evolving series, 
GrantCraft asks grant 
makers and grantees to 
describe how and why 
they used a specific  
evaluation technique. 

Each short guide steers 
clear of jargon to offer 
answers to common  
questions, a resource list, 
and a minicase study.  
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“It’s not only about doing right things, but doing 
things right. Being clear about what you’re  
aiming for. It’s testing your compass.”

Making Measures Work for You
Outcomes and Evaluation
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 2 What are “outcomes,” and what are the 
implications of trying to measure them? 
The purpose of outcomes measurement — to put a spotlight on what 
a program is accomplishing, rather than simply looking at the inter-
ventions themselves — is certainly important. Yet measuring out-
comes can be a tricky and sometimes contentious business.

 4 A mini-case study: Using outcomes in 
evaluation to improve learning 
After agreeing reluctantly to undertake a formal outcomes evaluation, 
a school principal and her staff found that the process strengthened 
their commitment to assessment and learning.

 5 Common questions about outcomes 
measurement
Before entering the philosophical debate about outcomes-oriented 
evaluation, it makes sense to consider some practical concerns: 
what’s the purpose, what are the risks, and what resources are out 
there to help grant makers?

 8 Measurement matters: Seven tensions
Outcomes measurement has provoked refl ection, and a fair amount 
of outright controversy, among evaluators, grant makers, and prac-
titioners in the fi eld. The debate can be traced to seven intertwined 
tensions.  
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Ethnographic Approaches to Evaluation
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 2 What is ethnography?
Ethnographers work inside the organization or community they’re 
studying, taking part in its daily life.  At the same time, they 
maintain their perspective as outside observers.

 4 Why use ethnography?
Ethnography is a way of telling a story. But what kind of story 
can it tell? In this section, grant makers and grantees explain how 
they have used ethnography to document a process of change, 
understand a culture, refi ne their program planning, and more.

 6 Common questions about ethnographic  
evaluation
Can ethnography be used alongside a quantitative evaluation?  How 
do ethnographers do their work? How do grantees and others react 
to having an ethnographer in their midst? And what useful products 
can emerge? This section covers some of the predictable questions 
that arise when considering, planning, or using an ethnographic 
approach.  
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 2 What is a “theory of change”? 
By mapping a process of change from beginning to end, a theory of 
change establishes a blueprint for the work ahead and anticipates 
its likely effects. A theory of change also reveals what should be 
evaluated, when, and how.

 4 Why would a grant maker develop and use 
a theory of change?
Developing a theory of change may sound complicated, but many 
grant makers have found that the process can help to clarify and 
simplify people’s thinking. This section outlines some practical 
advantages of developing a theory of change within your foundation 
or with grantees.

 6 A mini-case study: Theory of change as
the basis for strategic planning
To prepare for a major capacity-building grant, one foundation 
invited its prospective grantee to draft a theory of change. More than 
just a planning exercise, the process drove the organization’s leader-
ship team to articulate some basic assumptions about their work. 

 9 Common questions about theory of change
In this section, grant makers answer some recurring theory of change 
questions: Is theory of change for foundations, or grantees, or both? 
How do foundations help grantees with the process? How does 
theory of change lend itself to evaluation, or to assessing the impact 
of a foundation’s grant making? 
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2 What is collaborative inquiry, and when is
it useful?
Some grant makers have found that learning together – with grantees,
constituents, partners, funders, and others – can be a useful way to
approach an evaluative task.  Here, grant makers describe the basic
ingredients of those exercises and reflect on what makes them valuable.

4 A Mini-Case Study: Using collaborative
inquiry to support growth in a new field
Sensing a new trend in the field of youth development, one funder
opened a process of collaborative inquiry to help key organizations
share what they were learning and improve their practice. 

6 Common questions about collaborative
inquiry
Participants in learning collaboratives address a range of practical ques-
tions about everything from power imbalances, to the role of experts, to
the times when the collaborative model isn’t a good idea. We end with
a list of things that grant makers should consider before setting out on
this path, and a similar list for grantees.

Learning Together
Collaborative Inquiry among Grant Makers and
Grantees
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 2 What is participatory action research?  
As a tool for evaluation, participatory action research (PAR) works in 
two important ways: it produces evidence about an ongoing process 
of change, and it promotes learning among the people closest to the 
change. PAR can help ignite a cycle of inquiry that is participatory, 
committed to action, and attuned to the demands of rigorous research.

 4 Two mini-case studies  
The two projects described here, one from the United States and 
the other from China, illustrate the versatility of participatory action 
research. Despite their obvious differences, the projects were 
similar in using research methods that opened up new pathways 
of communication and understanding. In each case, participants 
came away with specifi c solutions, along with a greater capacity to 
solve future problems.

 6 Common questions about participatory 
action research
As one evaluator noted, certain questions come up again and again 
as people get used to the idea that participatory evaluation can 
be useful and valid. This section covers practical issues — roles, 
demands, and costs — as well as more philosophical concerns, such 
as dealing with power disparities. It also lays out guidelines for 
grant makers as they consider the approach or get involved with a 
PAR project.
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