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demands, many have given their budget
offices responsibilities for oversight and
evaluation of programs. Traditionally
this responsibility is carried out in top-
down fashion just before or during the
formation of the manager’s budget
request. The evaluator requests certain
information, program personnel
produce it, and there is little additional
communication between the two offices
until judgment is rendered in the form
of budget increases or cuts.

This article suggests an alternative
approach used extensively in Greens-
boro and recently tried in Charlotte.

Based on collaboration between the
evaluator and program personnel, it
changes the nature of evaluation from a
process with potential conflict to an
opportunity for program improvement
and partnership. In the end, judgment
still is rendered but in such a way that
all parties participate in determining the
outcome and, ideally, accept it. 

Traditional Program Evaluation

Generally, program evaluation is a
means of providing valid findings about
the effectiveness of programs to the
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Local governments are continually
faced with accountability
demands from their governing

boards and citizens, especially in times
of financial stress. To help meet these
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people responsible for or interested in
the programs’ creation, continuation, or
improvement. More simply, a program
evaluation tries to answer at least one of
three main questions: 

1. Is the program operating or
functioning as intended? 

2. Is there any way to improve the
program?

3. Has the program succeeded? 

The first question focuses on process,
and evaluations limited to that focus
often are called “process evaluations.”
The question reflects a desire to know
whether the steps outlined in a program’s
creation were taken. Did the program
serve the targeted clients? Did it actually
deliver the promised services? 

The second question goes a step
farther, looking for ways to improve a
program to which an organization
already is committed. The evaluator is
looking for preliminary results and for
recommendations on how to improve
the program’s likelihood of success.
This type is called a “formative evalua-
tion” because it usually is done in the
formative years of a program. 

The third question is the most com-
mon one that arises in relation to pro-
gram evaluation. It is addressed by the
“impact” or “summative evaluation.”
Usually conducted after a program is
well established, this kind examines the
basic worth of a program, demanding
valid, tangible evidence of results. 

Evaluations typically occur in five
main steps. Although presented in sim-
ple fashion here, each step has many
additional layers within it.

1. Agree on and articulate the program
goals and objectives.

2. Agree on and declare the program
theory, or theory of change. That is,
why do people expect that program
X will result in outcome Y? 

3. Specify and agree on the criteria that
will be used to measure success and
the standards that must be met.

4. Gather data according to the criteria
to see if the standards have been met.

5. Interpret the data and present the re-
sults in a meaningful and useful way.

The traditional
approach to evalua-
tion in a local govern-
ment is top-down for
each of the steps just
outlined, primarily
involving just the re-
questing agency and
the evaluator. For
example, the man-
ager’s office may be
interested in under-
standing the value of 
a program or a proj-
ect, either for its own
purposes or to satisfy
a request of the gov-
erning board. Staff
from the office—an
evaluator— contacts 
a representative of 
the program in ques-
tion and asks for
information on the
success of the pro-
gram—a quarterly or end-of-the-year
report, for instance. 

Anecdotal evidence suggests that the
atmosphere surrounding local govern-
ment evaluations can be tense, creating
anxiety among program staff about the
motive behind the request for detailed
information (Is my budget going to be
cut? Is this program targeted for down-
sizing?) and fostering companion sus-
picions by management staff (Is the
program providing valid information?
Are staff hiding something that might
make them look bad?). The tension may
intensify if the expectations for a pro-
gram’s evaluation have not been explicit
from the beginning of the program, if
the criteria for program evaluation have
changed during the year, or if the eval-
uators do not communicate fully with
program staff. 

The adversarial atmosphere can ex-
tend to evaluations of community or
nonprofit organizations receiving funding
from local governments. City or county
staff may have standard reporting re-
quirements for such organizations but
at times may require more substantive
evaluations. These evaluations may con-
sist of either city staff or outside consul-
tants conducting in-depth research and
analysis and then presenting a list of
findings and recommendations to man-

ager’s offices or
governing boards.
Such evaluations also
are top-down: beyond
providing data, the
organizations under
review generally are
not substantially
involved. Further, it is
not clear whether such
evaluations accurately
reflect the value of
external programs. An
expert on nonprofit-
government relations
who reviewed this
article before publi-
cation commented,
“My nonprofit has
been evaluated jillions
of times, and generally
the evaluation was
once-over-lightly and I
ended up educating
the evaluators, or else

it was politically motivated. Frequently
it would have been pretty easy to get
away with telling them what I wanted
them to know.” 

The lack of involvement on the non-
profit’s or the community organization’s
part can be perceived as appropriate,
presumably ensuring an objective analy-
sis. However, it also can lead to a lack
of ownership of the resulting recom-
mendations, which can ultimately im-
pede implementation. Further, it does
not encourage a sense of partnership in
solving community problems. The ex-
pert just mentioned felt that the value of
traditional evaluations was low, stating,
“At best the hierarchy might reward; at
worst it will punish.” 

A Collaborative Approach

The main difference between traditional
and collaborative approaches is who is
responsible for, or involved in, each of
the steps outlined earlier. Collaborative
evaluations include more stakeholders
in their various steps. 

Evaluations done in Greensboro are
good examples. The importance of
evaluation to Greensboro is clear by the
title of the responsible office: the Budget
and Evaluation Department. It conducts
several management studies each year.1

Anecdotal evidence suggests
that the atmosphere sur-
rounding local government
evaluations can be tense,
creating anxiety among pro-
gram staff about the motive
behind the request for de-
tailed information (Is my
budget going to be cut? Is 
this program targeted for
downsizing?) and fostering
companion suspicions by
management staff (Is the 
program providing valid
information? Are staff hiding
something that might make
them look bad?).



w i n t e r  2 0 0 3 31

This type of collaborative approach
is still somewhat controversial. Tradi-
tionally, one of the key characteristics 
of a quality evaluation is objectivity. 
To achieve it, governments often rely 
on outside evaluators or consultants.
However, outside evaluators may 
not develop a good understanding of 
the basic philosophy, goals, objectives, 
or data used by a program, and the
result may be a low-quality evaluation.
An adversarial relationship can de-
velop, despite the evaluator’s initial
neutrality. 

Another shortcoming of using out-
side evaluators is that much of the
learning about the program and the
process leaves the organization when
the consultants do. This approach
builds little capacity for self-evaluation.

The controversial alternative is to
involve the agency or program being
evaluated in the evaluation itself—
much in the same vein as the partnering
approach used by Greensboro. This 
approach often is referred to as “partici-
patory evaluation.” Representatives 
of a majority of stakeholders or all
stakeholders—program staff, affected
citizens, politicians, and interest groups
—are involved in the five evaluation
steps mentioned earlier. Responsibility
for completing the task is shared, in
various degrees. 

There is not a single, formal model
for participatory evaluations, but the
various types have some common char-
acteristics (see the sidebar on this page).
Participation can range from having
evaluators work closely with program
staff to incorporating program staff as
equal members in the process. Greens-
boro and other units of government
have adopted or are exploring the latter
model. Anecdotal evidence from these
units is positive. In participatory eval-
uations it takes more time to establish
trust, to build effective communications,
and to plan. However, Greensboro and
other units report a higher degree of
confidence in the results, improved
interpersonal and interdepartmental
relationships, and greater satisfaction
with the process from involved parties. 

A case study from Charlotte provides
an example of how this approach can
work when applied to an evaluation of
a major community initiative.

According to Vicki Craft, budget and
management analyst, Greensboro’s ap-
proach has been one of working with
departments as partners in evaluations.
Although the Manager’s Office or the
City Council may request that an eval-
uation be done, the Budget and Evalua-
tion Department also takes requests for
evaluations from departments them-
selves. These departments see the Budget
and Evaluation Department as a valu-
able resource for helping them identify
ways to solve problems or improve
operations. Staff of the Budget and

Evaluation Department and represen-
tatives of the department or program
being evaluated make up evaluation
teams. Together they define and agree
on a detailed plan of action, or “con-
tract.” They also identify their objec-
tives. Doing so helps them define what
information to gather and how to use 
it. Although such a partnership does 
not always protect the process from
politics, it does appear to have turned
the view of evaluation staff from poten-
tial adversaries to valuable resources,
according to Craft.

FUNDAMENTAL FEATURES OF PARTICIPATORY EVALUATIONS

In the late 1960s, some researchers increasingly criticized what they saw as
mechanistic and detached evaluations. Numbers and reports lacked a human
element, they said, especially in evaluations of education and human service
organizations. They called for more direct participation by the evaluator, greater
use of qualitative research methods, and, eventually, significant involvement of
those being evaluated. As a result, a participatory evaluation has these positive
features: 

• The evaluator plays the role of teacher, collaborator, and participant in the
process, rather than outside expert.

• The process is more flexible because the participants can negotiate most
aspects of the evaluation.

• The staff, clients, and board members of the organization being evaluated,
and sometimes even interested community members, are involved in
deciding whether to evaluate, what to evaluate, how to draw conclusions,
how and when to disseminate findings, and how and when to implement
recommendations.

• Information is more likely to be useful to, and used by, the organization
under scrutiny.

• The organization being evaluated, the evaluating organization, and the
relationship between the two are likely to change. Changes include increased
communication among staff, positive effects on program development, and
higher-quality evaluations.

Participatory evaluations have drawbacks, though: 

• They are much more time-consuming, and probably more costly, for both the
evaluator and the organization being evaluated.

• The process is unpredictable since it is in the hands of the participants.

• They are open to the criticism that the evaluation is overly subjective—that it
has been “captured” by the organization under scrutiny and is no longer an
objective assessment supported by solid evidence.

Source: Based on discussions of participatory evaluations in BLAINE WORTHEN ET AL., PROGRAM

EVALUATION: ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES AND PRACTICAL GUIDELINES (2d ed., New York: Longman Press,
1997) and Carole Upshaw and Esterla Barreto-Cortez, What Is Participatory Evaluation and
What Are Its Roots? EVALUATION EXCHANGE (newsletter of the Harvard Family Research Project),
Fall 1995, available at http://gseweb.harvard.edu/~hfrp/eval/issue2/upshur.html (visited Nov.
22, 2002).
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The South End Evaluation 
in Charlotte

Like most cities, Charlotte works
closely with many nonprofit organiza-
tions to improve its citizens’ quality of
life. These organizations range from
small neighborhood-
improvement groups
to the Convention
and Visitors Bureau.
They play an impor-
tant role in providing
vital services through-
out the community,
and together they
receive millions of
dollars annually in
city funding. In 
Charlotte, as in other
localities, demonstra-
ting fiscal responsi-
bility to the taxpayers
requires careful re-
view of nonprofit
funding and related
outcomes. 

Like Greensboro, Charlotte has used
a collaborative approach in conducting
some internal evaluations, such as eval-
uations of street maintenance operations
and the implementation of certain
capital projects. The city recently took
this approach one step farther by con-
ducting a collaborative evaluation of the
performance of an external nonprofit
agency called Historic South End (HSE).
HSE promotes the economic develop-
ment and the physical improvement of
Charlotte’s South End. 

Background on Historic South End
The South End, a historic industrial dis-
trict adjacent to downtown Charlotte,
has experienced dramatic urban revital-
ization in the past ten years. In response,
in 1995, business leaders in the area
formed the South End Development
Corporation to promote economic
development further. In early 2000 the
corporation petitioned the Charlotte
City Council to establish a special tax
assessment of $.09 cents per $100
valuation on all properties in the dis-
trict. To be levied in addition to city and
county taxes, the assessment was ex-
pected to generate $185,000 per year
initially. The funds were to support
initiatives in four areas: physical im-

provements, public safety, marketing
and commerce, and a vintage trolley
service. The request was approved by
the City Council in May 2000, along
with a formal contract to ensure that
these dedicated tax revenues funded a
defined list of services. The corporation

reorganized as HSE
and hired an executive
director to begin im-
plementation of the
initiatives. 

At the same time,
the City Council
charged city staff to
conduct a review of
HSE services within
two years to ensure
that the dedicated
funds were appropri-
ately spent. This
charge was in re-
sponse to concerns
from some council
members and affected
property owners that

HSE could not adequately provide 
the services supported by the special
tax. Some property owners in the
district hoped that the two-year review
would provide the justification to
change the special assessment signif-
icantly or even discontinue it. 

The review was thus a pivotal point
in the future of the South End tax dis-
trict and HSE as an organization. On
the basis of conversations with Greens-
boro evaluation staff about their part-
nership approach, and with Charlotte
staff about their willingness to experi-
ment, the city’s Budget Office initiated 
a collaborative approach to evaluation.
Staff started by carefully selecting an
eight-person review team consisting 
of both city staff and HSE represen-
tatives. City staff (representing the
Economic Development Office, the
Planning Commission, and the Budget
Office) were selected for their knowl-
edge of the South End community and
their experience with projects there.
HSE representatives included the ex-
ecutive director, the board president,
and three members of the board. To
ensure a variety of viewpoints, two of
the three members from the board
either were property owners openly
skeptical of this district or represented

such property owners. Such involve-
ment increased the real and perceived
legitimacy of the process. 

The Evaluation Process
The review team was convened in Sep-
tember 2001. To conduct the evaluation
fairly, the team first had to agree on
goals, methodology, and a timeline. The
three broad goals on which members
agreed were as follows: 

• To evaluate the overall effectiveness
of the tax district and to determine if
any changes were needed in the spe-
cific services or programs provided. 

• To evaluate the role and the structure
of the nonprofit organization
providing these services (HSE).

• To review the boundaries of the tax
district and the appropriateness of
the corresponding tax rate. 

The review team decided to evaluate
services and gather information through
a variety of methods. For example: 

• Surveys of property owners,
merchants, and HSE board members.

• Personal interviews with key
stakeholders inside and outside the
district, including business and civic
leaders and City Council members. 

• Focus groups with residents, 
business owners, and merchants in
the South End. 

• Gathering of key financial and per-
formance information about HSE.

• Gathering of data on nationwide
trends and best practices regarding
organizations operating in special 
tax districts.

As indicated by the first three
methods just listed, the evaluation was
heavily based on stakeholders’ percep-
tions of the district’s effectiveness. It
was primarily concerned with what 
the community wanted from the
creation of the special tax district and
the accompanying nonprofit organiza-
tion, and whether the community felt
that those goals had been achieved. 
For example, the survey questions 
were to be answered on a scale of

Once the review team
collected all the data, it spent
several meetings reviewing
the findings and developing
recommendations. This was
the true test of the collabo-
rative evaluation model:
eight people representing the
city and a nonprofit service
agency reaching consensus on
the final report.
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importance/satisfaction, 1 being the
lowest possible score, 10 the highest.
This allowed the evaluation team to
measure perceptions of matters such as
“overall quality of life in the South End
area” and “level of services provided by
the Municipal Service District tax
revenue.” The average scores on these
two items were 6.39 and 4.71,
respectively. These values, plus the high
number of survey and focus group
comments indicating a general lack of
awareness of the services supported by
the special tax, led the review team to
conclude that lack of communication
was one of the major issues HSE needed
to address. Collecting this information 
was time-consuming, but it enabled the
review team to obtain a high level of
feedback on the district. In addition, 
the focus groups and interviews repre-
sented a prime opportunity to raise
awareness of the district with selected
stakeholders.

The review team also sought
financial and performance information.
For example, the team learned that the
assessed value of property in the district

had increased 20 percent since 2000,
compared with about 4 percent growth
citywide. However, HSE had achieved
only seven of the twelve initiatives that
it had outlined in the original plan for
implementation of services. Although
some of the failures were due to outside
factors, such results pointed to a need
for improvement in tangible services
delivered. 

Once the review team collected all
the data, it spent several meetings
reviewing the findings and developing
recommendations. This was the true test
of the collaborative evaluation model:
eight people representing the city and a
nonprofit service agency reaching con-
sensus on the final report. The team first
spent time developing a common defi-
nition of “consensus” and affirming
that the goal was to develop a consen-
sus report. The rapport developed
earlier in the process was beneficial in
keeping the team together through
several challenging conversations on a
variety of potential findings and recom-
mendations. Ultimately the team agreed
on twenty findings and recommenda-

tions to present to the HSE board and
the City Council. 

Having the review team in complete
support of all the recommendations for
strengthening HSE’s role was critical in
gaining political support. The first step
was to present the report to the HSE
board for review. The presentation was
made by the board president (who was
a review team member), and this
helped gain unanimous support from
the board. 

The report was next presented to the
City Council’s Budget Committee and
eventually to the entire council. Council
members asked several questions about
the tax rate and the composition of the
HSE board but were generally support-
ive of the report and recommendations.
As a result of the support for the recom-
mendations, as well as healthy revenue
estimates, the City Council approved an
increase in HSE’s FY 2003 budget from
$190,000 to $280,000 to begin imple-
mentation of the recommendations.

A final test of the collaborative pro-
cess came a few days before the presen-
tation to the City Council. One of the

A mandated review of the services being 
delivered by the nonprofit development agency
“Historic South End” provided the opportunity 
for a collaborative evaluation by agency
representatives and Charlotte staff.
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largest and most influential property
owners in the district had several con-
cerns about the final report and requested
a meeting with city staff before voicing
opposition to the City Council. After
the meeting, in which staff explained
the rationale behind the recommenda-
tions and the collaborative process used,
the property owner was satisfied with
the review and the accountability struc-
ture for the recommendations and con-
sequently did not oppose the report.
This outcome spoke to the strength of
the collaborative process, which al-
lowed differing opinions to be discussed
but a mutually agreeable outcome to be
achieved. 

Pluses and Minuses of Collaborative
Evaluation in Charlotte
Undeniably this collaborative evalua-
tion focused on perceptions as well as
objective data, and the process was
labor-intensive and time-consuming. On
the negative side, one reviewer of this
case wondered if the city, by committing
its resources so fully to the evaluation,
was invested in a positive outcome.
Such concern about subjectivity makes
collaborative evaluations controversial,
as mentioned earlier. 

On the other hand, the resources
committed (a staff member’s time) were
less than the city would have paid for an
outside consultant. Also, as the evalua-
tion evolved, it became more formative
in nature, emphasizing ways to improve
the district rather than seeking a sum-
mary declaration of the district’s success
or failure. 

This view of the value of collabora-
tive evaluations is reflected in comments
from Greensboro analyst Vicki Craft: 

I have long struggled with the
objectivity aspect of budget analysts
leading an evaluation instead of
using outside consultants. I agree
with the collaborative approach—no
matter who is involved, internal or
outside evaluators—because I have
seen the results in our organization.
The old approach of an outsider
calling the shots without any regard
for implementation capability, etc.,
just leads to a lot of wasted time and
money in program evaluation. The
key is for the analyst to be com-

pletely objective while seeking col-
laboration in improvement. This
approach does not waste time and
usually results in an action plan that
can be implemented and effective.

The collaborative process allowed
representatives of both the city and HSE
actively to engage in the entire review
by setting the initial goals and criteria,
gathering feedback from a variety of
stakeholders, and deciding together on
findings and recommendations. The
process seemed to generate a complete
and accurate picture of the perceived 
effect of the district and HSE.

The process ran from September
2001 to March 2002 and required
approximately one-third of a city staff
person’s time. A typical evaluation using
an outside consultant likely would have
been conducted in a shorter timeframe,
though at a substantially higher cost,
and would not have been concerned
with gaining consensus on the recom-
mendations. Further, previous outside
evaluations of the city’s nonprofit
agencies have produced mixed results in
implementation of recommendations
and in gaining of support from the
agencies evaluated, bringing into ques-
tion the overall value of the evaluations.
The participants in the South End
evaluation felt that the strong, ongoing
support of the recommendations by
both the city and leaders of HSE in-
dicated the long-term benefits of the
collaborative process. 

This evaluation has not suffered 
the stereotypical fate of evaluations,
gathering dust on a shelf. In fact, at
recent planning retreats, the HSE board
focused on how to build the recommen-
dations into its long-range planning.
HSE’s executive director perhaps sum-
med it up best: “The review was one of
the best things that we ever did.” 

Conclusion

Charlotte’s review of the South End
special tax district is just one example of
a collaborative evaluation and may not
reflect all the possible negative aspects
of this approach. It offers some clear
lessons, however. A collaborative evalu-
ation can take more time and resources
than the traditional, top-down approach,

particularly in time spent on communi-
cation. Also, it is subject to criticism
that it is biased. However, in the view of
participants on all sides, the effort pro-
duced stronger results than a traditional
evaluation would have, a stronger re-
lationship between local government
and the organization, and a wider com-
mitment to the program in question. 

Collaborative evaluations can be
taken a step further. They tend to in-
crease the capacity of the program
stakeholders to evaluate themselves.
The unit being reviewed can become
engaged in the process and, ideally, will
see value in evaluation. The Indepen-
dent Sector, a nonprofit coalition of
more than one hundred organizations
with an interest in philanthropy and
volunteerism, recently sponsored a
book calling for “co-evaluation.” This
kind of evaluation not only involves all
stakeholders in an in-depth evaluation
but also encourages the stakeholders to
evaluate their own programs and or-
ganizations on an ongoing basis.2

The collaborative approach may hold
particular promise for local governments
evaluating programs being administered
by nonprofit organizations with local
government support. Most of the litera-
ture on evaluation focuses on method-
ologies for use within organizations, not
on partnerships between two types of
organizations. The increase in commun-
ication between governments and non-
profits in a collaborative evaluation
could be a positive side effect of what is
normally an adversarial process. There
is growing interest in how these two com-
munity actors can work together more
effectively for community-wide improve-
ment. Evaluation may be an unexpected
way to strengthen this relationship.

Notes

1. Recent ones include evaluations of the
Park and Recreation Department’s drama
program, the city’s stormwater services, and
its loose-leaf collections program. For texts 
of the completed evaluations, see www.ci.
greensboro.nc.us/budget/mgmtstud/
mgmtstud.htm (visited Nov. 15, 2002).

2. See SANDRA TRICE GRAY AND ASSOCI-
ATES, EVALUATION WITH POWER: A NEW

APPROACH TO ORGANIZATIONAL EFFECTIVE-
NESS, EMPOWERMENT AND EXCELLENCE (San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers, 1998).


