
To	be	effective,	the	evaluation	needs	to	 
be planned at the beginning of the project – 
don’t leave it until you’ve finished producing  
the information. 

You might want to look at:

• some or all of the process of producing 
the information

• particular features of the information – 
writing	style,	format,	design,	etc.

• the types of people who used the 
information

• how they used it

• what they thought of it

• whether they used it more than once or 
passed it on to someone else

• what the outcomes were.

Planyour
evaluation
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Evaluation
How you evaluate your information will depend on what you want to 
know, how formal you want the process to be and what resources 
you have to carry it out. If you don’t have the time and money to look 
at every aspect of the publication, you can still gain useful knowledge 
by focusing on one or two things and finding out how well they 
worked.

Expect the unexpected

A good evaluation will show you things you didn’t expect, 
or just didn’t know about. It’s important to design your 
evaluation so that it allows these ‘unknowns’ to be seen. 
For example, you could include an open-ended question in 
an interview or questionnaire, for example ‘Did anything 
else change after you used the information?’ This sort of 
question lets people say what else is on their minds.

Other ‘unknowns’ may be harder to find. For example, 
which people are using the information, or how they are 
using it, may not be what you expected. Keeping an open 
mind when you look at the data you’ve collected will help 
you to pick up these differences.

Evaluation questions
There are really only three types of questions that you will want 
answered.

1 What happened?
 For example, did people who received the information do 

anything with it? If they did, what (if any) difference did it 
make to them?

2 What do they think about it?
 For example, did the people who used it (and/or the workers 

who gave it to them) think the information was useful?
3 Why is this so? 

Evaluation methods
The evaluation method you choose will depend on what you’re 
evaluating, who you’re dealing with and what sort of feedback you’re 
looking for. 

keep in
mind
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Evaluation is sometimes classed as either quantitative, which looks 
at numbers (for example, how many people received the information) 
or qualitative, which looks at processes, views and feelings (how well 
did the production process work, what did people think of the 
information, etc.). However, the method you choose can look at both 
these aspects.

Some evaluation methods, and their advantages and disadvantages, 
are outlined below. For some of them you may need help from 
independent evaluators with special skills in this area.

• Getting feedback from your audience
 Some ways of finding out what people thought of the 

information, or how they used it, are through:
–  questionnaires that they fill in themselves and return to 

you, by mail or online
–  face-to-face or telephone interviews (for example, annual 

surveys through helplines)
–  group discussions, such as focus groups, informal gath-

erings or online forums
–  diaries or notes from the people using the information or 

the workers who gave it to them
–  unsolicited feedback or comments – in letters or emails, 

meetings, through advice lines, etc. These may come in 
at any time, and will need to be recorded and filed so they 
can be used in the formal review or evaluation process.

 Face-to-face interviews or discussions with people giving 
feedback are best done by an independent evaluator. If you 
try to do it yourself, there’s a risk that you could bias people’s 
responses by asking the questions in a particular way or 
leading them to give an answer that you want.

 Questionnaires and diaries are less likely to have this problem, 
but it may still be useful to get outside help in developing the 
questions and analysing the responses.

• Understanding how things really work
 If you want to find out how people actually used the 

information, and whether they fully understood it, you can:
–  observe people while they are using the information, or 

while they are receiving it from support workers
–  go through the information with people from your target 

audience and ask them to explain it to you.

All of these methods are useful because they show what happens in 
the real world. Again, to avoid bias it is best to use independent 
people who have experience in observation and analysis.

Free software is 
available for creating 
simple online surveys  
or questionnaires.  
Some software also 
allows you to turn your 
survey into a printable 
PDF document. If you 
want something more 
complicated you usually 
have to pay.
www.surveymonkey.com
www.questionpro.com
www.esurveyspro.com

i More
information

see Designing 
questionnaires 
on page 70
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Outcomes and impact

‘Outcomes’ and ‘impact’ are ways of describing the effect 
the project had. Obviously it’s important to try to find out 
whether your information made a difference. 

But focusing only on this can cause problems. It can be 
very difficult to do accurately unless you spend vast 
amounts of money, track very large numbers of people over 
a long period and have an equally large control group of 
people who didn’t receive the information. As well, you 
may reject other useful evaluation methods because they 
do not measure ‘outcomes’.

When you decide on the aims at the beginning of the 
project, you should also decide on how you are going to 
measure whether (or how well) those aims were achieved 
and how much you will spend on finding this out. Your 
budget may allow you to use a professional evaluator, but 
you can still achieve a lot without outside help.

Ensuring information stays up-to-date
Out-of-date information will be of no help to your target audience. In 
fact, it could make their problems worse by giving them wrong or 
misleading information. It also gives a bad impression of your 
organisation. Whatever format it is in, you need to make sure your 
material stays up-to-date for as long as you intend the publication to 
be available.

If you’re producing hard copies such as leaflets or CDs, plan to 
produce only as many copies as you can use up before you need to 
review the content again. This number can be hard to estimate – too 
low, and you have to pay to make extra copies; too high, and you’re 
left with copies that you can’t use.

It’s easier with online information, but even then you need to budget 
for staff time to review the material and update it if necessary.

Setting a review date
Set the first review date when you do the initial planning for the 
information. How often you review the material will depend on how 
soon you expect there will be a need to make changes to it. You may 
already know when things are likely to change. For example, a new 
law being considered by parliament may change the appeal process 
described in your information.

keep in
mind
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Making it someone’s responsibility
Someone has to be responsible for making sure the review happens 
and that any necessary changes are made. It may be the person who 
coordinates all the publications for your organisation, or there may be 
a different person for each piece of information. 

Checking for changes
Encourage everyone – members of the production team and the rest 
of the organisation – to pass on details of any changes that could 
affect your information. As well as the ones used when you compiled 
the information, other useful sources are press releases from 
government or charitable organisations, news reports, and items 
discussed at network meetings. Keep a special file in which these 
items can be stored so that they are ready for the formal review.

Keeping track
If you know some information, such as pension rates or fines, will 
change on a particular date each year, you can make a regular diary 
note to check and record these amounts as soon as they change.

Someone in your communications section may regularly monitor 
legal and government websites. You could set up an alert system so 
that they notify you of new laws or policies that might affect your 
information.

It’s often useful to have checklists covering each piece of information, 
so that you can keep track of when each was reviewed and what 
changes were made. One possible format is to have columns for the 
section reviewed (if done in separate parts for longer publications), 
the date reviewed, the reviewer’s name, action needed, date 
changes made, name of person making changes. You can make up 
your own checklist, or adapt the one shown below.

Title of publication

Section under review

Reviewer

Date of review

Action required

Changes to be made by 

Deadline
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Major changes to laws that affect your information may mean that 
you have to completely rewrite some sections. If there have been no 
important changes, you will still have to check everything, but you 
may only need to change a few details such as telephone numbers or 
web addresses.

Dating your information
Include in your information the date that it was current so that your 
audience will have some idea of whether or not it is up-to-date. If you 
know when you plan to update it, include that date too so that they 
know they have an old version.

Keeping everyone updated
If you have updated your information, do your best to let your 
audience, and anyone who distributes the information to them, know 
that there is a new version available. If the new material is on a 
website it helps if you put it on the page where the old information 
was so people can be redirected to the updated material. If any other 
sites have links to the information, let them know of the changes.

Tips for keeping it up-to-date

 Set a review date.

 Make it someone’s responsibility.

 Check for changes.

 Have a system.

 Date your information.

 Tell everyone when you update.
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Step-by-step guide to evaluation
This may look a bit overwhelming! You might not need to use all 
these steps, but it can be a useful framework and checklist for setting 
up your own evaluation process.

Note: The best results come from teamwork, so make sure you 
involve other members of your organisation in the evaluation process.

Step 1: Check your goals and decide what you want to  
ask about
If you’re creating new information, you may want to do more than 
just consumer testing – evaluating the information itself and how it is 
used. You can also do some project evaluation – looking at the 
processes used in producing and distributing the information.

• Think about, and list, the goals of your information – if you 
don’t know what you’re aiming for, you can’t tell whether you 
got there

• For each goal, write out one or more question/s that describe 
what you want to find out

• List the main parts of the production process, and write out 
questions for each of them

• Discuss the questions with your co-workers to make sure it is 
clear what is being asked

• Choose the evaluation method/s that will best suit what 
you are trying to find out – observation, interviews, 
questionnaires, etc.

Step 2: Work out when to ask the questions
Not all evaluation has to wait until after you’ve finished producing 
and distributing the information. 

• You may want to pilot a draft of the material before you print 
it, or collect feedback on which format will work best

• Link each question to the appropriate stage of the process so 
that you get the information when you most need it.

Step 3: Plan your evaluation program
• Draw up a clear list of what you’re asking at each stage, and 

how you’re going to collect the information
• Work out a schedule to make sure that each phase happens as 

planned
• Review the plan with co-workers to make sure that it’s 

workable and the appropriate people will be available when 
and where they’re needed
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Step 4: Make arrangements for the evaluation 
• Decide which questions you can answer in-house and which 

will need the help of an outside expert
• If you decide to use an independent evaluator, prepare a 

detailed brief so they understand your organisation, what you 
want to evaluate and how the results will be used

• Select and brief the evaluator.

Step 5: Prepare the materials you’ll need
• Find or make up the supporting materials that will be needed 

for each phase or method of evaluation – interview questions, 
focus group discussion points, questionnaires, observation 
checklists, etc.

• For each method, draw up a detailed guide for the workers 
who will be involved. This should explain what you want to 
find out and what their role will be.

• Make sure the workers understand the guidelines and are 
clear about what they have to do

• Draft the guidelines
–  List the key questions you want asked and include 

prompts and follow-up questions to make sure you get all 
the information you want about that issue

–  Include an introductory statement – name of person and 
organisation, brief explanation of what is involved in the 
interview, discussion group etc., and why the informa-
tion is being collected

–  Add a closing statement reinforcing the opening mes-
sage, thanking those taking part and reassuring them 
about how the information they’ve given will be used.

Step 6: Set up a monitoring system
• Decide what you want to monitor, and how you will do it
• If you’re expecting co-workers to track how many copies of 

the information they hand out, give them the tools to make 
this task easier, for example, check sheets with clear headings 
and guidelines about what to record

• If you ask intermediaries to monitor use of the information, 
keep your requests simple so that they won’t feel overloaded 
with extra work

• Make sure your website can track and record numbers of 
visitors to the site, what pages they look at and any other 
helpful (and non-intrusive) information

• To collect accurate information from people, provide clear 
directions and straightforward tasks for them to do, for 
example, tick boxes, yes/no answers.
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Step 7: Carry out evaluation tasks
• Conduct interviews with the people who receive your 

information and/or those who work with them
• Hold group discussions with either or both of these groups
• Conduct surveys or distribute questionnaires
• Observe how the information is received and how it is  

actually used.

Step 8: Examine the data
• Collect all the data from steps 6 and 7 and record it in a form 

(tables, spreadsheets, etc.) that allows you to analyse what it 
is telling you

• Write up the results of the analysis.

Step 9: Deal with the criticism
• Don’t be discouraged if the response is negative. Finding  

out what went wrong this time means you can do it better 
next time

• Consider each criticism on its merits. Is there a genuine basis 
for it, or is it someone’s attempt to make trouble without any 
real grounds for complaint?

• Look for trends. Are a number of people complaining about 
the same thing or are some dissatisfied for the opposite 
reason? For example, some complaints about too little 
information, and others about too much, might indicate that 
different types of information are needed for different groups.

• Decide whether or not the criticism needs to be passed on 
and, if so, to whom. This will depend on what the complaint 
is about – the information itself, the production process, your 
organisation as a whole, or another agency that your clients 
deal with.

Step 10: Share the results
• Let participants know what the evaluation revealed, so they 

have a sense of the value of their contribution
• Pass on the findings to other people who use the information, 

and those who work with them – perhaps in the form of 
promotion of the advantages of your publication, or new 
features added as a result of the evaluation

• Tell other organisations what you’ve learnt so that they can 
benefit from your successes and avoid making the same 
mistakes.
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Step 11: Put it into practice
• Don’t just pat yourself on the back and file the evaluation 

report where it will never be seen again – start planning the 
next one!

• Consider what changes you need to make as a result of what 
you’ve found out. Then work out how, and when, to put these 
changes into practice.

Designing questionnaires
As a general rule, limit the number of questions and keep them as 
simple as possible, unless you have plenty of time and money and an 
experienced evaluator to help you.

Questionnaires are generally used to find out what contact people 
have had with your information and what they think of it. Even if you 
already have data on how many leaflets were given out, or how many 
viewings your website pages have had, you may also need to 
understand what people did with the information.

Limiting the questions to yes/no answers keeps it simple, but it also 
makes it difficult to cover everything. You can expand the 
possibilities by having tick boxes for multiple choice answers, and by 
leaving a space for comments or explanations. But remember that it 
will be easier to analyse yes/no responses than longer written 
answers.

You will want four types of responses:

• Who the respondent (person completing the questionnaire) is
• What they have done with the information
• What they think of it
• What effects or influences it had on them.

1   The respondent

Agency name; individual name; other.

In some cases you may want to allow people to choose not to give 
their name.

Type of respondent: end user; intermediary; sister agency; other.

2   Their involvement with the publication

Specific questions will depend on the details of the project, and will 
probably include what they did, how many times, and why. The level 
of detail is up to you. The more details you ask for, the more difficult it 
will be to analyse the answers. For example:
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Q1 Have you seen the leaflet?

OR

Have you viewed the information on the website? YES / NO

Q2 [For intermediaries] Have you given the leaflet to users?  
YES / NO

How many have you given out?

Q3 What did you do with the leaflet? Options might be:

 Just glanced through it
 Read it through carefully
 Discussed it with others
 Looked at it with my adviser
 Used it to deal with a problem/s

Q4 What was the problem?

Leave space to describe it. Or offer a list if you are clear what it is you 
think the leaflet can help with.

Q5 Did it help with the problem?

YES / NO

OR

 It helped a lot
 It was fairly helpful
 It wasn’t very useful
 It wasn’t helpful at all

Q6	If	yes,	how	did	it	help?

You can either list options to tick, or leave clear spaces to write in. It 
depends on how sure you are about the range of problems that it 
might get used for.

 I was able to understand the problem better
 I was able to explain the problem to others
 It helped me to discuss my problem with my adviser
 I was able to sort out the problem

Q7	If	no,	why	not?

Leave space for reasons. Or offer a list such as:

 I couldn’t understand the information
 It didn’t have the information I needed
 It was too general
 I found another way to sort out the problem
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3   What they thought about the publication

Q8	Thinking	about	the	leaflet	in	general,	did	you	like	it?  
YES / NO

Q9 Were there particular things about that it you liked?

List the aspects you’re interested in, for example, ease of 
understanding, amount of information, use of design, colour, 
language, etc.

Q10 Were there particular things about it that you didn’t like?

As before, list the aspects you’re interested in, for example, ease of 
understanding, amount of information, use of design, colour, 
language, etc.

4   Whether the publication brought other benefits 

Q11 Here is a list of the sorts of benefits the leaflet might 
bring. Please tick the boxes for all that you think apply to you.

(This will depend on what you think the leaflet might achieve.)

Examples might be:

 I feel more confident about dealing with my problems now
 I’ve been able to use other information about other issues
 I’ve been able to help others – friends, family etc.

5   Who are your respondents?

You may want to understand who is responding to your 
questionnaire, for example by age, income, ethnicity, disability, 
location, and so on. If you do need to ask these questions, try to keep 
them to the minimum needed to meet the goals of your evaluation. 
You should put them at the end, and reassure your respondents with 
a clear statement about confidentiality.
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