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Abstract: The purpose of this practice note is to demonstrate how a community-
based approach to evaluation can be used to support the evaluations of the United
Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals in local community settings. The authors
argue that using a community-based evaluation approach that is stakeholder-driven,
participatory, and action-oriented is one mechanism to address this challenge. They
illustrate the utility of such an evaluation approach by identifying their key learnings
through a national capacity-building project.
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Résumé : L'objectif de la présente note de pratique est de démontrer la fagon
dont une approche a U'évaluation axée sur la communauté peut étre utilisée
pour appuyer les évaluations des objectifs de développement durable des
Nations unies dans un contexte de communautés locales. Les auteurs sont
d’avis que lutilisation d’une approche d’évaluation axée sur la communauté
qui interpelle les intervenants, est participative et est orientée sur l'action con-
stitue un mécanisme de résolution de ce défi. Ils illustrent Uutilité d’une telle
approche d’évaluation en cernant les apprentissages clés tirés d’un projet
national d’amélioration de la capacité.

Mots clés : évaluation fondée sur la communauté; objectifs de développement
durable; paix, justice et établissements robustes; évaluation collaborative; locali-
sation des objectifs de développement durable

INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this practice note is to demonstrate how a community-based
approach to evaluation can be used to support the evaluations of the United
Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in local community settings. In
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recent years, civil society groups have increasingly been adopting the SDGs as a
framework to guide their social change efforts. Yet the utility of the SDGs has
often been hampered by goals that are seen to be lofty and disconnected from
socio-political and historical realities on the ground. We argue that employing
community-based evaluation (a stakeholder-driven, participatory, and action-
oriented approach) is one mechanism to address this challenge. We begin by
providing an overview of the SDGs and community-based evaluation. We then
introduce a national capacity-building project before outlining the four phases
of a community-based evaluation approach to discuss how community-based
evaluation can be a means of evaluating localized SDGs efforts.

OVERVIEW OF THE SDGS

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development is a “call to action to end pov-
erty, protect the planet, and ensure that by 2030 all people enjoy peace and pros-
perity” (United Nations Development Program, 2022). Encompassing 17 SGDs
with their associated targets and indicators, this agenda was adopted by the Uni-
ted Nations General Assembly in 2015 with the affirmation of all 193 member
states, including Canada. In 2021, the Government of Canada published its own
national strategy— “Moving Forward Together”—to accelerate progress toward
meeting the SDGs in Canada, as well as contribute to their achievement interna-
tionally (Sustainable Development Goals Unit, 2021).

The SDGs have undoubtedly shone a spotlight on urgent global concerns
and have arguably helped marshal and align resources and innovative actions to
address these concerns. But the effort to meet these goals at a community level
has also faced some significant challenges. Most obviously, as a top-down
approach, the 2030 Agenda may fail to address the political, historical, and cul-
tural contexts of community-based initiatives and priorities.

This top-down tendency in implementing SDGs extends to their evalua-
tion. Currently, an evaluation framework listing 169 targets (each with one or
more indicators) developed by an international expert group guides the mea-
surement of targets (European Environmental Bureau, 2023). Yet these generic
and high-level targets are not necessarily relevant to local social change efforts,
nor do they encapsulate the many locally nuanced realities on the ground. For
example, SDG 4, quality education articulates 8 unique targets to “ensure
inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning
opportunities for all” and associated indicators. Many of these targets may or
may not be relevant to local communities (as defined by geography, or shared
identity). For example, Target 4.a focuses on upgrading educational facilities
that are “child, disability, and gender sensitive” and that provide “safe, non-
violent, inclusive and effective learning environments for all.” Here, a single
global indicator is neither practical nor responsive to the very target outlined
by the SDG. Concepts of “safety” or “inclusion” are not neutral or uncontested,
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and any indicator would need to be developed in partnership with community
stakeholders to ensure its relevance.

Additionally, there are many unique social and political movements that
may not be captured by the breadth of this UN-initiated approach to develop-
ment. For example, in Canada, the SDGs cannot be achieved without also look-
ing at Truth and Reconciliation efforts with Indigenous communities
(Baskanderi, 2020; Richins, 2021). Extending from the preceding example, Tar-
get 4.a. would need to be conceived with attention to the unique calls to action
outlined by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. As shared by Littlechild,
an Indigenous lawyer from Ermineskin Cree Nation, as presently conceived, the
SDGs may be incompatible with reconciliation efforts, since, within the United
Nations, Indigenous communities are not considered sovereign, meaning they
do not have equal consideration among other 193 member states (Doherty,
2021). Other social and political movements and community-based initiatives
advocating for racial, gender, or disability justice might similarly inform how
this SDG (alongside its target and indicators) may be evaluated.

Despite these challenges, the SDGs could be a productive framework for
global and local collaboration, provided they are grounded in community reali-
ties. The movement to localize is taking place in many communities across the
country and the globe. In Canada, civil society organizations have been striving
to assist in this effort. For example, the Tamarack Institute’s (2021) Guide for
Advancing the Sustainable Development Goals in your Community offers the fol-
lowing suggestions for localizing the SDGs: (a) raise awareness of the SDGs by
engaging and building relationships with local communities, (b) identify mean-
ingful indicators that resonate with the local community’s needs and resources,
(c) align existing local plans and programs with global goals, (d) consult on local
priorities to develop a shared vision, and (e) invite diverse voices to lead, offering
support to communities and individuals to enable participation and ensure sus-
tainability. In addition to civil society networks, many municipalities are also
working to localize via voluntary local review (VLR; see Winnipeg’s Voluntary
Local Review at Jungcurt et al., 2022). These VLR processes may still come with
the challenge of determining how to put into place indicators that are meaning-
ful to diverse residents (Timmers et al., 2021). Conversations about the SDGs
can also be found in numerous community-based organizations, social enter-
prises, social purpose start-ups, and other grassroots movements, as sparked by
recent national funding calls.

OVERVIEW OF COMMUNITY-BASED EVALUATION

Community-based evaluation is one strategy to support the localization of SDGs
and counteract their top-down, expert-driven tendencies. Its potential lies in
how it invites community members and diverse stakeholders into reflective
practice about local realities and raises questions about who defines, measures,
and assesses change and to what end (Duddy et al., 2021; Estrella et al., 2000).
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Community-based evaluation draws on broader community-based research tra-
ditions which emphasize the co-creation and co-mobilization of knowledge in
research that engages community members as full partners on issues that impact
their lives (Hall 2011; Israel et al., 2003; Nelson et al., 1998; Visvanathan, 2009;
Wallerstein & Duran, 2003). Applied to the field of evaluation, the hallmarks of
a community-based approach are that it is stakeholder-driven, participatory,
and action-oriented (Janzen et al., 2017).

«  Being stakeholder-driven means that the evaluation is practically rele-
vant to those whose lives are affected by the evaluation. Community
members, especially those most affected by the issue being evaluated,
gain voice, choice, and self-determination in identifying their concerns
and in proposing solutions. The evaluation is driven by the program’s
unique theory of change (as opposed to external theory) with stake-
holders having ownership over the evaluation process and findings.

o Being participatory means that program stakeholders and researchers
equitably share control of the evaluation agenda through active and
reciprocal involvement in the evaluation design, implementation, and
dissemination. A variety of engagement strategies can be used, includ-
ing, but not limited to, involving stakeholders on a steering committee
and as “community” researchers on the research team.

«  Being action-oriented means that the evaluation process and findings
are useful to stakeholders in making decisions to improve the program.
In community-based evaluation, teams may choose to share and act on
their findings in a variety of ways. This hallmark emphasizes the utiliza-
tion of evaluation in making progressive change through successive
cycles of reflective action.

Figure 1 shows the four phases of a community-based approach (Janzen
et al,, 2016; Ochocka & Janzen, 2014). The four phases are (a) laying the foun-
dation, (b) planning the evaluation, (c) collecting and analyzing information,
and (d) acting on findings. Each phase has technical steps that are not necessa-
rily implemented in a linear order (11 steps in total). Each phase also has a
relational emphasis, stressing the importance of building relationships and
engaging stakeholders in negotiating and co-implementing the evaluation
process. Of particular note is the responsive and dynamic nature of this
approach in adapting to changing community conditions (the feedback arrow
from Phase 3 to Phase 2) and in viewing evaluation as successive cycles over
time (the arrow from Phase 4 to Phase 1).

Taken together, these features of community-based evaluation shift the
focus from seeing evaluation reactively (i.e., to appease funder expectations)
to seeing evaluation proactively for healthy organizational development, adap-
tive management, and continual growth. Evaluations done reactively (particu-
larly those driven by external experts) may run the risk of being of limited use
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Figure 1. The four phases of community-based evaluation

Source: Centre for Community Based Research

and relevance to organizations. In contrast, a community-based approach
equips organizations to both do evaluation and use evaluation results in deci-
sion-making for maximized impact. While such a community-based approach
to evaluation may be particularly relevant in localizing SDGs, community
groups may need to develop their capacity to implement this approach. To
this end, we now turn to describing our capacity-building project.

INTRODUCING THE CAPACITY-BUILDING PROJECT

This project aimed to equip community groups and organizations who were
addressing SDGs with the necessary skills and frameworks to conduct their own
community-based evaluations. At the time of the project, participating organiza-
tions were only just beginning their journey of framing their work (and the eva-
luation of their work) in relation to SDGs. The project was co-led by the Centre
for Community Based Research and Conrad Grebel University College at the
University of Waterloo and was funded by Employment and Social Develop-
ment Canada as part of Canada’s 2030 Agenda National Strategy for sustainable
development. To narrow our focus, the project primarily focused on those orga-
nizations/groups addressing SDGs 4 (Quality Education), 5 (Gender Equality),
and 16 (Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions).

Over 1 year, our partnership implemented a variety of capacity-building
strategies, as implemented in three stages (see Table 1). Adopting multiple
capacity-building strategies helps build the necessary knowledge, skills, atti-
tudes, and culture within organizations so that they can engage in ongoing eva-
luation work (Cousins et al., 2008; Preskill, 2014). An advisory committee
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Table 1. Project capacity-building strategies

Stage # Strategy Description

Stage 1 Development of a community-based evaluation curriculum including
community-based evaluation workbooks

Stage 2 -Piloted two 2-part workshops to community-based organizations in the
Waterloo region focusing on Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 4, 5,
and 16.
-Follow-up coaching to organizations and individuals to support
participants in applying training to organizational contexts

Stage 3 -Delivery of 5 national webinars and presentations at local communities of
practice
-Development and launch of a resource and learning hub for localizing the
SDGs through community-based evaluation (see www.eval4localizingsdgs.
ca)
-Interested groups can design their own community-based evaluations
based on these learnings by linking to the workbook found on the project
website

comprised of organizations and networks interested in addressing SDGs 4, 5,
and 16 oversaw all project development and delivery and provided input on
curriculum, outreach, and resource development.

COMMUNITY-BASED EVALUATION WHEN LOCALIZING THE SDGS

In this section, we discuss how community-based evaluation can be a means of
evaluating localized SDGs efforts. We organize these learnings according to the
four-phase cycle of community-based evaluation. We highlight strategies that
can be implemented when evaluating local development efforts. Start-up social
enterprises, established organizations, or municipal VLRs alike can adapt these
strategies.

Phase 1: Laying the Evaluation Foundations

Initiate stakeholder engagement and relationship building: A good place to
start is to ask the questions, “Who has a stake in the evaluation, and how can we
meaningfully involve them throughout the process?” Stakeholders can be those
with lived experience of the issue being addressed, influencers who directly
impact the lives of those with lived experience, or sustainers who have the
power or resources to make lasting change. Sometimes stakeholders hold
multiple roles simultaneously. While engagement of local stakeholders happens
through all phases of evaluation, in Phase 1, it can be initiated through two con-
crete strategies: (a) forming a cross-stakeholder steering committee of “guiders”
and (b) including peer researchers with lived experience on the research team
(“doers”). Building and maintaining trusting relationships can take time at the
front end but are essential in ensuring the team has built the proper foundation
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for the work ahead. During this stage, you may also want to think about team
composition and equity—Which voices do you need at the table?

Discuss evaluation assumptions: Not everyone has the same assumptions
about evaluation. We learned that it is important to openly talk about what people
expect to get out of the evaluation. For some, this means talking about the value
of a community-based approach that stresses proactive local learning rather than
simply reacting to external demands for evaluation. This also includes having lar-
ger conversations about the SDGs. Whose voices are included or excluded in
these conversations? As we move toward the 2030 agenda, we might continue to
question, “Sustainable for whom?” It is also good to work through mismatched
expectations regarding time, resources, and role commitments. Capacity-building
training may be needed for your steering committee and research team.

Highlight your theory of change: A theory of change explains what an inter-
vention does (activities) and the results that are expected because of those activ-
ities (intended outcomes). The important point here is that a community-based
approach emphasizes the theory of change of the local intervention and, only
where relevant, integrates SDGs with their targets and indicators. But it is activ-
ities and intended outcomes that your local stakeholders collectively agree on
that frame the evaluation. Community-based evaluation can therefore be seen as
your local stakeholders interrogating your theory of change, which itself evolves
and deepens over time.

Identify your purpose: Localizing SDGs means that evaluation should be
meaningful and relevant for local stakeholders. What would be important for
your group to learn to do your work better? A good purpose statement should
indicate whether it is a process or outcome evaluation (or both) and the scope of
the intervention being evaluated. The verb of your purpose statement will clarify
whether the evaluation is summative (e.g., assess, determine), formative (e.g.,
understand, review), and/or developmental (e.g., explore, create) in nature. A
good community-based evaluation purpose includes an action component that
clarifies how evaluation insights will be used in local decision-making. While
writing out a purpose statement may sound simple, it can take work. After all, it
should be collaboratively developed, reflect the interests of all local stakeholder
groups, and be clearly worded.

Phase 2: Evaluation Planning

Determine main research questions: Evaluation can help to localize SDG efforts
by ensuring that the main questions that an evaluation seeks to answer are iden-
tified and agreed upon by local stakeholders. In other words, the burning ques-
tions of those close to local development shape the evaluation inquiry. These
main questions (often 3-5 of them) are linked to the purpose of the evaluation
and therefore try to gain insight into those aspects of an intervention’s process
and/or intended outcomes that are agreed upon to be a priority. At least one
question is dedicated to how best evaluation results can be used in informing
future local action.
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Choose methods for collecting information: Collaboratively choosing how
to gather information (i.e., what methods to use) is an important step in localiz-
ing SDGs. Multiple methods from multiple stakeholder perspectives may best
answer your main research questions. It is good to start with existing data that
local stakeholders are already collecting and then add quantitative or qualitative
methods to fill in the information gaps. Having the steering committee speak
about how the methods are ordered (or staged), as well as provide advice on
sampling and recruitment strategies, helps ensure that local perspectives are
maximized in the evaluation process.

Develop analysis strategy: Thinking ahead to data analysis helps you dis-
cover holes and gaps in your planned methodology. It also helps keep your plan
in a way that is doable with the time and resources you have so that you are not
collecting more data than you can feasibly analyze. Perhaps most importantly an
analysis plan helps you to assess whether your data-gathering plan will, in fact,
answer the main research questions that your local stakeholders want answered.

Phase 3: Data Gathering and Analysis

Gather information ethically: Localizing SDGs is also a matter of ethics—ensuring
that the evaluation does not do harm and introduces benefits to both individuals
and communities. While ethics are important throughout the evaluation process,
it is particularly important to consider during the data planning and collection
stage. Evaluation teams should ensure that free, prior, and informed consent pro-
cedures are followed, as well as attend to other ethical issues, such as unequal
power relationships, multiple roles and boundaries, being trauma-informed, and
community ownership and relevance. Three concrete strategies towards ethical
practice include (a) involving multiple stakeholders, including those with lived
experience on the evaluation team and steering committee; (b) facilitating
ongoing discussion and debriefs on ethical issues throughout the evaluation; and
(c) conducting a formal ethics review with a group such as the Community
Research Ethics Office (www.communityresearchethics.com), which considers
how the evaluation may harm and/or benefit local communities.

Be open to the unexpected: It is necessary to be open to adapt your evaluation
plan when using a community-based approach to evaluation (i.e., as depicted in
the feedback arrow looping back to Phase 2 from Phase 3 in Figure 1). This point
emphasizes the importance of the local context which can be dynamic and in flux.
As a result, the evaluation should adapt to remain relevant to local stakeholders.
For example, many evaluation plans needed to adapt to remote strategies during
the recent pandemic.

Consider involving peer researchers: Having paid peer researchers (some-
times called “community researchers”) on the evaluation team can be an impor-
tant part of localizing SDGs. Peer researchers understand the local context and the
lived experience of the issue under study. This positionality provides community
connections and a “lived lens” to data gathering, recruitment, and analysis. Peer
researcher involvement will make it more likely for the evaluation to remain
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relevant to local stakeholders and can be seen as a matter of justice, with opportu-
nities provided for capacity building, future job/education readiness, and the shar-
ing of evaluation resources. In many cases, including this “lived lens” on the data
can increase evaluation rigour as findings are more relevant and trustworthy and
samples can be more diverse.

Phase 4: Acting on Findings

Communicate findings effectively: Evaluation findings should be communicated
in ways that resonate with local stakeholders so that they are equipped to make
informed decisions to improve their work. This commitment may require multi-
ple communication strategies (written, visual, or oral) that connect with various
internal and external audiences. Increasingly creative methods of sharing learn-
ings that not only inform but also inspire local action (e.g., theatre, info-
graphics). The steering committee can provide guidance on what strategies are
best to use and can be part of the team that shares findings (e.g., helping facilitate
a community forum).

Develop a local action plan: The evaluation cycle is not complete until a
plan of action is developed that makes sure learnings are used in making local
programming and policy improvements. The steering committee is key in creat-
ing this local action plan and in assigning roles and responsibilities. When doing
so, it is important to take advantage of program or policy “windows” that are
receptive to change. The steering committee may want to develop a strategy to
check in with stakeholders to ensure that people follow up with their commit-
ments. In the spirit of building a culture of evaluation, the steering committee
may want to consider what the next cycle of evaluation will focus on to further
localize and advance the pursuit of SDGs.

CONCLUSION

Across Canada, there is a growing trend to localize the SDGs. However, many
struggle with how to begin given the breadth of all 17 goals and related targets
and indicators. Throughout this practice note, we identified challenges and
opportunities when evaluating localized SDG efforts. The SDGs can be one pro-
ductive entry point toward enhanced collaboration toward global change but
only if they are grounded in the specific realities of local organizing initiatives
and efforts—such as those by civil society organizations. A community-based
evaluation approach—one that is participatory, action-oriented, and commu-
nity-driven—engages relevant stakeholders within an organization to investigate
and reflect on key questions related to the process or outcomes. As such, it can
be one mechanism (of many) to support Canada’s larger 2030 Agenda.
Throughout, we drew on our national capacity-building project to detail a four-
phase model of community-based evaluation—laying the foundation, evaluation
planning, data gathering and analysis, and acting on findings—and identified
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how each phase may help deep reflective practice on both projects that advance
the SDGs, as well as the SDGs themselves.
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