
 

 

 

 

 

Selecting a Long-Term Services and Supports (LTSS) Program Evaluator 

What is the purpose of an evaluation? 

Program evaluation is a critical tool for program management, and for understanding a program’s impact. 
Most project managers and staff already will be doing some evaluative activities, but a professional 
evaluator brings special knowledge and skills that will help you do a systematic assessment of your 
program, and answer key questions such as: How can we better plan our program? How can we better 
implement our program? What progress are we making towards our goal? As part of the Colorado Health 
Foundation’s current Long-Term Services and Supports funding opportunity, grantees are required to 
participate in evaluation activities so both the Foundation and grantees can best understand what 
improvements are occurring in the LTSS system in Colorado as a result of the work.  

What can your evaluator do for you?  

An evaluator can provide many services, though their expertise will depend on the specific evaluator. 
Your evaluator will be able to help with some or all of the following types of activities:  

• Defining your program’s theory of change. This involves creating a description of specific goals 
and objectives your program hopes to accomplish, and explaining how particular activities you 
are doing are expected to achieve these goals. 

• Helping you create specific goals and benchmarks that will allow you to gauge the progress you 
are making towards your goal. 

• Developing an evaluation plan to a) measure implementation of your program, so you can 
understand successes and challenges; and b) measure whether your program is meeting its 
goals and objectives. 

• Developing methods of collecting and tracking data, including development of measurement tools 
and technology to capture and store data. 

• Analyzing data and helping you think about how to use the findings to make program 
improvements. 

• Providing specific recommendations about how to improve implementation, and increase the 
probability that you will reach your goals. 

How do you find the right evaluator for your program? 

There are few professional credentials for evaluators, so evaluators are not as easy to identify as some 
other professions. However, there are a number of factors to consider in looking for an evaluator. 
Consider talking to several different evaluators to learn about their expertise and approaches. The goal is 
to find an evaluator who has the professional expertise you need and who will work in a way that best 
meets your needs.  

 

http://www.coloradohealth.org/landing.aspx?id=3730#LTSS
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Some major factors to consider are:   

• Formal education. You should look for evaluators who have formal graduate-level training in 
research methods. They may have backgrounds in social science, public health, public policy, 
etc.  

• Experience in evaluation. Evaluation and research use many of the same methods, but there 
are some important differences between the two disciplines. Evaluators should have experience 
working with programs similar to yours, with a focus on providing the program with information 
that informs program operations (as opposed to simply studying the program). It is important to 
have an evaluator who has demonstrated competence in answering the types of questions you 
want to answer through your evaluation. Ideally, your evaluator will also have content knowledge 
about the type of work you are doing.  

• Philosophy of evaluation. Within the evaluation profession there are different ways of 
approaching evaluation projects. This is an important consideration since it impacts your 
relationship with an evaluator and how an evaluator will approach the work. There is no “right” 
way to do evaluation, but evaluators often have very different approaches to their work. Some 
evaluators see themselves as more akin to “researchers,” where they maintain distance from the 
program and seek not to influence the workings of the program. Other evaluators believe their 
role is to assist the program in its growth, and therefore collaborate closely with staff to 
understand their needs, provide interim information to inform mid-course corrections and help 
program leadership think about how to use the evaluation findings. Speak with your evaluator 
about how they work, how they will interact with program staff and leadership and how they think 
about helping programs improve. 

• Communication. Evaluators need to be good communicators, verbally and in writing. They 
should demonstrate an ability to communicate difficult ideas in a clear way, and to different kinds 
of audiences (e.g., program staff, funders, program clients).  

• Making information actionable. One of the critical skills for an evaluator is the ability to make 
the findings of the evaluation usable. It is not uncommon for programs to receive lengthy 
evaluation reports with lots of tables and statistics, but not actually answer the evaluation 
questions in a clear and meaningful way. Ask to see examples of the evaluator’s previous work. 
Most evaluators should be able to provide you with examples of reports, presentations or briefs 
they have created for other clients. Make sure these deliverables contain clear questions and a 
synthesis of the evidence that helps answer that question. Don’t be dazzled by fancy statistics or 
pages of dense technical descriptions – you want an evaluator who can communicate in a way 
you can understand, or the likelihood is you will not be able to use the information they produce 
for you. 

How much do evaluations cost? 

The costs of evaluations differ greatly depending on what is needed. However, you should view this as an 
investment in understanding your program and gathering information that will allow you to make it better 
and increase its impact. For the LTSS project, you should budget for an evaluation in the range of 5-10 
percent of the total project budget.   

When do you bring in an evaluator? 

Evaluators can play an important role in all phases of your program, from design to assessment. For the 
LTSS funding opportunity, the Foundation requires that the evaluation plan submitted with your proposal 
be written by your evaluation partner. Therefore, you need to identify and work with an evaluator prior to 
submitting your proposal.   
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We recommend you bring your evaluator in once you have a good idea of what your program will look 
like, but while there is still some room for discussion and change. Evaluators need to understand the 
program design before they can develop an evaluation; however, by not having everything set in stone, 
the evaluator can work with you to refine your theory of change, define goals and create measures of 
success. Make sure you leave your evaluator plenty of time (at least 4-6 weeks) to create an evaluation 
plan prior to the proposal submission date.  

Finding an evaluator 

There are several ways to find an evaluator. There may be a local evaluator who has the expertise you 
need, but don’t rule out evaluators in other locales, as they may be a better fit for your program.  

• The American Evaluation Association is the national professional association for evaluators. They 
maintain a directory of many evaluators and evaluation firms. Being in this directory does not 
ensure that the evaluators are well-qualified or right for your evaluation, but it is a good place to 
start: http://www.eval.org/find_an_evaluator/evaluator_search.asp  

• Talk to other organizations that do similar work. Ask them if they have any recommendations for 
evaluators.  

• Search on the Internet. Using terms that are relevant to your locale or program (e.g., “program 
evaluator Denver” or “program evaluator healthcare”) may help you locate consultants and 
evaluation firms.  

• Universities and colleges can be a good place to look for people with evaluation expertise.   

What should be included in an evaluation scope of services?   

Once you have talked to several evaluators and decided who you might want to work with, you need to 
get a scope of services from them. You may choose to ask several evaluators for scopes of services in 
order to compare their approaches and cost. Most evaluators will provide you with a scope of services at 
no charge if they know they are actually bidding on a job. Be respectful of the evaluators’ time and don’t 
ask them for a scope if you are not seriously considering hiring them for your project. 

A good scope of services should include information about the following: 

• What questions will be addressed in the evaluation? 
• What activities will be done to address those questions? 
• Who will be responsible for each of the activities? (e.g., program staff, the evaluator) 
• What is the timeline for accomplishing each activity? 
• When will the program staff provide you with information? What forms will this take (e.g., report, 

brief, presentation)? What questions will be addressed in each deliverable? 
• What role will the evaluator play in sharing the findings? Will they present to other stakeholder 

groups? Will they create other deliverables for different groups (e.g., a newsletter for your sites)? 
• What is the budget for the proposed work?  

What if I have questions or need help? 

The Foundation realizes the requirement for program evaluation may be new or challenging for some 
grantees. If you have any questions at all, please talk to your program officer or a member of our 
evaluation team. Visit www.coloradohealth.org/LTSS.aspx to learn more and to find contact information.  

 

http://www.eval.org/find_an_evaluator/evaluator_search.asp
http://www.eval.org/find_an_evaluator/evaluator_search.asp
http://www.coloradohealth.org/LTSS.aspx

