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Who we are

 Social scientists

 Combined 40 years of evaluation 
experience

 Expertise in a wide range of 
research methods
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Primary investigators are Connie Thomas, Angela Robertson and Sheena Gardner
All sociologists by training
A Unit of the SSRC
In terms of structured organization, we are one of the newest units at the Center
Organizational structure is new, but we have been conducting evaluations over a large part of our careers





Why We 
Exist
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Before I go into more detail about the Erg I want to provide some context  for evolution of the Unit,  hopefully provide some useful tips and lessons learned as you consider an evaluator for your projects.
Increasingly funders are requiring proposals to include a written evaluation plan in their submissions.  often cited as the most underwritten part of the proposal, not because capacity is not there but  because as PI you want to conduct the experiment or develop your  the program.
Over the years, we have seen the guidance become more detailed and oftentimes stipulating the use of an external evaluator.
We get requests from project managers for evaluation at various stages of implementation. In the earlier years, the conversation would go like: get a call, I have a program XYZ and I need an evaluation. Can you help? Ask questions, often find that the evaluation is due soon, program is almost concluding.  
Or… we have all data, but we don’t really know what to do with it. 
Not the optimal way to conduct an evaluation.  When you think of evaluation in these terms you usually ended up as a report on a shelf and not being very useful.



Why Evaluate

Measure 
Outcomes

Examine 
processes

Continuous quality 
improvement
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We wanted to help people to move beyond checking the box for evaluation and developing an evaluation design that was more utilization focused or to think beyond viewing evaluation solely in terms of outcomes. Not to downplay outcomes-important to the funder. Evaluation has broader uses. 

Measure outcomes- testing hypotheses. Examining performance measures- did your project  have impact or implementation or experiment produces any changes in outcomes?

You typically think of examining outcomes at the conclusion of a project, but evaluation can also be utilized as the project is being implemented to identify areas in which improvements or adjustments may be needed. Was your program carried out as designed? For example, if experimental group is supposed to get a certain level of exposure of an intervention, but for some reason they are not. You don’t want to find this out as quickly as possible so that adjustments can be made.

JJ-Trials- trained YC staff to use evidenced based administrative strategies- better outcomes in court procedures; 5 year project






Consider…

Needs of the project

Engage the evaluator as early as possible

Consider this a collaborative process

(National Science Foundation)
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Even if you’re going to select an external evaluator there are some factors to be taken into consideration. No one size fits all or even most

Needs of the project: how much do you need the evaluator to do? Do you have project staff that can assist with the evaluation or will you need to outsource?

Once you’ve determined the needs, engage the evaluator on as soon as possible. You may think I don’t have grant funding, can’t pay anyone. Contact the potential evaluator, discuss what you’re doing and gage their interest.  Help you design the evaluation, identify performance measures, data collection timelines, etc.

Don’t just hand off the evaluation to your evaluator. Engage key stakeholders in as much of the process as possible.



Selecting an 
Evaluator

Sufficient time 

Evaluator’s geographic location

Good match of communication and collaboration styles 
between the PI and the evaluator

(Source: National Science Foundation)
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How much time does the project require and does the evaluator have the time to devote? 

Is the geographic location important? Think about data collection or interaction with project staff and other stakeholders.

Think of your management and communication style?  How frequently do you expect to engage with the evaluator? Does it match with the evaluator’s expectations? 



When you talk 
to your 

Evaluator

Expertise in planning, designing and conducting an 
evaluation 

Knowledge to manage, maintain and analyze data

Content knowledge

(Source: American Evaluation Association)
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Do not hand off the evaluation to the evaluator. Confer with major stakeholders in the design of the evaluation.  

When and how will data be collected?



What We 
Do
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Variety of services that support evaluation



What We Do

Evaluation design and implementation

Program assessment

Data collection and analysis

Capacity building

Evaluation Support
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Have a conversation with you to discuss your evaluation needs; help you to determine an evaluation design; go through the standard stages of evaluation and develop a plan that fits your project; proposal preparation; this can include examining your goals, objectives and performance measures; determining strategies for data collection and analysis

Program assessment: Process or formative evaluation

Data collection: surveys (SRL); qualitative (focus groups; key informant interviews)

Capacity building: helping Pis understand how data can inform the work and how to build data collection into the lifecycle of the evaluation



Content Areas

 Juvenile/Criminal Justice

 Drug Courts

 Public Health

 Behavioral Health

 Non-profits and Foundations

 Program Implementation
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JJ: JJ Trials, Brief Intervention for incarcerated youth

Drug Courts: Effectiveness of Youth and Adult Drug Courts

Public Health: Impact of intervention to reduce cardiovascular disease

Behavioral Health

Bagley College of Engineering
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Contact Us
Evaluation.ssrc.msstate.edu

Connie.Baird@ssrc.msstate.edu
662-325-7127
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