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Evaluating Under Pressure 
by Daniel Regnier 

 

Don’t you wish you could double your budget sometimes? How about having 30 hour days so you could get more 
done? Unfortunately, we all have to work under constraints and evaluators are no exception. Generally, evalua-
tors’ face three major constraints while evaluating programs and services: time, budget, and data (Bamberger, 
Rugh, Church, & Fort, 2004). For example, let’s say there is an evaluation project where you want to learn about 
the experiences of participants in a chemical dependency treatment program. The program spans three regions in 
the Midwest. The client and the evaluator decide the best way to learn about the experience of participants is to 
have small group discussions (focus groups) about the program and its outcomes. Unfortunately, the evaluation 
is facing three hurdles. First, there may not be enough time to physically travel to all three regions to conduct 
each focus group (time constraint). Second, a less than ideal budget might hinder the ability to conduct a focus 
group in each of the three regions (budget constraint). Third, one of the locations may not have a formal data col-
lection process in place to implement the focus group (data constraint).  
 
Understand the Client’s Needs. Evaluators utilize a variety of methods to combat time, budget, and data con-
straints. Before addressing the specific constraints, it is often helpful to fully understand the client’s needs 
(Bamberger et al., 2004). Fully understanding any client’s needs will help the evaluator to determine which 
strategies might be effective to handle some of the constraints and will help the client prioritize their objectives. 
Let’s see how this might work in the regional focus group example. After reviewing the needs of the chemical de-
pendency program, it may be the case that one of the three regions is new or works on a separate set of funding 
sources and therefore does not fit the client’s immediate needs. As a result, the client may decide that a focus 
group in the new region can wait until a later time. Understanding a client’s specific needs and preferences helps 
an evaluator identify which components of the evaluation should be implemented now and what pieces might be 
integrated at a later time.  
 
Eliminate the Unessential. Reviewing existing instruments can be very helpful to an evaluation. During a 
program review, the client and evaluator can verify that instruments are aligned with the logic model and evalua-
tion plan and non-essential items are removed. Eliminating non-essential items will result in less time needed for 
the participant to complete the instrument and will also require less time for the evaluator to enter, clean, and 
analyze the data and report on the findings. Although clients are often lured by items that they are interested in, 
those items may not be considered essential and may therefore be eliminated (Bamberger et al., 2004). For exam-
ple, if one focus group is eliminated, evaluators may discover that some discussion points of the focus group 
script may no longer align with the evaluation goals and the focus group script could be shortened. This would 
save time and money not only for conducting the focus groups, but there would also be less information for the 
evaluators to analyze and report on which would multiply the savings. 
 
Consider All Data Sources. Although collecting new data may be considered more precise than a review of 
pre-existing information, sometimes pre-existing data (such as program websites, documents, etc.) may suffice 
rather than collecting new information (Bamberger et al., 2004). For instance, rather than collecting information 
through three focus groups, maybe some of the same information has already been collected and is represented 
internally in the chemical dependency program. Staff may have conducted exit interviews with participants in one 
region and that information may suffice in lieu of conducting all three groups. Additionally, key collaborating 
partners may be useful to address data constraints (Bamberger et al., 2004). For example, rather than conducting 
all three focus groups, performing telephone interviews with key collaborating partners who have significant par-
ticipant contact might help not only save time and money, but also help to gather different types of data to assist 
with data constraints.  
 
Maximize Evaluation Quality. Although various methods exist to reduce budget, time, and data constraints, 
one important issue to remember is that the potential reduction in evaluation quality must be minimized. The 
strategies outlined above provide some systematic methods to determine ways in which an evaluator might be 
able to help you save time, money, and data integrity while minimizing effects on the quality of the evaluation. 
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