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Abstract

Nonprofits and their funders are missing an opportunity to improve program sustainability by
integrating community engagement, program adaptation, and communication into evaluation
efforts. Many funders have wide-reaching social goals as part of their funding strategy, including
community empowerment, social justice, and/or economic mobility. They also expect grant-
funded programs to be sustained beyond the funding period. Yet most do not require a participatory
approach to evaluation, which would yield community transformation and program sustainability.
Through their grant-making, funders have the power to define program success, evaluation
metrics, the qualifications of evaluation teams, how data is collected, and how data is shared. This
paper seeks to explore the potential of participatory evaluation in promoting program
sustainability and addresses the following questions:

1) How does participatory evaluation support program sustainability in nonprofit
organizations?

2) What steps can funders take to incorporate participatory evaluation into funding
expectations?

The purpose of this literature review is to provide an overview of participatory evaluation, from
its origins to its current usages in the nonprofit sector. In addition to reviewing its principles,
characteristics, and processes, the methodologies of participatory evaluation will be compared to
traditional evaluative processes. Finally, the connections between participatory evaluation and
evidence-based best practices in program sustainability will be assessed.

Keywords: Nonprofits; Program Sustainability; Participatory Evaluation; Grant-making;
Evidence-based Best Practices.

Introduction

“Participatory approaches to monitoring & evaluation invite us to think about which belief
systems are privileged in our work, whose knowledge and priorities matter most, and why
we do the work we do in the first place.”

Naomi Falkenburg

As organizations embedded in the communities they serve, human service nonprofits serve a vital
role in the health and wellbeing of individuals, providing “food for the hungry, medical care for

the ailing, shelter for the homeless, and educational opportunities for all” (Salmon, 2025,
- |

JOURNAL OF APPLIED PROFESSIONAL STUDIES VOLUME 7 ISSUE 15 FALL 2026



Introduction Section). Since the 1960’s, nonprofits have provided direct services that bureaucratic
government agencies are not able or not willing to provide themselves. Many of these nonprofits
are small community-based organizations which serve lower-resourced individuals who often
cannot afford to pay for services (Besel et al., 2011). To compensate for this loss of revenue,
nonprofits turn to individual donors or other external funding sources. These funding sources are
generally short-term, and as evidenced in 2025, easily rescinded.

Today, nearly 30 percent (or over 100,000) U.S. nonprofits receive grant or contract funding from
the government (Urban Institute, 2025) to provide services; of these, approximately one-third rely
on those grants or contracts for more than half of their revenue (Urban Institute, 2025). Nonprofits
working in human services, public assistance, and international affairs are the most likely to have
to rely on government grants or contracts (Urban Institute, 2025). Unfortunately, a significant
portion of nonprofits that provide services on behalf of the government through grants or contracts
do not have implementable plans for sustaining grant-funded programs if government funding is
terminated, as evidenced across the country over the past year.

On a local level, the funding freezes and delays of early 2025 had a significant impact on the
organizational capacity of Massachusetts nonprofits to continue services (Tomasko & Martin,
2025). Seventy-three percent of Massachusetts nonprofits received government funding in 2025,
and of those, approximately a third lost some type of government funding in 2025, which is slightly
less than the national average of 33 percent (Tomasco & Martin, 2025).

The unexpected termination of government grants and contracts can have a devastating effect on
a nonprofit’s fiscal health. If a nonprofit is unable to sustain a program, community needs will go
unmet (Cheng & Yeng, 2017). It makes more sense, then, to help nonprofits develop plans for
sustainability even before accepting a grant. Sustainability might look like a continuation of
services in a modified form, or maintaining the program as-is, or building a community’s capacity
to provide services or interventions as a collaboration or partnership (Sheirer, 2005).

There is consensus across the literature that sustainability planning should occur early and often
in the life cycle of a grant (Adelman & Taylor, 2003; Riggs, 2012; Stoll et al., 2012; Sheirer, 2005;
Riggs, 2012; Hutchinson, 2016; Palinkas et al., 2019); however, these findings have not yet
impacted how funders approach the standard requirements of evaluation plans and sustainability
plans as part of a grant proposal. Community engagement, ongoing evaluation, program
adaptability, and open communication with stakeholders are widely recognized as essential
components in program sustainability (Adelman & Taylor, 2003; Riggs, 2012; Stoll et al., 2012;
Sheirer, 2005; Riggs, 2012; Hutchinson, 2016; Palinkas et al., 2019), all of which are present in
participatory evaluation. Tapella et al. define participatory evaluation as an approach to evaluation
where “those involved in the project define what will be evaluated, who will participate, when the
evaluation will be carried out, what data collection and analytical methods will be used and how
the results will be communicated” (Tapella et al, 2023, p. 22).

Nonprofits and their funders are missing an opportunity to improve program sustainability by
integrating community engagement, program adaptation, and communication into evaluation
efforts. Traditionally, evaluation methods have only represented “a narrow, privileged
perspective” (Patel, 2023, para. 10). Participatory evaluation (PE), on the other hand, provides
.
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ongoing opportunities to build relationships with clients and community partners, learn more about
their “interests, aspirations, and priority concerns” (Braithwaite et al., 2013, p. 6), directly involve
stakeholders in the evaluation and learning process, build stronger communities, and gain unique
insights into perceived problems (Coghlan & Brydon-Miller, 2014).

Participatory evaluation provides nonprofits with “the all-important multiple perspectives of those
most directly affected by the project, who are also most likely to be tied into community history
and culture” (Rabinowitz, 2024, Summary Section). The expertise that local stakeholders and
community members bring to the project design and evaluation increases the likelihood that the
project will be implemented and utilized effectively by the intended audience. Their engagement
“encourages community buy-in, and can result in important gains in skills, knowledge and self-
confidence and self-esteem” (Rabinowitz, 2024, Summary Section) for all involved — elements that
have a lasting impact on the community.

This paper seeks to explore the potential of participatory evaluation in promoting program
sustainability and addresses the following questions:

1. How does participatory evaluation support program sustainability in nonprofit
organizations?

2. What steps can funders take to incorporate participatory evaluation into funding
expectations?

Literature Review

For community-based and social justice-oriented organizations, participatory evaluation provides
ongoing opportunities to build relationships with clients and community partners, learn more about
their “interests, aspirations, and priority concerns” (Braithwaite et al., 2013, p. 6), directly involve
stakeholders in the evaluation and learning process, build stronger communities, and gain unique
insights into perceived problems (Coghlan & Brydon-Miller, 2014).

The purpose of this literature review is to provide an overview of participatory evaluation, from
its origins to its current usages in the nonprofit sector. In addition to reviewing its principles,
characteristics, and processes, the methodologies of participatory evaluation will be compared to
traditional evaluative processes. Finally, the connections between participatory evaluation and
evidence-based best practices in program sustainability will be assessed.

Defining Participatory Evaluation

Participatory evaluation (PE) is a branch of evaluation which uses mixed methods such as surveys,
storytelling, focus groups and interviews to “give program participants, staff, and other
stakeholders ownership in designing and managing the evaluation process itself” (Marx et al.,
2021, p. 3). PE is a people-centered approach to evaluation where “project stakeholders and
beneficiaries are the key actors of the evaluation process and not the mere objects of the
evaluation” (Office of Evaluation and Strategic Planning, 1997, Participatory Evaluation section).
Those who are traditionally the subject of a study become co-evaluators who then help define:
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The areas to be evaluated

Who should participate in the project and evaluation

The timeline and scope of the evaluation

Data to be collected

e Methods for analyzing the data

e How the results will be shared with stakeholders (Tapella et al., 2023).

The co-creative approach to PE is built on the belief that by giving all stakeholders the authority
to make such decisions, “the process can have a profound and positive affect on the people
involved, the evaluation, and the policy driving the program” (Moschetti, 2003, p. 19). As such,
PE has three goals: to improve the planning and implementation of a program (decision-making),
to promote learning and to build capacity across the organization and among all stakeholders
(knowledge generation), and to influence policy (political and social justice) (Moschetti, 2003;
Cullen & Coryn, 2011).

This approach is built on the principles of equitable evaluation and seeks to “rebalance power and
control over evaluation activities and findings” (Hyra, 2022, p.2). This rebalancing is achieved by
creating diverse teams, using culturally appropriate methods, and the willingness to “reveal
structural and systems-level drivers of inequity” (Hyra, 2022, p. 2). This requires that evaluation
teams acknowledge the social contexts that led to the inequitable situation, are inclusive of the
impacted population, and make findings fully accessible (Hyra, 2022).

A Brief History of Participatory Evaluation

The origins of PE span international community development work and American community
activism initiatives of the 1960s (Moschetti, 2003). These social developments led to “a growing
awareness of the importance of representing multiple perspectives in political decision-making”
(Moschetti, 2003, p. 17) and more action- and social justice-oriented research approaches in the
1970s (Moschetti, 2003). By the 1990s, there was international interest in the promotion of human
development (Tapella et al., 2023), resulting in “many evaluation approaches having identified the
involvement of civil society actors as a key component, displaying a particular sensitivity to their
needs and perspectives, as well as a clear interest in ensuring they are involved in the evaluation
process (Chouinard and Milley, 2018)” (Tapella et al., 2023, p.22). This represented a shift from
“traditional” evaluation methods which were “technical in nature, resting on measurement tools
and the external eye of an expert evaluation team” (Tapella et al., 2023, p. 22).

Participatory Evaluation Within the Evaluation Family

PE is an umbrella term for evaluation approaches which focus on the context surrounding a
situation and promote increased community involvement in the evaluation process. Other
evaluation approaches in this family include transformative evaluation, which seeks “generate
evidence of impact and redistribute the power inherent in the evaluation process” (Cooper, 2014,
p. 2); empowerment evaluation, which aims to “build self-sufficiency, confidence, and skills
among stakeholders so they can independently assess and improve their programs” (Fetterman et
al., 2017, p. 7); collaborative approach in evaluation, which creates “an ongoing engagement
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between evaluators and stakeholders, contributing to stronger evaluation designs, enhanced data
collection and analysis, and results that stakeholders understand and use” (Rodriguez-Campos &
Rincones-Gomez, 2018, p. 1), and developmental evaluation, which supports the “development
of innovation and adaptation in dynamic environments” (Better Evaluation, 2021, para. 7). To
varying degrees, each of these approaches seek to “affect social change and redistribute power
relations among stakeholders” (Moschetti, 2003, p. 21) by placing the power of decision-making
in the hands of those most impacted by the program.

Characteristics of Participatory Evaluation

PE can be differentiated from other types of evaluation approaches through several key
characteristics, including its recognition of the wisdom of program participants and their lived
understanding of the environment being impacted; its inclusion of stakeholders in all decision-
making; its utilization of available local resources and the existing capacity of program
stakeholders and partnering organizations; and its use of evaluators as group facilitators
(Moschetti, 2003). It actively involves program participants and other stakeholders in the
evaluation process, and facilitates their ongoing engagement (Hyra, 2022). Stakeholder
engagement can range from uninvolved to stakeholder-driven, as detailed in Figure 1.

Principles of Participatory Evaluation

PE is based on the core principles of inclusivity, empowerment, adaptability, transparency, and a
focus on utilization (Ochieng, n.d.). These principles are reflected in shared decision-making by
all stakeholders, open communication, a willingness to change approaches as needed, and
continuous reflection by all parties (Fetterman, Rodriguez-Campos, & Zukoski, 2017). The
following table compares the principles of participatory evaluation as defined in the current body
of literature.

Table 1: Comparison of Principles of Participatory Evaluation

Ochieng (n.d.) | Nelson & Greenberg | Faruquzzaman et al. | Tapella et al., (2023)

(2017) (2025)
Inclusivity Shared decision- | Considering the | Stakeholders are active
making context of the problem | and “conscious of their

incorporation in the
evaluation  as full
subjects” (p. 58)

Empowerment Mutual respect & trust | Program partners are | Local knowledge is seen

engaged as valid and important
Adaptability Transparency Traditional evaluation | Stakeholders are
instruments are adapted | involved in the design
as needed and implementation of
the evaluation
Transparency Flexibility Uses a strengths-based | Feedback loops create
approach dialogue among the
stakeholders
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Utilization of | Reflection and | Self-reflection and self- | The stakeholders have
findings learning learning are continuous | ownership ~ of  the
evaluation
Power imbalances are | Planning and decision-
acknowledged and | making skills are
addressed developed
Participatory methods | The evaluators act as
are embedded facilitators

The Participatory Evaluation Process

Across the literature, the process for implementing PE follows a similar pattern to that of traditional
evaluation methods: engaging stakeholders, creating evaluation questions and instruments,
collecting and analyzing information, and reporting findings. Where PE approaches differ is in the
deliberate building of relationships and gaining trust (Braithwaite et al., 2013; Shulha et al.,
2015; Rabinowitz, 2024), developing a shared understanding of the problem (Shulha et al., 2015),
the co-creation of materials (Tapella et al., 2023; Ochieng, n.d.; Braithwaite et al., 2013; Shulha
et al., 2015; Rabinowitz, 2024), the training and skill-building of stakeholders (Shulha et al.,
2015; Rabinowitz, 2024), and making findings accessible to the community and putting them
into action (Tapella et al., 2023; Ochieng, n.d.; Braithwaite et al., 2013; Shulha et al., 2015;
Rabinowitz, 2024).

Table 2: Comparison of Proposed PE Processes

Step | Tapella et al. | Ochieng Braithwaite et | Shulha et al. Rabinowitz
(2023) (n.d.) al. (2013) (2015) (2024)

1 Establish  the | Identify  and | Recruit Clarify motives | Identify
evaluation engage community for stakeholders
team stakeholders members collaborating

2 Determine Begin Facilitate Foster Build
evaluation collaborative involvement meaningful relationships
goals and | planning relationships
questions

3 Identify Collect and | Build trust Develop a | Define
information analyze data shared evaluation
sources and understanding | purpose  and
tools of the problem | questions

4 Determine Report and use | Articulate Create a | Select methods
costs and | findings program goals | timeline  and
timeline for and objectives | budget for
evaluation monitoring

5 Collect Collaborative | Build Plan capacity-
information building of | evaluation building

tools skills activities

6 Analyze Pilot Apply findings | Collect and
information assessment analyze data

tools
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Disseminate Finalize Disseminate
findings instruments findings
and begin
collecting data
8 Put  findings Ongoing Develop action
into action feedback loops plans
9 Monitor Use feedback Reflect and
improvement to make sustain
decisions

Methodologies Used in Participatory Evaluation

PE builds upon the traditional evaluation processes of engaging stakeholders, evaluation planning,
data collection, data analysis, and reporting (Ochieng, n.d.). Where it departs from traditional
methods is in the sharing of decision-making with stakeholders. PE methodologies include
document research, interviews, focus groups, community information sharing or gathering
sessions, surveys, and observations (Rabinowitz, 20242). Depending on the recommendations
made by these stakeholders, a participatory project evaluation might employ more unconventional
evaluation methods such as mapping, group reflection, photography, and storytelling (Moschetti,
2003; Rabinowitz, 2024). One example of an unconventional method is PhotoVoice, which
replaces traditional focus groups. In PhotoVoice, participant photography is used to capture their
experiences and to “let evaluators literally see their world” (Hyra, 2022, p. 11).

When combined, a blend of traditional and nontraditional methods “can reinforce one another and
paint a broad picture for measurement and evaluation insights” (Edmonds, Minson & Hariharan,
2021, p. 8). Ideally, this broader picture will provide stakeholders with an improved understanding
of the “systemic barriers and challenges that prevent participants from achieving their goals
(Edmonds, Minson & Hariharan, 2021, p. 8), inform future interventions, and address inequities
(Edmonds, Minson & Hariharan, 2021).

Comparison to Traditional Evaluation

PE attempts to centralize equity in program evaluation, and challenges traditional approaches
which have centered “white-dominant culture evaluation norms that preference one type of truth,
knowing, and evidence” (EEI & GEO, 2021, p. 13). The authors of the Equity Evaluation
Framework refer to these norms as the evaluation orthodoxies — beliefs that considered
foundational to evaluation, often unspoken, and considered common sense (Equitable Evaluation
Initiative, 2025). As detailed in Table 3, these orthodoxies are objectivity, resources, expectations,
decisions and perceptions, relationships and trust, productivity and accountability.

Table 3: EEI’s Evaluation Orthodoxies

Orthodoxy Associated Beliefs or Practices

Objectivity Evidence must come from quantitative data and experimental
research

Resources Funding for evaluation should be used for data collection,
analysis and reporting
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Expectations Evaluators are the experts

Decisions & Perceptions Funders define what evaluation should look like and the
organization is the primary user of findings
Relationships & Trust Trust is built from doing the work and isn’t part of an

evaluator’s role

Productivity & Accountability | Timeframes must be kept; findings should support what the
funder wants to see

Adapted from Equitable Evaluation Initiative (2025)

PE engages stakeholders from a much larger ecosystem than traditional methods: they include “not
only those who fund, develop, and run programs, but also the individuals, families, and
communities who are affected by it and the advocates and changemakers” who seek to name
systemic barriers (Anderson, 2024, para. 6). The role of the evaluator is quite different in PE, as
well. Traditionally, evaluators are hired to lead efforts and to take responsibility for designing the
evaluation plan. In PE, the evaluator is part of a team, working within and alongside other
stakeholders to design and implement evaluation (Education Development Center, n.d.).

Participating in PE requires that evaluators “get comfortable with pushing back on cultural norms
of evaluation and embrace definitions of validity and rigor that acknowledge multiplicities,
different truths and complexity” (EEI & GEO, 2021, p. 13). It is important to note that PE is not
in opposition to rigorous evaluation methods, but it does “push back on the notion that evaluators
or research and learning staff should be seen as the experts” (EEI & GEO, 2021, p. 24). It opens
opportunities for programs to benefit from the expertise of all stakeholders, “particularly the
individuals and communities of color that historically have been excluded” (EEI & GEO, 2021, p.
24).

Benefits of Participatory Evaluation

Empirical studies on the benefits of participatory evaluation have identified community buy-in, a
culture of learning, enhanced program relevancy, increased capacity, and improved programmatic
outcomes as benefits gained by organizations utilizing PE (Shulha et al., 2015; Rabinowitz, 2024;
Tapella et al., 2023; Ochieng, n.d.). Additionally, since PE centralizes equity and the identification
of systemic barriers that might impact participant outcomes, organizations have used the
opportunity to “increase the well-being of people who have been disempowered, disadvantaged,
and systematically oppressed,” which could support the overall mission of the organization
(Edmonds, Minson, & Hariharan, 2021, p. 1).

Challenges and Criticisms of Participatory Evaluation

The inclusive nature of PE is at once its greatest strength and biggest challenge. It relies on the
continued, active participation of program stakeholders throughout the duration of the program. A
study led by Shulha et al. found that evaluators faced diminishing capacity by stakeholders to
maintain a certain level of participation in evaluation. This was exacerbated by turnover in
leadership at the organization, which in turn led to changing priorities and visions for project
outcomes (Shulha et al., 2015).
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Additionally, Tapella et al. found that opposing views among stakeholders can impede evaluation
design and implementation (Tapella et al., 2023). They also noted that the inclusive nature of PE
might require slower processes to accommodate collaborative decision-making and for the training
of stakeholders in evaluative processes and methodologies (Tapella et al., 2023). There are also
difficulties associated with properly identifying all of the necessary stakeholders from the lead
organization, partnering organizations, beneficiaries, and the community (Tapella et al., 2023).

While supporters of PE contend that the “balanced and complete views” of involved stakeholders
promotes “true objectivity” in the approach (Moschetti, 2003, p. 24), critics fear that the
methodologies believe that the “participation ideology, as applied to any context, is inherently
flawed” (Moschetti, 2003, p. 24). Problems can arise from creating “artificial boundaries” between
participating stakeholders and other community members who choose not to participate
(Moschetti, 2003, p. 26) and relying too heavily on “participation rather than sound research
practices to carry the project” (Moschetti, 2003, p. 25).

Participatory Evaluation as a Path to Program Sustainability

The principles, methodologies and processes of PE are closely related to best practices associated
with program sustainability. At its core, PE is a strengths-based, asset-building approach, and leads
to a tailored approach to resolving a particular program (Herrera, 2023). The resulting ownership
of interventions in that community leads to program sustainability due to the lasting “interests,
context, cultures, and territories of the people involved” (Herrera, 2023, para. 8).

The Program Sustainability Assessment Tool, based on decades of sustainability research, was
developed by the Center for Public Health Systems Science at Washington University in St. Louis
in 2012, and measures 40 elements across 8 domains: environmental support, funding stability,
partnerships, organizational capacity, program evaluation, program adaptation, communications,
and strategic planning — all of which were identified as best practices in program sustainability.
Program stakeholders rate themselves in each of the 40 elements, and the cumulative score shows
areas of strength and areas of opportunity.

The following table, taken from Pereira (2024), summarizes best practices in program
sustainability identified by recent studies and details how these best practices were integrated into
the PSAT.

Table 4: Best Practices as ldentified in Sustainability Research and Corresponding PSAT Domains

Study Sustainability Domain PSAT Domain
Social marketing Communications
Vision & policy commitment

Infrastructure enhancement/development Orgaqlzatlonal
Adelman & . g capacity
Taylor, 2003 Capacity building
’ Partnership negotiation & leadership designation Partnerships
Identification of resources Financial stability
evaluation Program evaluation
Sheirer, 2005 Potential to modify program activities Program adaptation
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Riggs, 2012

Stoll et al., 2012

Hutchinson,
2016

Palinkas et al.,
2019

Presence of program champion

Alignment with organizational mission
Awareness of benefits to organization & clients
Support from program stakeholders

Assess current program data

Conduct sustainability planning

Identify resources needed

Stakeholder buy-in

Market the benefits of the program to stakeholders
Program context (internal and external)

Effectiveness of the intervention
Robust feedback loop/ evaluation
Organizational capacity

Funding

Program Design
Planning & evaluation
Partners

Community support
Organizational capacity

Personnel/leadership

Communications

Ongoing coalitions, collaborations, and networks

and partnerships

Ongoing evaluation

Evidence of positive outcomes
Institutionalization/integration of the program
Infrastructure and capacity

Institutional support and commitment
Alignment with organizational culture
Program continuity

Development of a plan for implementation and

sustainability
Availability of funding
Supportive leadership
Community need
Presence of a champion

JOURNAL OF APPLIED PROFESSIONAL STUDIES

Environmental
support

Strategic planning
Communications
Partnerships
Program evaluation
Strategic planning
Financial stability
Partnerships
Communications

Environmental
support

Program evaluation

Organizational
capacity
Funding stability

Program evaluation

Partnerships

Organizational
capacity
Environmental
support

Communications
Partnerships

Program evaluation

Organizational
capacity

Strategic planning
Strategic Planning

Financial stability

Environmental
support
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training

Community buy-in
Opportunities for professional development/staft = Not included in the

PSAT

Many of the best practices detailed in Table 4 are similar to the principles and processes of PE.
The following table compares the literature on PE principles and processes to sustainability
domains and sustainability best practices.

Table 5: Participatory Evaluation Processes and Program Sustainability

Strategic Planning

Participatory Evaluation | Related Sustainability | Supporting

Processes Domain Sustainability Research
Environmental Support Sheirer, 2005; Stoll et al.,

Engaging stakeholders Communication 2012; Hutchinson, 2016;
Partnerships Palinkas et al., 2019

Create a shared definition of the | Environmental Support Adelman & Taylor, 2003;

problem Communication Sheirer, 2005; Riggs,

2012; Hutchinson, 2016;
Palinkas et al., 2019

Build capacity of organization
and partners through training
and skill-building

Program Evaluation
Partnerships
Organizational Capacity

Adelman & Taylor, 2003;
Stoll et al, 2012;
Hutchinson, 2016;
Palinkas et al., 2019

Organizational Capacity
Strategic Planning

Collect data, respond to | Program Evaluation Adelman & Taylor, 2003;
feedback, and make | Program Adaptation Riggs, 2012; Stoll et al.,
adjustments Communication 2012; Hutchinson, 2016;
Organizational Capacity Palinkas et al.,, 2019;

Sheirer, 2005
Make findings widely | Communication Adelman & Taylor, 2003;
accessible Program Evaluation Sheirer, 2005; Riggs,

2012; Hutchinson, 2016;
Palinkas et al., 2019

Put findings into action

Environmental Support
Communication
Program Evaluation
Program Adaptation
Partnerships

Fiscal Stability
Organizational Capacity
Strategic Planning

Sheirer, 2005; Riggs,
2012; Palinkas et al., 2019

Analysis

Participatory Evaluation and Assessment of Needs
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Linfield and Posavac define a need as something that people must have “to be in a satisfactory
place” (Linfield & Posavac, 2019, p. 124). A need is fulfilled when those people have what is
needed to achieve a satisfactory state (Scriven & Roth, 1990). Individuals might not have
awareness of a particular need, they might deny that need, or they might incorrectly identify the
need (Linfield & Posavac, 2019). What is important to know is that “those served by programs are
less frequently involved in defining needs than more influential stakeholders (Altschuld &
Watkins, 2014; Watkins & Kavale, 2014)” (Linfield & Posavac, 2019, p. 125).

Participatory evaluation directly addresses this problem by leveling “power amongst stakeholders.
All participants alike have increased access to information and a deeper understanding of the
program in question than they typically would in a conventional evaluation (Rempert, 2003)”
(Moschetti, 2003, p. 23). When participants and stakeholders are involved in project conception
and design, they can provide detailed information about community needs that might not surface
in surveys or traditional needs assessment methods. PE also flips the narrative from deficit-based
to an asset-based approach: instead of asking “what’s wrong with the community and how to fix
it, [we identify] what's RIGHT with the community that we can invest in” (Nelson & Greenburg,
2017, p. 27).

Stakeholder Engagement

PE engages stakeholders from a much larger ecosystem than traditional methods: they include “not
only those who fund, develop, and run programs, but also the individuals, families, and
communities who are affected by it and the advocates and changemakers” who seek to name
systemic barriers (Anderson, 2024, para. 6). Traditionally, stakeholders have indirect contact in
the evaluation process. As described by Linfield and Posavac, “evaluators might generally have to
have to some contact with the clients who are served by the program, especially indirect contact”
(Linfield & Posavac, 2019, p. 4). Conversely, PE equalizes the relationship between evaluator and
clients: “Rather than powerless people who are acted on, beneficiaries become the copilots of a
project, making sure that their real needs and those of the community are recognized and
addressed” (Rabinowitz, 2024, p. 3).

Fetterman et al. provide numerous examples of how stakeholders take an active, rather than
passive, role in evaluation, including:

e Assisting in stakeholder mapping and identifying others who should be included in the
evaluation process

Co-creating the evaluation questions and defining what should be evaluated

Identifying the most effective methods of data collection for the community

Analyzing the data

Participating in reflective practices and identifying next steps

Co-authoring evaluation reports (Fetterman et al., 2017)
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Continuum of Participatory Evaluation

Mo Participants Participants Participants The Program and
involvement and the and the and the community evaluation
by the community community community and design are
community are are are involved participants community
or informed consulted in evaluation share in -driven with
participants about the about and program decision- shared
in evaluation program and program and design making leadership;
design evaluation evaluation regarding the
efforts design evaluation evaluator
and program provides
design support

Adapted from Hyra, 2022 and El Mallah et al., 2022

Figure 1: Continuum of PE

When stakeholders — particularly those who are directly impacted by services — bring their lived
experiences and knowledge of the community to the evaluation process, then it is more likely that
the evaluation is “more relevant, accurate, and credible” (El Mallah et al., 2022, p. 42). To ensure
that the interests of stakeholders are represented in an evaluation, El Mallah et al. provide the
following recommendations:

e Invite participants and those in the same target population but who are not participating in
the program to advise in the evaluation process

e Recognize and draw from those individuals’ “social identities and lived experiences” (El
Mallah et al., 2022, p. 43)

e Allow for additional time for relationship and trust-building with those representatives and
“ensure their meaningful contribution to the evaluation” (El Mallah et al., 2022, p. 43)

The Role of the Evaluator in Participatory Evaluation

Traditionally, evaluators are hired to lead efforts and to take responsibility for designing the
evaluation plan. In PE, the evaluator is part of a team, working within and alongside other
stakeholders to design and implement evaluation (Education Development Center, n.d.). In
conventional evaluation, the evaluator is expected to be an experienced professional with subject
matter expertise and familiarity with evaluation literature. They manage differing stakeholder
expectations by taking the lead in deciding “who will have access to the findings, what information
will be used, and how different patterns of findings will be interpreted” (Linfield & Posavac, 2019,
p. 107). This stands in stark contrast to the role of evaluators in participatory evaluation, where
“decision-making power is placed squarely in the hands of program beneficiaries” (Moschetti,
2003, p. 21) because it is those who are impacted by a program who are “responsible for
designing...questions and goals and interpreting the data” (Moschetti, 2003, p. 19).

This orientation toward stakeholder ownership is foundational to PE. Participants and partners
should be “in the room having a conversation about the tools we create to collect data or the
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findings and how findings are framed” (Edmonds et a., 2021, p. 8). Evaluators involved in PE act
as “facilitators who act as catalysts and who assist stakeholders in asking key questions”
(Moschetti, 2003, p. 19). This requires that evaluators have a growth mindset, where is willing to
“let go of the expert role and embrace being a learner, recognizing [others] as community experts
and partners in evaluation” (EEI & GEO, 2021, p. 34).

Linkages Between Participatory Evaluation and Program Sustainability

As identified in the literature review, the stakeholder engagement practices identified above are
directly connected to evidence-based practices in program sustainability. Additionally,
stakeholders have the best answers to two key questions: 1) Why is this intervention needed in the
first place, and 2) Why have the “complex set of interests” of stakeholders (Bailey et al., 2003, p.
25) not yet solved the problem? “The answer to these questions will help to determine the nature
of the most appropriate strategy and it will have a profound influence on the nature and desirability
of institutionalization and sustainability” (Bailey et al., 2003, p. 25). These questions assess the
local context of the problem and evaluate current efforts to address the problem, which reflects the
findings of other sustainability researchers such as Hutchinson, Adelman and Taylor, and Stoll et
al. Participatory evaluation, therefore, could have the double effect of providing quality evaluation
and a path forward to program sustainability.

While the literature review demonstrated how evidence-based practices in program sustainability
are embedded in participatory evaluation, there are wider, community-based impacts that result
from community involvement in the process. Stakeholders develop skills in program design, data
collection and analysis, communication, and confidence (Herrera, 2013). Because of this, “a sense
of ownership is created, capacities are built, beneficiaries are empowered and lessons learned are
applied both in the field and at the program level, increasing effectiveness” (OESP, 1997,
Differences Section. Moschetti adds that PE’s focus on inclusion, shared decision-making, mutual
respect, and opportunities to reflect results in increased self-determination and authorship for
stakeholders to continue tackling systemic issues facing their communities (Moschetti, 2003).

Recommendations
Why Organizations Should Use Participatory Evaluation

While traditional evaluation methods use evidence to determine the value or worth of a program
(Linfield & Posavac, 2019), participatory evaluations are focused on the process of co-creation
with program stakeholders and developing “the capacity of stakeholders to assess their
environment and take action” (OESP, 1997, Participatory Evaluation section). PE can “breathe
life into more conventional evaluation approaches by involving project stakeholders in all aspects
of the evaluation” (OESP, 1997, Rationale section). Rather than a replacement of traditional
methods, PE can supplement formal evaluation instruments with “nonformal techniques [that] can
yield richer information than the use of only formal methods” (OESP, 1997, Rationale section).
For community-focused organizations, PE methods can result in a community-wide sense of
ownership of a program (OESP, 1997).
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PE acknowledges the “economic, political, historical and social forces” exerted on evaluation
processes (Cooper, 2014, p. 5). Outcomes measuring social problems can be difficult to measure,
and “the pressure to set outcomes which are measurable has led many organizations to focus their
attention on those things which lend themselves to being counted (Cooper 2011)” (Cooper, 2014,
p. 5). PE, on the other hand, immerses organizations in the work of co-creating solutions alongside
those they serve.

Why Funders Should Embrace Participatory Evaluation

“If our ultimate aim is to support real-world impact and transformative change through
M&E, then the participation of affected communities is a precondition. You cannot have
empowerment without participation: empowerment is not something we ‘do’ to other
people, but is itself a participatory process that engages people in reflection and inquiry to
understand the power they have, and to take action for change as they define it.”

Naomi Falkenburg

Many funders have wide-reaching social goals as part of their funding strategy, including
community empowerment, social justice, and/or economic mobility. They also expect grant-
funded programs to be sustained beyond the funding period. Yet most do not require a participatory
approach to evaluation, which would yield community transformation and program sustainability.
This paper has discussed how power influences evaluation. Evaluation is also influenced by funder
priorities, which adds another layer of power differentials. As Samarasan and Love note, funders
— who often operate outside of the communities they fund — are the ones who define:

What success is

The metrics to be used in evaluation

Who should manage evaluation efforts

How collected data is used

How evaluation findings are shared (Samarasan & Love, 2023)

These practices are contrary to participatory, community-driven solutions to problems. Erikson
et al. assert that these traditional approaches to funding continue to marginalize target communities
and perpetuate inequalities (Erikson et al., 2022). By embracing participatory evaluation and
community-driven decision-making, funders can use grant-making to “reimagine our democracy
in creative and equitable ways that can lead to policy reforms” (Erikson et al., 2022, para. 4). This
can be achieved by changing evaluation and sustainability guidelines for their grant programs.
Several foundations have taken the lead in these efforts, including:

e The Kresge Foundation: As part of their Innovative Projects: Detroit program, which
supports Detroit-based nonprofits, Kresge requires that applicants show the following:
o The program supports projects that “use inclusive, collaborative processes for
planning, design, development, and implementation” (Kresge, 2016, p. 3)
o “Describe how the proposed project will support the vision of neighborhood
residents. How will it advance community priorities for the neighborhood? How
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does it fit with prior community planning processes? How will the community be

engaged before and during the project?” (Kresge, 2016, p. 6)

e Walter & Elise Haas Fund: Their WE Initiative, which provides general operating funds
for nonprofits in the Bay Area, seeks organizations that:

o Center “voices often excluded from dominant narrative” (Haas, 2025, p. 2)

o “Identify and enact community-led solutions” (Haas, 2025, p. 2)

o Are “community-rooted, community-led, and community-serving” (Haas, 2025, p.
12)

e The Richmond Fund for Children and Youth (RFCY): Over the past five years, RFCY
has changed their approach to support the inclusion of youth and communities in program
evaluation by expanding participatory approaches in evaluation and program planning “to
ensure programming remains inclusive, relevant and effective” (RFCY, 2025, p. 2).

Of course, it’s not as simple as changing language in grant guidelines. Funders must be ready to
cede decision-making -- including what data is collected, how it is used, and how grantees want to
define success. To begin this work, funders must be willing to expand their own definitions and
how they approach grant-making, explore trust-based philanthropy, promote participation in all
phases of supported programs, and embrace the interconnectedness (and conflicting interests) of
stakeholders (Love & Olliff, 2025). As noted by Love and Olliff,

“if philanthropy continues to rely on rigid frameworks and definitions that are rooted in a
false notion of objectivity, we risk failing to include people who are most impacted by the
issues we are seeking to address; continuing to fund organizations that lack community
backing and legitimacy; and remaining unaware of and unable to benefit from innovative
knowledge that has sustained and advanced communities over many years” (Love & OlIiff,
2025, p. 10).

They suggest that funders start by transitioning from using evaluation as a tool for accountability
to a tool for learning. By shifting to a learning mindset at the funding and operational levels,
funders can work with grantees to benefit all stakeholders (Love & Olliff, 2025). Evaluation ceases
to be a mechanical process where data is passed along to another party and becomes “a more
equitable relationship between evaluators, clients, and community constituencies the client is
endeavoring to serve” (Ford et al., 2024, Methods Section).

Summary

The unexpected termination of government grants and contracts can have a devastating effect on
a nonprofit’s fiscal health. Many nonprofits that rely on government contracts are small,
community-based organizations serving lower-income populations. Since their clients likely pay
reduced (or no) fees for services, these nonprofits turn to external funding sources — such as grants,
contracts, and donations. These funding sources are usually time limited.

Nonprofits — and their funders — are missing an opportunity to improve program sustainability of
grant-funded programs by integrating community engagement, program adaptation, and
communication into evaluation efforts. These elements, which recent studies have shown to
promote program sustainability, are present in participatory evaluation. The steps within
- - - - - - - |
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participatory evaluation are based on a growth mindset and directly involve stakeholders, build
stronger connections between organizations and the communities they serve, and develop lasting
skills and knowledge among community members.

To explore the potential for participatory evaluation to promote sustainability for grant-funded
programs, this paper proposed two questions, and provided the following answers:

1) How does participatory evaluation support program sustainability in nonprofit
organizations?

Studies over the past fifteen years have shown that there are eight domains which lead to
sustainability: environmental support, communication, program evaluation, program adaptation,
partnerships, fiscal stability, organizational capacity, and strategic planning. The following chart
details the alignment between each sustainability domain and the participatory evaluation process.

Table 6: How Participatory Evaluation Supports Each Sustainability Domain
PE Process Steps Related Sustainability Domain(s)
Elgd|s 1 J8_ |88 5|8

S S| ES | @ 1P (E£EA|EE|wa| =
= = e L = pd n 8= = 8 = | 5 o
B | OF | AERAE4ARZ | R [ QU » of

Building relationships and | X X X

gaining trust

Develop a shared | X X X

understanding  of  the

problem

Co-create evaluation | X X X

materials

Training and skill-building X X X

of stakeholders

Collect & analyze X X X X

information

Make findings accessible X X X X

to the community

Put findings into action X X X X X X X X

2) What steps can funders take to incorporate participatory evaluation into funding
expectations?

Despite the desire of many funders to support community-based change, their evaluation
requirements maintain long-standing power imbalances between funders, awardees, and
communities served. Through their grant-making, funders have the power to define program

success, evaluation metrics, the qualifications of evaluation teams, how data is collected, and how
- |
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data is shared. There are pioneers in promoting participatory evaluation, such as the Kresge
Foundation, Walter & Elise Haas Fund, and the Richmond Fund for Children and Youth. These
funders have demonstrated willingness to expand their approaches to grant-making and have
embraced the concept that evaluation can become a tool for learning and transformation at the
organizational and community level.
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