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Empowerment evaluation (EE) aims to increase the likelihood that programs
will achieve results by increasing the capacity of program stakeholders (any
individual, group, or organization that has an important interest in how well
a program functions) to plan, implement, and evaluate their own programs.
This chapter defines EE, proposes a set of principles for the theory and practice
of EE, and presents a case example to illustrate EE in action.

Getting to Know Empowerment Evaluation

Although EE is relatively new (it was introduced in 1992), it is gaining accep-
tance in mainstream evaluation circles. Since the publication of the seminal
book on EE (Fetterman, Kaftarian, & Wandersman, 1996), much work has been
done in the name of EE. In addition to schdlarly contributions and numerous
evaluations that labeled themselves as EE, the creation and establishment of
the American Evaluation Association’s Collaborative, Participatory, and
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Empowerment Evaluation topical interest group has provided fertile ground
for extended debate and discussion about the EE approach.

Definitions of Empowerment Evaluation

Fetterman (2001) defined EE as “the use of evaluation concepts, techniques,
and findings to foster improvement and self-determination” (p. 3). Although
this definition of EE has remained consistent since the onset of the approach,
the methods and principles of EE have continued to evolve and become more
refined over time. Wandersman’s description of EE places an explicit emphasis
on results:

The goal of empowerment evaluation is to improve program success. By
providing program developers with tools for assessing the planning, imple-
mentation, and evaluation of programs, program practitioners have the
opportunity to improve planning, implement with quality, evaluate out-
comes, and develop a continuous quality improvement system, thereby in-
creasing the probability of achieving results. (1999, p. 96)

Purposes of Empowerment Evaluation

EE expands the purpose, roles, and potential settings of evaluation beyond
that of traditional evaluation approaches.! However, this does not preclude the
need or diminish the importance of more traditional evaluation approaches
(Fetterman, 2001). The type of evaluation selected for a given program is best
determined by the goals and purposes of the evaluation. Theérefore, neither EE
nor traditional evaluation is inherently a “better” approach. Instead, each
evaluation approach is valuable when applied for purposes that are well-suited
to the strengths and intentions of the given approach (Chelimsky, 1997,
Patton, 1997).

Chelimsky (1997) described three purposes of evaluation, including:
(a) evaluation for development (informatioh collected to strengthen institu-
tions); (b) evaluation for accountability (mehsurement of results or efficiency);
and (c) evaluation for knowledge (acquisition of a more profound understanding
in some specific area or field; p. 10). EE is especially appropriate for the purpose
of development, because it actively seeks to develop people, programs, and
institutions. In addition, EE can also be used effectively for the purpose of
accountability, as stated in Wandersman’s definition of EE. The frameworks
and methodology (e.g., Prevention Plus III, Getting to Outcomes) created and
used by Wandersman and colleagues (e.g., Linney & Wandersman, 1991; Wan-
dersman, Imm, Chinman, & Kaftarian, 2000) are designed not only to improve
programs but to measure the results of programs (accountability). Although it

'Traditional (or independent) evaluation is characterized by greater autonomy of the evalua-
tor, the use of controlled research methods, and is most often used for the purpose of accountability
(Rossi, Freeman, & Lipsey, 1999).
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Table 8.1. Ten Principles of Empowerment Evaluation

Core values Principle 1. EE aims to influence the quality of
programs.

Principle 2. In EE, the power and the responsibility for
the evaluation lies with program stakeholders.

Principle 3. EE adheres to the evaluation standards.

Creating a culture that is Principle 4. Empowerment evaluators demystify

ready and interested in evaluation.

improvement Principle 5. Empowerment evaluators emphasize
collaboration with program stakeholders.
Principle 6. Empowerment evaluators increase
stakeholders’ capacity to conduct evaluation and to
effectively use results.
Principle 7. Empowerment evaluators use results in
the spirit of continuous quality improvement.

EE is a cyclical and Principle 8. EE is helpful at any stage of program
developmental process development.

Principle 9. EE influences program planning.

Principle 10. EE institutionalizes self-evaluation
among program staff.

is not a current emphasis of EE, in the future we hope to systematically explore
the potential usefulness of EE for the third purpose of research knowledge.

Guiding Principles of Empowerment Evaluation

EE is characterized by principles that represent EE’s stance on evaluation
ideology and practice. Table 8.1 represents,one way to organize the guiding
principles of EE. The first category consists of core values that are central to
the philosophy and practice of EE. The second category consists of principles
that relate to creating a culture that is ready and interested in improvement.
The third category includes principles that illuminate how EE is a cyclical and
developmental process. It is important to note that: (a) the principles represent
ideals; (b) the individual principles are not exclusively associated with EE; and
(c) it is the set of principles, taken as a whole, that distinguishes EE from
other approaches. .

Core Values of Empowerment Evaluation

When selecting any evaluation approach, it is important to ensure that the
core values of the selected approach match the needs of the program and its
stakeholders. The core values of EE are that it aims to influence the quality
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of programs, that the power and the responsibility for the evaluation lies with
the program stakeholders, and that it adheres to the evaluation standards.

PriNCIPLE 1: EMPOWERMENT EVALUATION AIMS TO INFLUENCE THE QUALITY OF
Programs. EE values program success. Accordingly, the EE approach seeks to
increase the likelihood that programs will achieve their desired outcomes. This
is in contrast to traditional evaluation, which values neutrality and objectivity
and wants to examine programs in their “natural state.” A traditional evaluator
tries to avoid influencing a program’s outcomes, and an empowerment evaluator
strives to positively influence a program’s degree of success. Some argue that
because empowerment evaluators are not neutral, evaluation findings are more
likely to be inaccurate because of the misrepresentation of data, biased research
questions, or misinterpretation of results. It is important to recognize that the
integrity of an evaluation can be compromised in any setting (e.g., the 2002
ENRON scandal) or evaluation approach. Practitioners working with empower-
ment evaluators may actually be less likely to misrepresent data than prac-
titioners who feel threatened by evaluation. Empowerment evaluators propose
that because they strive for program improvement, they may actually be more
critical than traditional evaluators (Fetterman, 2001).

PrincipLE 2: IN EMPOWERMENT EVALUATION, THE POWER AND RESPONSIBILITY
FOR EvaLUATION LiEs WiTH THE PROGRAM STAKEHOLDERS. Typically in traditional
evaluation, decisions regarding the purpose, design, and use of evaluation
results are made by the evaluator and the funder. Alternatively, empowerment
evaluators work to blur boundaries that traditionally separate funders, prac-
titioners, and evaluators (Yost & Wandersman, 1998) by giving each group a
voice in the decision-making process. Although empowerment evaluators share
ideas and provide expert guidance, the stakeholders ultimately make critical
decisions about the evaluation, conduct the evaluation, and put the evaluation
findings to use. In participatory evaluation designs, decision making is shared
by both evaluators and practitioners (Cousins & Whitmore, 1998), whereas in
EE, the practitioners are explicitly the ones with the decision-making power.

PrINCIPLE 3: EMPOWERMENT EVALUATION ADHERES TO THE EVALUATION STAN-
DARDS. Although the philosophical underpinnings of EE are quite distinct from
traditional evaluation approaches, the principles of EE are fully consistent
with the standards of evaluation set forth by the Joint Committee on Standards
for Educational Evaluation (1994; Fetterman, 2001). The standards serve to
provide a common language and set of values for the field and ensure quality
across all evaluation philosophies and methodologies. The utility standards
are designed to ensure that evaluation serves the information needs of the
intended users. The feasibility standards are designed to ensure that evaluation
is realistic, prudent, diplomatie, and frugal. The propriety standards are de-
signed to ensure that evaluation is conducted legally, ethically, and with due
regard for the welfare of those involved in the evaluation, as well as those
affected by the results. The accuracy standards are designed to ensure that
evaluation will reveal and convey technically adequate information about the
features that determine worth or merit of the program being evaluated.
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Creating a Culture That Is Ready and Interested in Improvement

One of the central aims of EE is to create a culture that is ready and interested in
improvement. In EE, teaching stakeholders to value opportunities for program
improvement is as central to building capacity and achieving results as teaching
stakeholders’ specific evaluation skills (e.g., logic modeling, survey administra-
tion, data entry). Fetterman stresses the importance of “creating a dynamic
community of learners—a community where people are willing to share both
successes and failures, to be honest, and to be self-critical” (2001, p. 6). We
believe that this type of evaluation culture is established when evaluators
demystify the process of evaluation, work collaboratively with stakeholders,
build stakeholders’ capacity, and emphasize that results will be used in the
spirit of continuous quality improvement.

PrinciPLE 4: EMPOWERMENT EVALUATORS DEMYSTIFY EVALUATION. Before spe-
cific steps can be taken to increase stakeholders’ capacity and to influence
programming, explicit attention must be given to stakeholders’ concerns about
evaluation. The Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory (1999) highlights
common fears about evaluation, including general anxiety among program
staff, uncertainty about how to conduct evaluation, and misuse and misunder-
standing of evaluation findings, especially by program opponents. Program
stakeholders often have good reason to be fearful of evaluation when they lack
arole in the evaluation process or when their survival depends on the outcome
(e.g., Bicknell & Telfair, 1999). Such fears lead practitioners to feel uneasy
about revealing problems and challenges they inevitably face in implementa-
tion, which potentially compromises the accuracy and utility of the evalua-
tion results. :

The effective empowerment evaluator seeks to overcome these fears and
concerns by demystifying evaluation. This is accomplished by using a struc-
tured framework to explain the logic and process involved in evaluation. The
three steps proposed by Fetterman (2001, pp. 23—33) and the 10 accountability
questions proposed by Wandersman et al. (2000) are examples of question-
based frameworks that guide stakeholders :to make critical decisions about
essential elements of effective programs (incfuding evaluation). By translating
evaluation methods into specific questions that can be considered by stakehold-
ers, the complex process of evaluation is made concrete. Empowerment evalua-
tors believe that practitioners are more trustful of evaluation results—whether
they are positive or negative—when they share ownership of the information
and have both the ability and responsibility to use the information to improve
their programs.

PrinciPLE 5: EMPOWERMENT EvALUATORS EMPHASIZE COLLABORATION WITH
ProcrAM STAKEHOLDERS. One way empowerment evaluators reduce fears and
facilitate stakeholders’ interest in evaluation is by explaining that EE is not
something done by someone, to someone else. Rather, EE is a process in which
evaluators work side by side with program stakeholders to implement and
evaluate a program in a way that meets the stakeholders’ needs. The nature of
this collaboration is such that the boundaries traditionally separating funders,
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practitioners, and evaluators are intentionally blurred (Yost & Wandersman,
1998). Empowerment evaluators and stakeholders are seen as sharing a com-
mon purpose, and all stakeholders are seen as contributing something unique
and valuable to that common purpose.

PrincipLE 6: EMPOWERMENT EVALUATORS BUILD STAKEHOLDERS' CAPACITY TO
ConbucT EVALUATION AND TO EFFECTIVELY USE RESULTS. EE is an ongoing process
of building stakeholders’ capacity. EE creates a culture that is ready and
interested in improvement by tailoring support to the current capacities of
stakeholders. Stakeholders come to trust that if they need assistance, their
empowerment evaluators are available to guide them. At the same time, em-
powerment evaluators are eager for stakeholders to operate independently.

Empowerment evaluators teach stakeholders to use techniques that lead
to the design and implementation of more effective programs. It is assumed
that developing practitioners’ abilities to use evaluation to inform decision
making will later translate into the use of evaluation to benefit all program
activities. Patton (1997) summarized capacity-building as “ipdividual changes
in thinking and behavior, and program or organizational changes in procedures
and culture, that occur as a result of the learning that occurs during the
evaluation process” (p. 90). Snell-Johns and Keener (2000) defined evaluation
capacity as the ability to understand and perform skills related to assessing
the implementation and effectiveness of a given program and the ability to
make changes to this program based on the information gained. Empowerment
evaluators believe that when stakeholders know the steps involved in conduct-
ing a high-quality evaluation, they are in a better position to understand and
use evaluation results, which makes them ready and interested in program
improvement. ;

PrincipLE 7: EMPOWERMENT EvALUATORS USE EVALUATION RESULTS IN THE
Sp1riT OF CONTINUOUS QUALITY IMPROVEMENT. Empowerment evaluators encour-
age stakeholders to value both positive and negative results; positive results
are celebrated and negative results are seen as crucial for additional program
development. Negative results are not to be feared, especially in circumstances
where the funder also values EE. Because EE emphasizes the use of process
and outcome data for program improvement, rather than simply for auditing
purposes, practitioners are better able to trust that negative results will not
be used arbitrarily or to punish them. By emphasizing that evaluation results
will be used for continuous quality improvement, evaluators are able to help
establish a dynamic community of learners. Stakeholders learn the value of
being honest with one another and with evaluators, and they come to respect
and admire others’ willingness to be self-critical, perhaps as much as they may
have initially valued the discovery of positive results.

Empowerment Evaluation Is a Cyclical and Developmental Process

If one considers evaluation and evaluation capacities as existing along a logical
developmental continuum, it becomes ‘clear why it is not only possible but
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necessary for empowerment evaluators to take on different roles and incorpo-
rate various techniques at different points in the life cycle of a program (Fetter-
man & Eiler, 2001). A key task in implementing EE involves assessing the
evaluation capacity of program personnel and their readiness for change. This
awareness sets the stage for an empowerment evaluator to choose particular
methods to move the program from its current status to the next step along
the developmental continuum. Progress along this continuum occurs each time
a stakeholder takes greater control over the evaluation design, process, or use
of evaluation results. ’

PrINCIPLE 8: EMPOWERMENT EvALUATION Is HELPFUL AT ANY STAGE OF ProO-
GraM DEVELOPMENT. EE has the explicit value of working with people and
programs “where they are at” to move them forward. For example, if a program’s
staff has never conducted an evaluation before, getting the staff to simply
identify their program’s target population, goals, and desired outcomes is seen
as a legitimate step toward better programming and evaluation. Although it
is optimal to begin EE during the early stages of program development, EE
can benefit mature programs as well. For example, if a program is in the middle
of implementation, EE methods and tools can be used to help assess the quality
of implementation. If a program has already been completed and an empower-
ment evaluator is hired, the evaluator can teach the program stakeholders
how to understand the results and how to translate these results into plans
for improving the program the next time it is offered. Ideally, empowerment
evaluators work with programs and organizations for several years so that a
cycle of improvement can be created.

PRINCIPLE 9: EMPOWERMENT EVALUATION INFLUENCES PROGRAM PLANNING. It
is a truism that programs that are planned better work better. Planning is a
necessary, although not sufficient, element of an effective program. The most
important questions to answer when developing a good program plan are also
relevant to program evaluation. For instance, both a program plan and an
evaluation process should identify the goals, target populations, and strategies
of a given program. The unfortunate reality is that programs are frequently
implemented without giving adequate attentfon to clearly identifying the needs,
target populations, and goals. Often programs are chosen just because they
seem like a good idea and not because they are addressing a specific, identified
need. Thus, under ideal circumstances, EE begins as soon as an agency decides
it wants to address a problem in the community. This means that empowerment
evaluators can play a role as early as the grant-writing stage (Yost & Wanders-
man, 1998). EE can examine the logic or theory of a program before it even
gets off the ground, saving time and energy that might be misguided or misused.
In doing this, the evaluation process serves as a guide not only for evaluating
the program but also for program planning and implementation.

PrincipLE  10: EMPOWERMENT EVALUATION INSTITUTIONALIZES SELF-
EvaruaTtioNn AMONG PROGRAM STAFF. As the capacities of the program grow and
develop, empowerment evaluators shift from the role of teacher to more of a
“critical friend” in the evaluation process (Fetterman, 2001). If EE is successful,
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the techniques of evaluation become a part of regular program activity and
influence the overall quality of programming. For evaluation to have its optimal
impact, it needs to be an ongoing process, which allows EE to become a part
of the culture and daily life of a program. In other words, the goal is for EE
to eventually become institutionalized within the program setting (Fetterman,
2001). By participating in EE, program stakeholders learn to see the interven-
tion from an evaluator’s perspective. This can have a greater, and more durable,
impact than the results of a particular evaluation. Fetterman (2001) suggested
that institutionalization and the development of a dynamic community of learn-
ers allows EE to accommodate changes in the program environment caused
by shifting populations, goals, knowledge, and external forces impinging on
the program.

Case Example

The principles of EE are inherent in the ideals of EE, but what does EE really
look like? The growth in EE’s popularity has resulted in its application in a
wide variety of settings (e.g., school readiness initiatives, family resource cen-
ters) and with programs of differing scales, ranging from well-funded evalua-
tions of multi—million-dollar, statewide initiatives (e.g., Wandersman et al.,
2001) to unfunded evaluations of small local community agencies and programs.

In January 1996, Robin Lin Miller began working as an evaluator with the
Night Ministry, a unique faith-based organization located in Chicago. Miller’s
experience is presented as an illustration of EE’s application in a real-world
setting. Following is a description of the Night Ministry organization, the
conditions that led the evaluation team to choose an EE approach (Fetterman,
1994, 1996; Vanderplaat, 1995), and the process of conducting the evaluation.
To conclude, the evaluation effort is examined in terms of the extent to which
it conforms to the 10 defining principles of EE.

The Night Ministry: The Organizational Setting

Founded in 1976, the Night Ministry is a nondenominational church-based
organization that provides physical, emotional, and spiritual services to Chi-
cago’s nighttime street communities. Male and female prostitutes, homeless
adults and youth, chronically mentally ill individuals, disenfranchised sexual
minorities, and substance users are among the Night Ministry’s congregants.
Locations such as bars, restaurants, liquor stores, street corners, adult book-
stores, bathhouses, and parks are its parishes. The Night Ministry reaches out
to individuals at the margins of society through three programmatic efforts:
(a) a street and health outreach program (the Outreach Health Ministry); (b) a
16-bed emergency shelter for youth and their children (the Open Door Youth
Emergency Shelter); and (c) a city-wide partnership of organizations providing
emergency shelter to youth (the Youth Shelter Network).

The evaluation activities described in this example were focused on the
Outreach Health Ministry (OHM). In OHM, ministers have street parishes in
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several communities throughout the greater Chicago area. Ministers spend
time in local parishes (e.g., bars, strip clubs, street corners) providing compan-
ionship, support, counseling, and referrals to parishioners. The program also
operates a bus that travels to each parish between 7 p.m. and 2 a.m. offering
hospitality, condoms, clothing, toiletries, health care, STD screening, counsel-
ing, and companionship. A minister, a nurse, and a cadre of volunteers staff
the bus that travels to about three parishes each night on a regular schedule
known to parishioners.

The Outreach Health Ministry is based on the idea that promoting personal
and spiritual growth will lead to improved quality of life. Quality of life improve-
ments can be psychological, spiritual, physical, or circumstantial (e.g., getting
a job). The program seeks to improve quality of life outcomes by developing
relationships with nighttime community members that are characterized by
respect and dignity and that provide people with a sense that they are valued
and supported. The development of these relationships occurs over long periods
of time—in some cases many years. OHM seeks to empower its parishioners
through a process of personal transformation and validation. Interactions
among community members, staff, and volunteers are reflexive in nature. In
other words, staff members believe that personal and spiritual growth evolves
through a constant process of reflection and reassessment.

According to the program’s proponents, the Night Ministry and its Out-
reach Health Ministry program represent a radical vision of ministry. OHM
puts its faith into action in the nonjudgmental way that they believe Christ
might have if He were alive today—going to the people, tailoring ministry to
the individual and his or her context, and transforming the role of the minister
to that of a mutual learner who is equal to parishioners. Although the program

has much in common with traditional outreach and other .faith-based initia-

tives, the Night Ministry asserts that the way it has brought these elements
together is unique. It is this nontraditional, fresh approach to pastoral care—
an approach that departs from business as usual within the church—that
defines the organization’s identity.

The Empowerment Evaluation :
7
The EE project with the Night Ministry began in response to the ministry’s
desire to improve the evaluation process of its Outreach Health Ministry as
well as the evaluation skills of its staff. The organization was greatly dissatis-
fied with the type of data they were previously required to collect, because
they believed that the data failed to communicate the program’s identity and
practice in a meaningful way. In March 1996, Miller attended a meeting of
board members and staff to identify the organization’s evaluation needs and
the target audience of the evaluation results. Later, an evaluation team was
formed to include Miller, a team of graduate students from the University of
Illinois at Chicago (UIC), ministers, nurses, and divinity student interns. By
group consensus, parishioners were not included in the evaluation team, al-
though they were integral to the evaluation process.

A notable feature of this evaluation was that it was a volunteer effort (i.e.,
not funded). This is despite the fact that funding was offered by a foundation
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midway through the project. In this case, the evaluation team chose to decline
the funding offer so that the project could proceed unfettered by the timelines
and accountability requirements often dictated by funding institutions.?

When considering the type of evaluation to use for this project, the EE
approach emerged as most consistent with the Night Ministry’s culture, values,
and practices. By matching the evaluation approach to the values and practices
of the program, the evaluation team established a means to overcome passive
disinterest among staff and, in some cases, active dislike of evaluation. For
instance, EE’s emphasis on self-reflection and self-evaluation is also inherent
in the discipline of pastoral care. All ministers in the program keep personal
diaries to record parishioners’ stories and their own experiences on the streets,
as well as to process challenging emotions provoked by their work. Such creative
freedom to identify and solve problems and the autonomy it implies is one
organizational pathway to empowerment (Foster-Fishman, Salem, Chibnall,
Legler, & Yapchai, 1998).

Egalitarianism and collaboration are two additional values intrinsic to
both the Outreach Health Ministry program and the EE approach. These values
are consistent with collectivist and strength-based organizational characteris-
tics identified by Maton and Salem (1995) as empowering. For example, OHM
uses storytelling as a way for ministers and parishioners to share themselves
with one another and to level perceived inequities in relationships. Personal
disclosure is encouraged and considered an essential technique to blur the
boundary between personal and professional. Parishioners collaborate with
the staff by providing volunteer services on the bus. Volunteers counseled,
nurses ministered, and ministers served coffee. The staff displayed a strong
sense of community, approaching most aspects of the program as a collective.

Both EE and the Night Ministry strive to encourage social justice, a feature
of empowering organizations (Maton & Salem, 1995). The Night Ministry is
founded on the principle that justice belongs to all and has challenged other
congregations, local citizens, and government representatives to advocate for
the rights of homeless, mentally ill, and other individuals who are socially
disenfranchised. For example, the Night Ministry established a policy advocacy
coalition of providers to bring the needs and concerns of homeless and runaway
youth, who are not wards of the state, %o the attention of local and state
government officials.

Selecting Appropriate Evaluation Strategies

The ultimate challenge faced by the evaluation team was to develop an evalua-
tion strategy that could capture the quality of interactions with the diversity
of nighttime community members, the longitudinal nature of relationship de-
velopment, and the variety of desired outcomes, while simultaneously helping
the staff learn to develop their own evaluation tools, collect data, and use

2Ag funding agencies become more knowledgeable of EE and the benefits of this approach,
they are more likely to be flexible and supportive of the methods and timelines necessary to build
capacity and implement an empowerment evaluation (W. K. Kellogg Foundation, 1999).




EMPOWERMENT EVALUATION 149

evaluation results to inform program changes. To accomplish these aims, the
evaluation team first had to develop a rich description of what actually hap-
pened in the program. This understanding was necessary before they could help
the organization develop useful evaluation tools, determine the most important
evaluation questions, and assess the extent to which evaluation was already
part of the fabric of organizational life. _

Another task was to create a framework by which tools could be developed
in collaboration with the staff so that evaluation skills were cultivated within
the organization and so that the logic or small theory of the program was
evident. The team wanted to capitalize on the reflexivity of staff (i.e., ability
to be reflective), both in the process of transmitting skills and in building a
system for long-term evaluation of the program.

In accomplishing all tasks, the evaluation team sought to work in ways
that did not disrupt or violate the relationships with the parishioners that the
organization had worked so long and hard to develop. Many of the parishioners
are highly mistrustful of formal institutions, given their association with illegal
activities (e.g., prostitution, drugs) and their marginalized position in society.
The university-based evaluation team avoided procedures that community
members might associate with the formal institutions that they fear and dislike.
An organizational ethnographic approach was used to understand the meaning
of the program. The ethnographic paradigm was well-suited to the goals of the
evaluation team because its naturalistic research strategies enabled research-
ers to gain experiential knowledge of a phenomenon and close understanding
of what objects, activities, events, and relationships mean to people. The ethno-
graphic paradigm is reflexive in ways that paralleled the program’s style. For
instance, descriptive accounts of places and events simultaneously give rise to
those phenomena and are shaped by those phenomena. Participant observation
was the primary means of data collection, supplemented by interviews and
document reviews. Participant observations were seen as least disruptive to
the operation of the program. This method also allowed the evaluation team
to understand the various roles within the ministry while portraying the longi-
tudinal nature of relationships within the program. The entire evaluation team
functioned in the dual roles of participant and observer from April 1996 to
June 1998. Each team member was responsibBle for volunteering on a particular
night of the week with the bus and documenting the interactions among the
staff, volunteers, and community members. By systematically covering each
night of the week, the evaluation team was able to observe the different shifts
and program participants and gain a complete picture of program operations
as they unfolded over time. By having a consistent schedule, each team member
also had the opportunity to build relationships with community members at
the various stops on that night’s itinerary.

While on the bus, team members served coffee and cookies, distributed
condoms and clothing, counseled parishioners, and worked alongside the staff.
Team members also shadowed ministers on walks through their parishes.
These activities provided the team with direct access to the program and insight
into the challenges of measuring it. It also led staff to perceive the evaluation
team members as standing alongside them on a journey toward transformation,
much like staff hoped to be perceived by parishioners.
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Initial Observations

The evaluation team’s initial observations and informal interviews provided
important insights about the program’s operation and how its philosophy of
practice was enacted. Some initial observations had particular bearing on the
evaluators’ subsequent actions. One was that program decision making was
handled democratically. This was evident at staff meetings and during program
implementation. Student interns, volunteers, nurses, and ministers were
vested with equal responsibility and authority for program operations. All staff
shared in creating a sense of community on the streets each evening. Decisions
were based on everyone’s experiences, rather than only favoring the perspec-
tives of program management. As a result, staff members shared a sense of
ownership of the program.

There were, however, drawbacks of the democratic and nonhierarchical
process. First, the value placed on group decision making and full consensus
made it difficult to make more than small changes to the program. Second,
because everyone was allowed to put forth their views so freely, over time the
attitudes and beliefs of some individuals came to characterize those of the
group, whether those beliefs were valid or not. Some of the collective myths
observed among staff included the belief that the program could not be evalu-
ated because of its spiritual base and that evaluation findings suggesting pro-
gram failure were a result of a misunderstanding of the program. Such myths
served as armor to protect the staff from accountability demands. Through
these myths, the staff had found a way to accept an operating program model
that departed from the desired program model. Freidman (2001) referred to
this phenomenon, in which groups develop defensive routines, as designed
blindness. Thus, the democratic culture had serious implications for evaluation,
including defining who the evaluation stakeholders were, what was believed
to merit evaluative scrutiny, and how evaluation data were to be processed
by staff.

Another important observation made by the evaluation team was that
many factors beyond the staff’s control heavily affected (or interfered with) the
staffs ability to implement the program as intended on a day-to-day basis.
These factors included the presence and #iming of police sweeps; the burdens
on the shelter and drug treatment systems, as well as the restrictions imposed
on those systems by regulatory agencies; the time of the month in relation to
the distribution of government support payments; the impact on traffic and
public behavior caused by events such as the Bulls winning an NBA champion-
ship; and the weather. Recognition of these factors highlighted the importance
of viewing the program as a series of interactions that unfolded over time,
rather than as a discrete interaction between a parishioner and the program.
Indeed, the reason that the evaluation team earned trust where other evalua-
tors had failed was because staff believed that they would not be judged for
implementation barriers that were outside of their control.

Another crucial observation was that staff had difficulty describing the
purpose of the program, how they wanted the program to function, and how
specific program activities led to particular outcomes. Indeed, staff rarely talked
about outcomes. When asked to describe a success, staff would describe the
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same case that they had just offered moments before as a failure. This concep-
tual muddiness was related to the underlying pastoral philosophy of the pro-
gram. Pastoral aims, such as spiritual transformation and enlightenment, were
not obviously connected to secular aims such as using a condom, kicking a
habit, or seeking employment. The staff saw an individual’s willingness to
change his or her behavior as intricately linked to the spiritual self, a perspec-
tive that many funding institutions do not necessarily share. In OHM, trusting
relationships were seen as both a means and an end, such that obtaining the
means but not the ends could be seen as a success and a failure simultaneously.
Getting someone to come back and hang out four or five times over the course
of a few months was a success, even if they seldom spoke or were never sober
on any of those occasions. Staff members were not driven by a rigid set of
outcomes that were invariant across individuals. Achievements were grounded
in relationship achievements and in the ebb and flow of the various dyadic
exchanges in which parishioners and the Night Ministry personnel engaged.

Building an Improvement-Oriented Culture

After 6 months of observation and participation in program activities, the
evaluation team developed a simple logic model of the theory underlying the
Outreach Health Ministry program. During a group exercise, the model was
presented to the OHM staff for group reflection and feedback. After lengthy
discussion, the group agreed that the model accurately represented the in-
tended goals and strategies of the program.

Next, the OHM staff identified the practices associated with each of the
model’s components. Staff worked in small groups to describe the required
activities in each area of the model, creating program templates (Scheirer,
1996) for the logic model. For example, the logic model contained an element
titled “build quality relationships.” Staff identified behaviors that were neces-
sary to develop a relationship with a parishioner, such as using open body
language, being nonjudgmental, remembering personal information about
people, and engaging in active listening. The model provided the theoretical
guide for the evaluation team’s evolving parb1c1pant observations and served
as the initial template for decision making regardmg how the program was to
be evaluated.

The staff used the logic model and program templates as the basis for
generating key questions about program implementation. Staff teams worked
together over a period of several months to develop evaluation tools for docu-
menting program processes related to the evaluation questions, each of which
loosely correspond to the domains of the logic model. Each small team included
a nurse, at least one minister, and a student evaluator. Some teams also
included ministerial interns. Teams regularly presented their ideas to the other
teams for feedback. Each team ultimately produced at least one measure that
was pilot-tested by the staff. Staff then worked through a series of revisions
to the measures and procedures for collecting the data. These measures in-
cluded forms to document the characteristics of the parishes in which the
work was carried out, services provided by the bus, and interactions with
parishioners in each of the parishes.
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Using Results to Build Capacity in the
Spirit of Continuous Improvement

During this same period, the evaluation team regularly presented information
about what they had learned. For example, the team developed a flow chart
that described how interactions between parishioners and staff are initiated
and the sequence of interactions that typically follow them. Data revealed that
parishioners initiated conversations with staff more often than staff initiated
conversations with parishionetrs and that staff avoided some approaches. Staff
was curious to understand the reasons for these findings, resulting in new
evaluation questions. The presentations also proved to be a vehicle to promote
critical evaluative thought among program staff. It was through the presenta-
tions of ethnographic data that staff was best able to stand outside themselves
and get a new perspective into the program operations, program assumptions,
and the inconsistencies between program practice and program design.

EE pushed the organization to confront its own myths. One example of
this occurred at a staff meeting in which the evaluation team reviewed the
data that staffhad collected during street interactions over a two-month period.
The data indicated that the staff had more contacts (ie., superficial/basic
interactions) with women and African Americans/Blacks than with men and
Caucasians/Whites. However, inconsistent with the number of contacts, data
revealed that a higher proportion of substantive conversations (or more in-
depth relationships) occurred with men and Caucasian/White persons. In this
same meeting, staff also learned that, despite the perception that they talked
about AIDS frequently, only one HIV risk-reduction counseling interaction had
been recorded during the two-month period. These two findings, from the EE
process, provided staff with surprising revelations about their work and rein-
forced the importance of collecting evaluation data.

Staff generated multiple hypotheses about the surprising findings. One
hypothesis was that they had not collected data thoroughly enough. A second
was that they had not adequately trained the staff (who were primarily White
and male) to address the more in-depth concerns of women and people of -
color. The hypotheses they developed were testable, suggested clear action,
and created opportunities to challenge the program status quo. The data created
a forum for women to talk about how the program might include their voices
and perspectives and for the ministers to talk about how reporting the content
of their interactions with parishioners clashed with their training about the
privacy of the pastoral relationship. The ethnographic data suggested clear
areas for program improvement. More recent data suggest that the proportion
of substantive encounters by gender and race now closely mirrors the proportion
of superficial contacts. Contacts with women have increased modestly.

Staff members continue to use the measures that evolved out of the evalua-
tion to inform organizational changes, to make the program more inclusive,
and to keep the program from becoming an agent of the status quo. In addition,
staff developed—on their own—a way to monitor client outcomes after their
formal relationship with the evaluation team had ended, a sign of increased
skill. The Night Ministry continues to include the OHM logic model in their
grants and uses the model to articulate their vision of ministry to other outside
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entities. The Night Ministry honored the evaluation team with a Living the
Mission Award in recognition of its success in putting the values of the organiza-
tion into action. The Night Ministry also asked the evaluation team to remain
involved in the organization to assist them in establishing a long-range plan
for a training institute, creating a five-year strategic plan, and continuing their
empowerment EE efforts.

In an attempt to reflect on the successes and challenges of this particular
EE, Revs. Thomas Behrens and Barbara Bolsun of the Night Ministry graded
the efforts of the evaluation feam based on its adherence to each of the 10
principles of EE. Table 8.2 presents the results of this informal exercise. As the
grades indicate, the weakest areas of performance were in increasing capacity
(Principle 6) and institutionalizing an evaluation culture (Principle 10), though
the grades were still high. Relatively lower grades in these areas can be attrib-
uted to nearly 100% turnover rate of OHM staff in 1999 and, simultaneously,
to all research at the University of Illinois at Chicago being suspended for 8
months by the U.S. Office for Human Research Protections beginning in August
1999. Overall, however, the evaluation team did well in adhering to the princi-
ples (this is especially impressive because the principles were proposed after
the project was completed). Because the team took the time to fully understand
the program, the staff, and the context in which it operated, the team was
perceived by staff to be “clueful” rather than “clueless,” placing it in a strong
position to demystify evaluation (Principle 4) and collaborate with stakeholders
(Principle 5). The evaluation team’s thorough understanding of the program,
acquired through long-term collaboration, was key to the staff’s acceptance of
the UIC evaluation team and the team’s ability to work effectively with staff.
The evaluation team was viewed as part of the program culture. The small-
group process was empowering to staff and helped staff articulate a framework
for what they do. They used this framework to enrich their own understanding
of their work, communicate with others, and develop more rigorous ways of
self-examination (Principle 2). Staff acquired the sense that they could describe
and measure what they did, so they did not have to rely on the myth that it
was not measurable (Principle 4). Staff came to understand the value of data
as a tool for planning (Principles 8 and 9) and program improvement (Principles
1and 7). i

Conclusion

Community psychology advocates collaboration, partnership, sharing, and par-
ity among researchers, evaluators, community members, and organizations.
This ideal, however, seems especially challenging to achieve within the realm
of program evaluation. This is likely because of the perpetuation of the belief
that only the “experts” (i.e., those with formal training) can serve in the role
of evaluator. Indeed, program evaluation does involve knowledge and use of
research designs, methods, and statistical analyses. However, if experts remain
the sole designers of evaluation methods and the primary interpreters of evalu-
ation findings, the potential utility and impact of the evaluation process would
be limited. EE shifts the power of evaluation into the hands of stakeholders.
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Table 8.2. Informal Grade Report of the Evaluation Team’s Adherence to the
Principles of Empowerment Evaluation as Reported by Night Ministry Staff

Category Principle Grade

Core values Empowerment evaluation aims to influence the A
quality of programs
Power and responsibility for the evaluation lies A
with the program stakeholders

Empowerment evaluation adheres to the Pass
evaluation standards

Improvement- Empowerment evaluators demystify A+
oriented culture evaluation

Empowerment evaluators emphasize A
collaboration with program stakeholders

Empowerment evaluators build stakeholders’ B-
capacity to conduct evaluation and use results
effectively

Empowerment evaluators use evaluation results A-
in the spirit of continuous improvement

Developmental Empowerment evaluation is helpful at any stage A
process of program development
Empowerment evaluation influences program A
planning
Empowerment evaluation institutionalizes self- B
evaluation B

Another roadblock to community participation in evaluation emerges as
many promising and intuitively meaningful programs often fall short of docu-
mented effects when submitted to the scrutiny of evaluation. This is known
by evaluators and community stakeholders alike. This awareness leads to some
degree of wariness on the part of stakeholders as to whether the evaluation
process is really in their best interests. At the same time, funders are increas-
ingly insisting that community organizations and programs provide documen-
tation of program implementation and evidence of program outcomes. Such
requirements can lead to half-hearted participation of community stakeholders
in the evaluation process. As a result, stakeholders can become saboteurs of the
process. EE offers a means to avoid this common pitfall of program evaluation.

Parallel to the issue of community participation in research endeavors,
there is an ongoing debate within the evaluation community regarding the
relative usefulness of “inside” evaluation (conducted by internal people in the
program) versus “outside” evaluation (conducted by external professional eval-
uators). Inside evaluators are criticized because of their potential biases that
might influence their evaluation reports, given that they have a direct invest-
ment in the program. On the other hand, who could know better the intricacies
of a program than those who administer and deliver the program on a routine
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basis? Alternatively, outside evaluators are heralded as objective and well-
suited to the task of accurately documenting the effects of a program. On the
down side, it is questionable how well external evaluators, given their limited
exposure to the daily operations of the program, can design an appropriate
evaluation protocol that serves the needs of the program. Historically, the nod
has gone to the outside evaluator, believing that formal research training was
most important to the evaluation process. Alternatively, EE strives to establish
evaluation methodologies that draw on the strengths of both internal and
external perspectives and minimize the weaknesses of each.

The principles of EE propose that evaluation can be both consistent with
the ideals of community psychology and results-oriented. EE, at the aspira-
tional level, achieves the ideals of true community collaboration and embodies
the belief and expectation that community stakeholders are equal contributors
to the social construction of knowledge. The balance of power that characterizes
EE allows community stakeholders to become invested and share the responsi-
bility for the integrity of the process. Thus, community stakeholders are less
likely to sabotage evaluation and more likely to defend and protect the evalua-
tion process. Because EE establishes a culture that welcomes and is ready for
evaluation, the evaluation process can be sustained, even when those with
formal evaluation training have exited the process. Ultimately, this results in
a greater likelihood of achieving desired results.

The principles of EE presented in this chapter are intended to enhance
the clarity with which EE is defined, understood, and implemented. Further-
more, the Night Ministry case example is offered as one illustration of the
proposed benefits of using EE. Specifically, EE is a promising approach for
building capacity, fostering self-determination instead of dependency, and help-
ing programs improve their performance. Finally, this chapter reveals the
common values shared by EE and participatory research theory and methods.
We look to others in the field to assist us in testing the EE framework to
produce a research base regarding the effectiveness of EE. Future work will
be instrumental in revealing the conditions under which EE produces desired
outcomes for programs.

7
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