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Demetra Nightingale:

Hello and welcome to another Evidence Coffee Break, where we invite you to explore how creating and embodying a culture of evidence can lead to program improvement and better outcomes for programs and participants. In this coffee break, you will learn what a culture of evidence is, how evaluation fits into a culture of evidence, the ways that having a culture of evidence can benefit your program or organization, and how to build, support, and maintain a culture of evidence. 

So let's begin with a basic question. What is a culture of evidence? A culture of evidence is about learning and continuous improvement. It is where information analysis and learning are valued and prioritized, and where evidence is recognized as an essential tool. An organization or program or person who embodies a culture of evidence continuously seeks, shares, and applies analysis and new knowledge to improve program performance and participant outcomes. It asks and seeks to answer questions like, how are we doing? How can we do better? How do we identify and assemble the information we need to understand our program's implementation, outcomes, and impacts? How do we then use that information to improve our program? Evaluation is one type of evidence that can help answer these questions. There are a number of other types of evidence also. For example, the Office of Management and Budget talks about four types of evidence. These include performance measurement, policy analysis, and foundational fact finding. Such things as statistical and basic research and analysis all help build a larger body of evidence. 

So, what does a strong culture of evidence look like? In our RESEA programs and associated organizations we see a desire to improve program operations and participant outcomes. Administrators and staff routinely ask questions about things like program implementation, service delivery, who the program is reaching if the program is achieving the outcomes desired. Administrators and staff looking for opportunities to answer those questions by routinely incorporating evaluation and using existing data and information they're learning from their RESEA evaluations in decision-making and incorporating it into program functions such as strategic planning, budget preparation, performance management, testing out new ideas, and learning what works for participants. Programs also are using the information to make program improvements and or to understand and identify new questions and new ways to answer them or to test new things. 

We've talked about what a culture of evidence is, but how can it be built? Most organizations already do a lot of evidence related activities, including performance program monitoring and routine analysis of administrative and other performance data. Program evaluation can also be incorporated as a regular functional activity. This can be done by identifying what you want to learn about a program, tailoring research questions around your learning objectives, collecting data and analyzing data to answer questions. This could include things such as understanding the characteristics of people being served, the services they receive and their outcomes using the findings or evidence to improve program operations and outcomes for participants. This is an ongoing cycle of learning and doing. Just as you likely continue to ask new questions and more refined questions about your program already, with a learning and evidence culture you continue to use research evaluation and data to learn more about how your program works and for whom. Over time, with multiple evaluations, a body of information and evidence is built that centers around your learning priorities. 
We have a few tips to support your culture of evidence. First, remember that building evidence is an iterative, ongoing process. Supporting a process of continuous improvement and a culture of evaluation and evidence building doesn't happen overnight. Second, you can best support a culture of evidence when evidence building activities such as evaluation are integrated into the early stages of program design and continued throughout program operations as part of a continuous cycle of learning and improvement. Third, to use evidence effectively take a multifaceted approach. It is important to not only gather evidence, but to use it, ensuring it is appropriate in your context and for the population that you serve. Fourth, be sure you are informed with evidence from outside your own program to understand the larger picture about the intervention you're using and similar interventions. This can be thought of as understanding the evidence base. The evidence base grows as more programs are evaluated, and a culture of evidence means drawing on the whole evidence base, not just a single study to inform changes to program design. It is important to both learn from other state's evidence to inform your program design, as well as to conduct your own well executed evidence building impact studies. Doing so helps you understand your own program, the context in which it operates, and its effects while simultaneously adding to the broader evidence base.

There are a number of ways to maintain a culture of evidence over the long term. First, it helps to have a program or organization-wide curiosity or willingness to test new ideas. Then you can implement the following evaluation related strategies. Documentation, track and record everything, especially evaluation processes, cross agency contacts, and state procurement nuances. A second strategy is discussion. Talk about evaluation and evidence frequently and infuse the importance of evidence into all aspects of the program. Consistently use data to better understand your program and make decisions. Third, strategy is training. Provide staff with evaluation training even if there are no ongoing evaluations. Fourth strategy is learning. Become informed consumers of evidence, making sure to understand the evidence base for your program and what has worked in similar and different contexts. Use CLEAR and other sources of information to stay informed about new study findings and reports. 

Implementing a cycle of learning and continuous improvement in your program organization therefore can be challenging, but in the long term, using evaluation will become integrated into daily processes and ingrained in the evidence culture.


