
















Section 5
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FOCUS GROUPS

A focus group is an interview with a small group of people on a specific topic. Groups are typically six 
to eight people who participate in the interview for one-half to two hours.  It is an interview.  It is 
neither a discussion nor a problem-solving session.  It is not a decision-making group.  Typically, a 
relatively homogeneous group of people are asked to reflect on the questions asked by the interviewer.  
Participants hear each other’s responses and make additional comments beyond their own original 
responses as they hear what other people have to say.  They consider their own views in the context of 
the views of others.  It is not necessary for the group to reach any kind of consensus nor is it necessary 
for disagreement.17     

Look in the Analysis and Interpreting section of the guidebook for helpful hints on analyzing the 
information.  Below is an outline for introducing a focus group session.

Introducing a Focus Group

Welcome 
• Introduce moderator and assistant

Our topic is ... 
• The results will be used for ...
• You were selected because ...

Guidelines 
• No right or wrong answers, only differing points of view
• We're tape recording, one person speaking at a time
• We're on a first name basis
• You don't need to agree with others, but you must listen respectfully as others share their views
• Rules for cellular phones and pagers if applicable. For example: We ask that your turn off your 

phones or pagers. If you must respond to a call, please do so as quietly as possible and rejoin us 
as quickly as you can.

• My role as moderator will be to guide the discussion
• Talk to each other

Opening question18 

17 Michael Quinn Patton, How to Use Qualitative Methods in Evaluation, 1987
18 Richard Krueger website, www.tc.umn.edu/%7Erkrueger/index.html
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Features of a Good Focus Group Moderator

• Ask all the questions that have been prepared

• Give minimal encouragers

• Use neutral probes:  "Would you explain further?"; "Would you give an 
example?"; "I don't understand."

• Ask for clarification or elaboration

• Comment (into tape recorder) when participants nod their heads in agreement with 
whomever is speaking

• Use linking (of ideas that appeared early with those that appeared late)

• Let a roll develop and stop it when it gets off the topic

• Stop a participant when he/she does not answer the question

• Never suggest answers

• Recognize a shy person and bring him/her into discussion

• Courteously but firmly stop a ‘chatty’ participant

• Deflect a request by a participant to give your opinion

• Assert respect for all opinions by handling participant who puts another 
respondent’s answer ‘down’19

19 Adapted from Nancy Ellen, Focus Group Moderator Critique. Tipsheet #73, University Park, PA: Penn State Cooperative 
Extension, 2005. www.extension.psu.edu/evaluation/pdf/TS73.pdf and Richard Krueger website, www.tc.umn.edu/
%7Erkrueger/index.html

http://www.extension.psu.edu/evaluation/pdf/TS73.pdf
http://www.extension.psu.edu/evaluation/pdf/TS73.pdf
http://www.tc.umn.edu/%7Erkrueger/index.html
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Asking Questions That Yield Powerful Information

• Use open-ended questions
"What did you think of the program?"
"Where do you get new information?"
"What do you like best about the proposed program?"
Be cautious of phrases such as "how satisfied" or "to what extent"

• Avoid dichotomous questions
These questions can be answered with a "yes" or "no" 

• “Why?” is rarely asked
Instead, ask about attributes and/or influences. Attributes are characteristics or 
features of the topic. Influences are things that prompt or cause action. 

• Use "think back" questions.
Take people back to an experience and not forward to the future 

• Use different types of questions
Identify potential questions
Five Types of Questions 

1. Opening Question (round robin)
2. Introductory Question
3. Transition Questions
4. Key Questions
5. Ending Questions

• Use questions that get participants involved
Use reflection, examples, choices, rating scales, drawings, etc. 

• Focus the questions 
Sequence that goes from general to specific 

• Be cautious of serendipitous questions
Save for the end of the discussion20 

20 Richard Krueger website, www.tc.umn.edu/%7Erkrueger/index.html
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 Strategies for Focus Group Questions

• Choose among alternatives
• Make a list
• Fill in the blank
• Rate with blank card
• Semantic differential
• Projection, fantasy and daydreams
• Draw a picture
• Develop a campaign
• Role playing
• Questions that foster ownership

What can you do...?

Generic Questions

1. How have you been involved in _____?
2. Think back over all the years that you've participated and tell us your fondest, 

most enjoyable memory. 
3. Think back over the past year of the things that (name of organization) did. What 

went particularly well?
4. What needs improvement?
5. If you were inviting a friend to participate in (name of organization), what would 

you say in the invitation?
6. Suppose that you were in charge and could make one change that would make the 

program better. What would you do?
7. What can each one of us do to make the program better?21

21 Richard Krueger website, www.tc.umn.edu/%7Erkrueger/index.html 
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Ending Questions22

• All things considered question
This question asks participants to reflect on the entire discussion and then offer 
their positions or opinions on topics of central importance to the researchers.

Example:

"Suppose that you had one minute to talk to the governor on merit pay, the topic of 
today's discussion. What would you say?" or "Of all the things we discussed, what, to 
you, is the most important?" 

• Summary question
After the brief oral summary, the question asked is:
"Is this an adequate summary?" 

• Final question
The moderator reviews the purpose of the study and then asks the participants: 
"Have we missed anything?" 

22 Richard Krueger website, www.tc.umn.edu/%7Erkrueger/index.html 
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PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER
How to organize the information

Organizing the information you collect makes it easier to see patterns and themes and to 
interpret meanings.  You can make sense of your information through these steps:23

Organize information, by
• Taking notes on observations
• Writing up interviews
• Summarizing responses to questions
• Sorting data into categories
• Drawing a table or making a chart

Analyze information, by asking
• What stands out?
• What are the patterns?
• What are the similarities?
• What are the differences?
• Is more information needed?

Interpret information, by asking
• Do the activities accomplish their purpose?
• What are the effects and outcomes?
• What findings are significant?
• What lessons can be learned?
• What is to be done?

23 Marcia Festen and Marianne Philbin, Level Best: How Small and Grassroots Nonprofits Can Tackle Evaluation and Talk 
Results, 2007
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ANALYZING AND INTERPRETING INFORMATION

Analyzing quantitative and qualitative data is often performed by statisticians.  But 
don’t feel intimidated.  There are certain basics which can help to make sense of your 
data.

• If you wanted to improve your program by identifying its strengths and 
weaknesses, you can organize data into program strengths, weaknesses and 
suggestions to improve the program. 

• If you wanted to fully understand how your program works, you could 
organize data in the chronological order in which events occur. 

• If your evaluation is focused on outcomes, you can categorize data according 
to the indicators for each outcome.

Always start with your evaluation goals

When analyzing data (whether from questionnaires, interviews, focus groups, or 
whatever), always start with a review of your evaluation goals – the reason you 
undertook the evaluation in the first place. This will help you organize your data 
and focus your analysis. 



Basic analysis of quantitative information 
For information other than commentary – ratings, rankings, yes's, no's, 

• Make copies of your data and store the master copy away. Use the copy for 
making edits, cutting and pasting, etc.

• Tabulate the information, i.e., add up the number of ratings, rankings, yes's, and 
no’s for each question. 

• For ratings and rankings, consider computing a mean, or average, for each 
question. For example, "For question #1, the average ranking was 2.4". This is 
more meaningful than indicating, e.g., how many respondents ranked 1, 2, or 3. 

• Consider conveying the range of answers, e.g., 20 people ranked "1", 30 ranked 
"2", and 20 people ranked "3".

Basic analysis of qualitative information 
Respondents' verbal answers in interviews, focus groups, or written commentary on 
questionnaires

• Read through all the data
• Organize comments into similar categories such as: concerns, suggestions, 

strengths, weaknesses, similar experiences, program inputs, recommendations, 
outputs, or outcome indicators

• Label the categories or themes such as concerns or suggestions
• Attempt to identify patterns or associations and causal relationships in the 

themes such as: all people who attended programs in the evening had similar 
concerns; most people came from the same geographic area; most people were in 
the same salary range; or what processes or events respondents experienced 
during the program

• Keep all commentary for several years after completion in case it is needed for 
future reference24

24 Adapted from Carter McNamara, Authenticity Consulting, LLC. Adapted from The Field Guide to Nonprofit 
Program Design, Marketing and Evaluation. www.managementhelp.org/evaluatn/fnl_eval.htm#anchor1316141  

http://www.authenticityconsulting.com/pubs/PG_gdes/PG_pubs.htm
http://www.authenticityconsulting.com/pubs/PG_gdes/PG_pubs.htm
http://www.authenticityconsulting.com/pubs/PG_gdes/PG_pubs.htm
http://www.authenticityconsulting.com/pubs/PG_gdes/PG_pubs.htm
http://www.managementhelp.org/evaluatn/fnl_eval.htm#anchor1316141
http://www.managementhelp.org/evaluatn/fnl_eval.htm#anchor1316141


Seeking Explanations for Unusual Outcomes

• Talk with individual service delivery personnel and supervisors
• Hold “How Are We Doing?” meetings with staff to review results
• Form a working group of staff and volunteers to examine the problem
• Review client responses to survey questions that asked clients to rate specific 

service characteristics
• Review responses to open-ended questions in client surveys and those that probe 

specific aspects of services
• Hold focus group sessions with samples of clients to obtain their input
• Consider performing an in-depth evaluation, if findings are particularly 

important and resources are available25

25 Adapted from Elaine Morley and Linda M. Lampkin, The Urban Institute, Using Outcome Information: Making 
data pay off, 2004. http://www.urban.org/publications/311040.html

Want to know how well individual programs are performing, determine what areas 
need improvement, or identify staff or programs that merit recognition?  Compare 
the following: 

• Recent outcomes with those from previous reporting periods

• Outcomes to targets, if the program has set such targets

• Client outcomes grouped by client characteristics such as age, gender, race 
and ethnicity, education level, zip code, household size

• Client outcomes grouped by various service characteristics, such as amount 
of service provided, location of service or venue of production, program 
content, or the particular staff providing the service to the client

• Outcomes with outcomes of similar programs in other organizations, if 
available

http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/


HOW TO ANALYZE THE STORY IN STORYTELLING

• Group similar stories together

• Think about the representativeness of the stories
Are they typical, extreme cases, special circumstances or what?

• Step back and look for patterns

• Describe the patterns in writing 

• Seek verification from research colleagues 

• Compare results to other research findings

• Problems with credibility

o Authenticity - Truth
o Accuracy - Memory Problems
o Representativeness and Sampling
o Generalizability / Transferability26

26 Richard Krueger website, www.tc.umn.edu/%7Erkrueger/index.html
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FOCUS GROUP ANALYSIS
1. Start while still in the group

o Listen for inconsistent comments and probe for understanding
o Listen for vague or cryptic comments and probe for understanding
o Consider asking each participant a final preference question 
o Offer a summary of key questions and seek confirmation

2. Immediately after the focus group
o Draw a diagram of seating arrangement
o Spot check tape recording to ensure proper operation
o Conduct moderator and assistant moderator debriefing
o Note themes, hunches, interpretations, and ideas
o Compare and contrast this focus group to other groups
o Label and file field notes, tapes and other materials

3. Soon after the focus group--within hours analyze individual focus group
o Make back-up copy of tapes and send tape to transcriptionist for computer 

entry if transcript is wanted
o Analyst listens to tape, reviews field notes and reads transcript if available
o Prepare report of the individual focus group in a question-by-question 

format with amplifying quotes
o Share report for verification with other researchers who were present at 

the focus group

4. Later--within days analyze the series of focus groups
o Compare and contrast results by categories of individual focus groups
o Look for emerging themes by question and then overall
o Construct typologies or diagram the analysis
o Describe findings and use quotes to illustrate

5. Finally, prepare the report
o Consider narrative style versus bulleted style
o Use a few quotes to illustrate
o Sequence could be question by question or by theme
o Share report for verification with other researchers
o Revise and finalize report



Focus Group Analysis Tips

WORDS
Think about both the actual words used by the participants and the meanings of those words. A variety 
of words and phrases will be used.  You will need to determine the degree of similarity between these 
responses. 

CONTEXT
Participant responses were triggered by a stimulus – a question asked by the moderator or a comment 
from another participant. Examine the context by finding the triggering stimulus and then interpret the 
comment in light of that environment. The response is interpreted in light of the preceding discussion 
and also by the tone and intensity of the oral comment. 

INTERNAL CONSISTENCY
Participants in focus groups change and sometimes even reverse their positions after interaction with 
others. When there is a shift in opinion, trace the flow of the conversation to determine clues that 
might explain the change. 

FREQUENCY OR EXTENSIVENESS
Some topics are discussed more by participants (extensiveness) and also some comments are made 
more often (frequency) than others. These topics could be more important or of special interest to 
participants. Also, consider what wasn't said or what received limited attention. Did you expect but 
not hear certain comments? 

INTENSITY
Participants may talk about a topic with a special intensity or depth of feeling. They will use words 
that connote intensity or tell you directly about their strength of feeling. Intensity may be difficult to 
spot with transcripts alone because it is also communicated by the voice tone, speed, and emphasis on 
certain words. Some may display strength of feeling with a speed or excitement in the voice whereas 
others will speak slowly and deliberately. 

SPECIFICITY
Responses that are specific and based on experiences should be given more weight than responses that 
are vague and impersonal. To what degree can the respondent provide details when asked a follow up 
probe? Greater attention is often placed on responses that are in the first person as opposed to 
hypothetical third person answers. 

FINDING BIG IDEAS
One of the traps of analysis is not seeing the big ideas. Step back from the discussions by allowing an 
extra day for big ideas to percolate. For example, after finishing the analysis the researcher might set 
the report aside for a brief period and then jot down three or four of the most important findings. 
Assistant moderators or others skilled in qualitative analysis might review the process and verify the 
big ideas. 27 

27 Adapted from Richard Krueger website, www.tc.umn.edu/%7Erkrueger/index.html
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INTERPRETING INFORMATION

 Consider using an interpretation group.  This is a small group of 5-8 people with different 
backgrounds and involvements in the program or organization.  This might include board 
members, management, staff members such as a program expert or bookkeeper, clients, 
funder, and content experts.  Remember diversity of race, gender, and type of employer.  This 
group is supplied with data analyses charts.

 
Ask each person to prepare their interpretation of the data before the meeting.  They should 
ask themselves:  What does this mean for the organization/program?  What if anything needs 
to be done?  Have each participant present their interpretations: strengths and weaknesses of 
the program or organization.  The evaluator takes notes and writes the report.28

 Attempt to put the information in perspective e.g., compare results to what you expected; 
management or program staff; any common standards for your services; original program 
goals (especially if you're conducting a program evaluation); indications of accomplishing 
outcomes; description of the program's experiences, strengths, weaknesses.

 Remember that statistics tell you how many but they don’t tell you how.

 Consider recommendations to help program staff improve the program, conclusions about 
program operations or meeting goals.

 Record conclusions and recommendations in a report document, and associate interpretations 
to justify your conclusions or recommendations.

28 Comments from Dr. James Sanders



Section 6

Putting it all 
Together

  
Reporting  



REPORTING EVALUATION RESULTS
• The level and scope of content depends on to whom the report is intended, e.g., to funders, 

staff, audience, donors, the public, etc.

• Be sure the staff has a chance to carefully review and discuss the report. Translate 
recommendations to action plans, including who is going to do what about the program and by  
when.

• Funders will likely require a report that includes an executive summary (this is a summary of 
conclusions and recommendations, not a listing of what sections of information are in the 
report -- that's a table of contents); description of the organization and the program under 
evaluation; explanation of the evaluation goals, methods, and analysis procedures; listing of 
conclusions and recommendations; and any relevant attachments, e.g., inclusion of evaluation 
questionnaires, interview guides, etc. The funder may want the report to be delivered as a 
presentation, accompanied by an overview of the report. Or, the funder may want to review 
the report alone.

• Be sure to record the evaluation plans and activities in an evaluation plan which can be 
referenced when a similar program evaluation is needed in the future.29 

 (See Putting It All Together section.)

29 Adapted from Carter McNamara, Authenticity Consulting, LLC. Adapted from The Field Guide to Nonprofit 
Program Design, Marketing and Evaluation. www.managementhelp.org/evaluatn/fnl_eval.htm#anchor1316141

Strategies for Presenting and Reporting Evaluation Findings

• Formal meetings to discuss findings
• Formal written reports
• Individual  and informal conversations – over coffee, before/after staff meetings
• Memos
• E-mail messages
• Visual media – photos, videos, PowerPoint presentations, a one-sheet synopsis
• Funder reports (may require specific formats)
• Marketing or capital campaigns – information brochures, proposals for new initiatives
• Organizational website and newsletter 

http://www.authenticityconsulting.com/pubs/PG_gdes/PG_pubs.htm
http://www.authenticityconsulting.com/pubs/PG_gdes/PG_pubs.htm
http://www.authenticityconsulting.com/pubs/PG_gdes/PG_pubs.htm
http://www.authenticityconsulting.com/pubs/PG_gdes/PG_pubs.htm
http://www.managementhelp.org/evaluatn/fnl_eval.htm#anchor1316141
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THE REPORT

Create useful displays of the analyses of your data. Producing a report that is clear, 
comprehensive, and concise may be challenging.  However, users have limited time 
and must be able to read a report and draw conclusions without being overwhelmed 
with data.

Introduction 
• Note the purpose of the evaluation
• Emphasize the issues or questions to be discussed 
• Include the source of the data you’re discussing

Presentation
• Display the results in graphs or tables to summarize findings – be succinct and 

visual  
• Summarize your findings regarding

o how the program is working – its strengths, weaknesses, and effectiveness 
o if the program was implemented as planned 
o factors affecting the program 
o progress made toward meeting outcomes (See Big Picture section.)

Recommendation
• Describe how the program, staff, and support are affected.  On the basis of the 

findings, suggest possible appropriate next steps.  
• Discuss the implications for further evaluation activities.  (See What Next 

section.)

An initial detailed report might be created for internal use with subsequent lighter 
versions developed for external stakeholders (funders, donors, partners, 
collaborators, community). 



To present the information effectively:

• Keep it simple

• Include a summary of major points

• Don’t crowd too much on a page

• Avoid technical jargon and define any unfamiliar terms

• Define each outcome indicator

• Highlight points of interest on tables with bold type, circles, or arrows

• If feasible, use color to help highlight and distinguish key findings

• Label charts and tables clearly—titles, rows, columns, axes

• Identify source and date of the data presented and note limitations

• Provide context (perhaps a history or comparisons with other arts organizations 
or the community)

• Add variety to data presentation by using bar or pie charts to illustrate points30

30 Adapted from Elaine Morley and Linda M. Lampkin, The Urban Institute, Using Outcome Information: Making 
data pay off, 2004. http://www.urban.org/publications/311040.html
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NEXT STEPS: CHANGE BASED ON EVALUATION FINDINGS

You have worked hard to ask the right questions, received the answers, analyzed the 
data and reported your findings.  So what will you do with this glossy report?

How to use evaluation findings – In House

• Discuss the findings at staff meetings, rehearsals, board meetings, volunteer get-
togethers - wherever you have stakeholders gathered together.  Use these 
findings as the basis for a dialogue about what is going well and why.  Also 
discuss what has not gone so well and why.  

• Ask stakeholders if they agree with the findings.  How does it influence their 
perception of how things are going?

• The results should show where changes might be made in your programming or 
within your organizational structure.  What will you do differently in your 
classroom, workshop, or production planning as a result of this evaluation?

• Do the results identify staff needs/training, volunteer training, board training or 
technology assistance that is required?  

• Don’t just discuss it, make a plan of action.  The results may support short-term, 
annual, or long-range planning.

• Take a look at what you are trying to accomplish: outcomes, outputs, and 
activities.  Do the findings show they are realistic?  Should you raise or lower the 
bar in expectations for your next program cycle?

• The data you have collected guides budget planning and justifies resource 
allocation or reallocation.31

31 Adapted from the Greater Kalamazoo Evaluation Project, 1997, Evaluation for Learning, Participant Manual, 2nd 
edition 2005



How to use evaluation findings – Externally

• Evidence – Your evaluation can provide anecdotes and numbers (qualitative and 
quantitative data).  This evidence documents credibility to the public and all 
stakeholders.  Annual reports, newsletters, television and radio interviews 
highlight program benefits to potential participants.

• Partnering – The findings help organizations identify various opportunities for 
partnering with others, leading to joint programming.

• Funding –Findings assist the organization in obtaining funding.  Organizations 
use outcome findings in their requests for funding, progress reports and final 
reports.  Qualitative and quantitative data further strengthen the case for 
programs seeking new or expanding services.32

32  Adapted from the Greater Kalamazoo Evaluation Project, 1997, Evaluation for Learning, Participant Manual, 2nd 
edition 2005
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EVALUATING THE EVALUATION PROCESS

Periodically, a committee of representatives should take a look at the evaluation 
process in your organization and look for ways to improve it.  Basic questions to ask 
are:

• Is evaluation appropriate?  Is it useful?  Has it led to improvements in programs 
and services?  Are stakeholders engaged in evaluation?  Does staff need further 
training in evaluation?

• Is it practical?  Does it work well?  Does the value of evaluation to participants, 
the organization, the community, and funders justify the costs involved?

• Are there any ethical issues related to evaluation?

• Are results of evaluation accurate and unbiased?

• What could be done to improve the evaluation process?33

33 Adapted from the Greater Kalamazoo Evaluation Project, 1997, Evaluation for Learning, Participant Manual, 2nd 
edition 2005



BUDGETING FOR EVALUATION34

Keys to Effective Budgeting

• Know the organization’s evaluation vision – See The Big Picture section
• Know the program areas to be evaluated
• Establish a timeframe and specific deadlines to keep the process moving 

smoothly
• Identify responsibilities for each task 
• Consider the material costs associated with each activity as well as the time 

required of staff 
• Keep the process simple and the budget realistic
• The evaluation budget must be consistent with the organization’s long-term 

objectives
• Confer with those who have or will participate in the evaluation process
• Create a draft budget
• Seek review and comment from appropriate shareholders
• Revise as many times as needed before submitting budget for approval
• Schedule periodic reviews of evaluation expenditures during the year to ensure 

budget is a true reflection of current conditions and needs
• Be flexible and amend the budget if necessary

BUDGET CATEGORIES

OPERATIONAL
Staff salaries 
Benefits

PROGRAMMATIC
Communication (postage, phone, fax)
Printing/Copying (preparation of data collection instruments, reports)
Printed Materials (purchase of data collection instruments, books)
Supplies/Equipment (computers, scanners and software)
Travel (to sites, professional conferences, or workshops)

34 Karen Russon and Craig Russon, Evaluation Capacity Development Group Toolkit, 2007



Some budgeting rules of thumb35

• An evaluation budget will range from five to ten percent of the total 
programming budget.

• Typically the higher the total programming budget, the lower the percentage 
devoted to evaluation.

• The most significant cost for evaluation is that of staff time allocated to 
evaluation.

• Data collection and analysis typically takes up about one-half of the evaluation 
budget; the other half goes to evaluation design and reporting.

• Be sure to consider the trade-offs between evaluation quality and budget; a larger 
budget USUALLY allows for higher quality work.

• Highly visible or political evaluations are more expensive as they will be more 
heavily scrutinized for comprehensiveness and accuracy.  More routine 
evaluations may use existing data and are thus less expensive.

• Evaluation expenses are reduced when there are collaborative efforts with other 
organizations performing similar activities or joint programs. 

35 Karen Russon and Craig Russon, Evaluation Capacity Development Group Toolkit, 2007



REDUCING COSTS

Small organizations should consider leveraging their resources for conducting 
evaluation by collaborating with other organizations to conduct evaluation work 
involving the same issues or initiatives.  Group numerous external and internal data 
collection and analysis exercises as much as possible to avoid redundancy and 
achieve economies of scale in data collection.  Also, search for extra funding from 
government agencies for special issues or groups such as issues relating to women, 
youth, minorities, or the environment.

Involving assistants is a good way to reduce costs, speed up the flow of work, and 
train younger administrators, staff, and volunteers working in the organization.  
Graduate students from local universities can be energetic; good typists; who are 
familiar with statistical, graphic, and other practical software; plus they are usually 
genuinely interested in learning about the work of the organization.  Use of in-kind 
services such as conference rooms and long-distance phone service can help keep 
costs down.  Board members can be a good source for everything from evaluation 
skills and experience they may possess to being able to provide a venue or 
refreshments for a focus group or access to a high-end copier to print and collate 
survey materials.  Thinking creatively, there may be untapped resources right in front 
of you
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The Urban Institute 
2100 M Street, NW 
Washington, D.C.  20037 
(202) 833-7200 
 
 
Candidate Outcome Indicators:  Performing Arts Program 
 
Implementing an outcome monitoring process enables organizations to track progress in achieving the 
program’s mission.   With this information, program managers can better develop budgets, allocate 
resources and improve their services.  This document includes the following suggestions for starting or 
improving outcome measurement efforts:  
 
1. Outcome sequence chart – Identifies key outcomes presented in the sequence that are normally 

expected to occur.  The chart illustrates how one outcome leads to the next and identifies specific 
indicators that might be used to track each outcome.  Intermediate outcomes tend to be on the left, 
and end (or final) outcomes are on the right.  The program description at the top of the chart is 
meant to encompass a range of similar programs.  

2. Candidate outcome indicators – Lists outcomes and associated indicators as a starting point for 
deciding which outcomes to track. They were chosen based on a review of the program area and 
consultation with program experts. Only outcome indicators are included (not physical outputs, 
such as number of classes held; not efficiency, such as cost per counseling session; and not 
organization issues, such as success in fundraising or staffing).  The focus is on program 
beneficiaries (clients, customers, citizens, participants) and what has been accomplished for them.  
A data source or collection procedure is suggested for each indicator.   

 
Suggestions and Limitations for Use of the Materials 

• Involve others in deciding which outcomes and indicators to track. Obtain input from staff, board 
members, and clients.  As an early step, prepare your own version of an outcome sequence chart–
one that you believe fits the needs of your program.  

• Review the project report for additional ideas on relevant indicators and additional resources:  
Building a Common Framework to Measure Nonprofit Performance. 

• Tabulate the outcome information by various categories of clients to see if outcomes are different 
for different clients (e.g., gender, age group, income level, handicap level, and race/ethnicity).  Use 
that information to help better target your efforts. 

• Start with a small number of the indicators, especially if you have had only very little experience 
with such data collection and have very limited resources. Add more outcomes and indicators to 
the performance measurement system later, as you find that information is likely to be useful.   

• Outcome information seldom, if ever, tells why the outcomes have occurred.  Many internal and 
external factors can contribute to any outcome.  Instead, use the outcome data to identify what 
works well and what does not.  Use the data to determine for which categories of clients your 
procedures and policies are working well and for which they are not working well.  To the extent 
that the program is not working as well as expected, then attempt to find out the reasons.  This 
investigation process leads to continuous learning and program improvement.  

The Center for What Works 
3074 West Palmer Boulevard 
Chicago, Illinois 60647 
(773) 398-8858 
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