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Abstra t: The purp se  f this practice n te is t  dem nstrate h w a c mmunity-
based appr ach t  evaluati n can be used t  supp rt the evaluati ns  f the United 
Nati n’s Sustainable Devel pment G als in l cal c mmunity settings. The auth rs 
argue that using a c mmunity-based evaluati n appr ach that is stakeh lder-driven, 
participat ry, and acti n- riented is  ne mechanism t  address this challenge. They 
illustrate the utility  f such an evaluati n appr ach by identifying their key learnings 
thr ugh a nati nal capacity-building pr ject. 
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Résumé : L’ bjectif de la présente n te de pratique est de dém ntrer la faç n 
d nt une appr che à l’évaluati n axée sur la c mmunauté peut être utilisée 
p ur appuyer les évaluati ns des  bjectifs de dével ppement durable des 
Nati ns unies dans un c ntexte de c mmunautés l cales. Les auteurs s nt 
d’avis que l’utilisati n d’une appr che d’évaluati n axée sur la c mmunauté 
qui interpelle les intervenants, est participative et est  rientée sur l’acti n c n-
stitue un mécanisme de rés luti n de ce défi. Ils illustrent l’utilité d’une telle 
appr che d’évaluati n en cernant les apprentissages clés tirés d’un pr jet 
nati nal d’améli rati n de la capacité. 

Mots  lés : évaluati n f ndée sur la c mmunauté;  bjectifs de dével ppement 
durable; paix, justice et établissements r bustes; évaluati n c llab rative; l cali-
sati n des  bjectifs de dével ppement durable 

INTROD CTION 
The pu pose of this p actice note is to demonst ate how a community-based 
app oach to evaluation can be used to suppo t the evaluations of the United 
Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in local community settings. In 
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 ecent yea s, civil society g oups have inc easingly been adopting the SDGs as a 
f amewo k to guide thei  social change effo ts. Yet the utility of the SDGs has 
often been hampe ed by goals that a e seen to be lofty and disconnected f om 
socio-political and histo ical  ealities on the g ound. We a gue that employing 
community-based evaluation (a stakeholde -d iven, pa ticipato y, and action-
o iented app oach) is one mechanism to add ess this challenge. We begin by 
p oviding an ove view of the SDGs and community-based evaluation. We then 
int oduce a national capacity-building p oject befo e outlining the fou  phases 
of a community-based evaluation app oach to discuss how community-based 
evaluation can be a means of evaluating localized SDGs effo ts. 

OVERVIEW OF THE SDGS 
The 2030 Agenda fo  Sustainable Development is a “call to action to end pov-
e ty, p otect the planet, and ensu e that by 2030 all people enjoy peace and p os-
pe ity” (United Nations Development P og am, 2022). Encompassing 17 SGDs 
with thei  associated ta gets and indicato s, this agenda was adopted by the Uni-
ted Nations Gene al Assembly in 2015 with the affi mation of all 193 membe  
states, including Canada. In 2021, the Gove nment of Canada published its own 
national st ategy—“Moving Fo wa d Togethe ”—to accele ate p og ess towa d 
meeting the SDGs in Canada, as well as cont ibute to thei  achievement inte na-
tionally (Sustainable Development Goals Unit, 2021). 

The SDGs have undoubtedly shone a spotlight on u gent global conce ns 
and have a guably helped ma shal and align  esou ces and innovative actions to 
add ess these conce ns. But the effo t to meet these goals at a community level 
has also faced some significant challenges. Most obviously, as a top-down 
app oach, the 2030 Agenda may fail to add ess the political, histo ical, and cul-
tu al contexts of community-based initiatives and p io ities. 

This top-down tendency in implementing SDGs extends to thei  evalua-
tion. Cu  ently, an evaluation f amewo k listing 169 ta gets (each with one o  
mo e indicato s) developed by an inte national expe t g oup guides the mea-
su ement of ta gets (Eu opean Envi onmental Bu eau, 2023). Yet these gene ic 
and high-level ta gets a e not necessa ily  elevant to local social change effo ts, 
no  do they encapsulate the many locally nuanced  ealities on the g ound. Fo  
example, SDG 4, quality education a ticulates 8 unique ta gets to “ensu e 
inclusive and equitable quality education and p omote lifelong lea ning 
oppo tunities fo  all” and associated indicato s. Many of these ta gets may o  
may not be  elevant to local communities (as defined by geog aphy, o  sha ed 
identity). Fo  example, Ta get 4.a focuses on upg ading educational facilities 
that a e “child, disability, and gende  sensitive” and that p ovide “safe, non-
violent, inclusive and effective lea ning envi onments fo  all.” He e, a single 
global indicato  is neithe  p actical no   esponsive to the ve y ta get outlined 
by the SDG. Concepts of “safety” o  “inclusion” a e not neut al o  uncontested, 
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and any indicato  would need to be developed in pa tne ship with community 
stakeholde s to ensu e its  elevance. 

Additionally, the e a e many unique social and political movements that 
may not be captu ed by the b eadth of this UN-initiated app oach to develop-
ment. Fo  example, in Canada, the SDGs cannot be achieved without also look-
ing at T uth and Reconciliation effo ts with Indigenous communities 
(Baskande i, 2020; Richins, 2021). Extending f om the p eceding example, Ta -
get 4.a. would need to be conceived with attention to the unique calls to action 
outlined by the T uth and Reconciliation Commission. As sha ed by Littlechild, 
an Indigenous lawye  f om E mineskin C ee Nation, as p esently conceived, the 
SDGs may be incompatible with  econciliation effo ts, since, within the United 
Nations, Indigenous communities a e not conside ed sove eign, meaning they 
do not have equal conside ation among othe  193 membe  states (Dohe ty, 
2021). Othe  social and political movements and community-based initiatives 
advocating fo   acial, gende , o  disability justice might simila ly info m how 
this SDG (alongside its ta get and indicato s) may be evaluated. 

Despite these challenges, the SDGs could be a p oductive f amewo k fo  
global and local collabo ation, p ovided they a e g ounded in community  eali-
ties. The movement to localize is taking place in many communities ac oss the 
count y and the globe. In Canada, civil society o ganizations have been st iving 
to assist in this effo t. Fo  example, the Tama ack Institute’s (2021) Guide f r 
Advancing the Sustainable Devel pment G als in y ur C mmunity offe s the fol-
lowing suggestions fo  localizing the SDGs: (a)  aise awa eness of the SDGs by 
engaging and building  elationships with local communities, (b) identify mean-
ingful indicato s that  esonate with the local community’s needs and  esou ces, 
(c) align existing local plans and p og ams with global goals, (d) consult on local 
p io ities to develop a sha ed vision, and (e) invite dive se voices to lead, offe ing 
suppo t to communities and individuals to enable pa ticipation and ensu e sus-
tainability. In addition to civil society netwo ks, many municipalities a e also 
wo king to localize via volunta y local  eview (VLR; see Winnipeg’s Volunta y 
Local Review at Jungcu t et al., 2022). These VLR p ocesses may still come with 
the challenge of dete mining how to put into place indicato s that a e meaning-
ful to dive se  esidents (Timme s et al., 2021). Conve sations about the SDGs 
can also be found in nume ous community-based o ganizations, social ente -
p ises, social pu pose sta t-ups, and othe  g ass oots movements, as spa ked by 
 ecent national funding calls. 

OVERVIEW OF COMM NITY-BASED EVAL ATION 
Community-based evaluation is one st ategy to suppo t the localization of SDGs 
and counte act thei  top-down, expe t-d iven tendencies. Its potential lies in 
how it invites community membe s and dive se stakeholde s into  eflective 
p actice about local  ealities and  aises questions about who defines, measu es, 
and assesses change and to what end (Duddy et al., 2021; Est ella et al., 2000). 

© 2023 CJPE 38.2, 396–407 doi:10.3138/cjpe.75810 

https://doi.org/10.3138/cjpe.75810
https://www.utpjournals.press/loi/cjpe


Community-Based Evaluation when Localizing Sustainable Development Goals 399 

Community-based evaluation d aws on b oade  community-based  esea ch t a-
ditions which emphasize the co-c eation and co-mobilization of knowledge in 
 esea ch that engages community membe s as full pa tne s on issues that impact 
thei  lives (Hall 2011; Is ael et al., 2003; Nelson et al., 1998; Visvanathan, 2009; 
Walle stein & Du an, 2003). Applied to the field of evaluation, the hallma ks of 
a community-based app oach a e that it is stakeholde -d iven, pa ticipato y, 
and action-o iented (Janzen et al., 2017). 

• Being stakeholder-driven means that the evaluation is p actically  ele-
vant to those whose lives a e affected by the evaluation. Community 
membe s, especially those most affected by the issue being evaluated, 
gain voice, choice, and self-dete mination in identifying thei  conce ns 
and in p oposing solutions. The evaluation is d iven by the p og am’s 
unique theo y of change (as opposed to exte nal theo y) with stake-
holde s having owne ship ove  the evaluation p ocess and findings. 

• Being parti ipatory means that p og am stakeholde s and  esea che s 
equitably sha e cont ol of the evaluation agenda th ough active and 
 ecip ocal involvement in the evaluation design, implementation, and 
dissemination. A va iety of engagement st ategies can be used, includ-
ing, but not limited to, involving stakeholde s on a stee ing committee 
and as “community”  esea che s on the  esea ch team. 

• Being a tion-oriented means that the evaluation p ocess and findings 
a e useful to stakeholde s in making decisions to imp ove the p og am. 
In community-based evaluation, teams may choose to sha e and act on 
thei  findings in a va iety of ways. This hallma k emphasizes the utiliza-
tion of evaluation in making p og essive change th ough successive 
cycles of  eflective action. 

Figu e 1 shows the fou  phases of a community-based app oach (Janzen 
et al., 2016; Ochocka & Janzen, 2014). The fou  phases a e (a) laying the foun-
dation, (b) planning the evaluation, (c) collecting and analyzing info mation, 
and (d) acting on findings. Each phase has technical steps that a e not necessa-
 ily implemented in a linea  o de  (11 steps in total). Each phase also has a 
 elational emphasis, st essing the impo tance of building  elationships and 
engaging stakeholde s in negotiating and co-implementing the evaluation 
p ocess. Of pa ticula  note is the  esponsive and dynamic natu e of this 
app oach in adapting to changing community conditions (the feedback a  ow 
f om Phase 3 to Phase 2) and in viewing evaluation as successive cycles ove  
time (the a  ow f om Phase 4 to Phase 1). 

Taken togethe , these featu es of community-based evaluation shift the 
focus f om seeing evaluation  eactively (i.e., to appease funde  expectations) 
to seeing evaluation p oactively fo  healthy o ganizational development, adap-
tive management, and continual g owth. Evaluations done  eactively (pa ticu-
la ly those d iven by exte nal expe ts) may  un the  isk of being of limited use 
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Figure 1. The four phases of community-based evaluation 
S urce: Centre for Community Based Research 

and  elevance to o ganizations. In cont ast, a community-based app oach 
equips o ganizations to both d  evaluation and use evaluation  esults in deci-
sion-making fo  maximized impact. While such a community-based app oach 
to evaluation may be pa ticula ly  elevant in localizing SDGs, community 
g oups may need to develop thei  capacity to implement this app oach. To 
this end, we now tu n to desc ibing ou  capacity-building p oject. 

INTROD CING THE CAPACITY-B ILDING PROJECT 
This p oject aimed to equip community g oups and o ganizations who we e 
add essing SDGs with the necessa y skills and f amewo ks to conduct thei  own 
community-based evaluations. At the time of the p oject, pa ticipating o ganiza-
tions we e only just beginning thei  jou ney of f aming thei  wo k (and the eva-
luation of thei  wo k) in  elation to SDGs. The p oject was co-led by the Cent e 
fo  Community Based Resea ch and Con ad G ebel Unive sity College at the 
Unive sity of Wate loo and was funded by Employment and Social Develop-
ment Canada as pa t of Canada’s 2030 Agenda National St ategy fo  sustainable 
development. To na  ow ou  focus, the p oject p ima ily focused on those o ga-
nizations/g oups add essing SDGs 4 (Quality Education), 5 (Gende  Equality), 
and 16 (Peace, Justice and St ong Institutions). 

Ove  1 yea , ou  pa tne ship implemented a va iety of capacity-building 
st ategies, as implemented in th ee stages (see Table 1). Adopting multiple 
capacity-building st ategies helps build the necessa y knowledge, skills, atti-
tudes, and cultu e within o ganizations so that they can engage in ongoing eva-
luation wo k (Cousins et al., 2008; P eskill, 2014). An adviso y committee 
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Table 1. Project capacity-building strategies 

Stage # St ategy Desc iption 

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 

comp ised of o ganizations and netwo ks inte ested in add essing SDGs 4, 5, 
and 16 ove saw all p oject development and delive y and p ovided input on 
cu  iculum, out each, and  esou ce development. 

COMM NITY-BASED EVAL ATION WHEN LOCALIZING THE SDGS 
In this section, we discuss how community-based evaluation can be a means of 
evaluating localized SDGs effo ts. We o ganize these lea nings acco ding to the 
fou -phase cycle of community-based evaluation. We highlight st ategies that 
can be implemented when evaluating local development effo ts. Sta t-up social 
ente p ises, established o ganizations, o  municipal VLRs alike can adapt these 
st ategies. 

Phase 1  Laying the Evaluation Foundations 
Initiate stakeholde  engagement and  elationship building: A good place to 
sta t is to ask the questions, “Who has a stake in the evaluation, and how can we 
meaningfully involve them th oughout the p ocess?” Stakeholde s can be those 
with lived experience of the issue being add essed, influencers who di ectly 
impact the lives of those with lived expe ience, o  sustainers who have the 
powe  o   esou ces to make lasting change. Sometimes stakeholde s hold 
multiple  oles simultaneously. While engagement of local stakeholde s happens 
th ough all phases of evaluation, in Phase 1, it can be initiated th ough two con-
c ete st ategies: (a) fo ming a c oss-stakeholde  stee ing committee of “guide s” 
and (b) including pee   esea che s with lived expe ience on the  esea ch team 
(“doe s”). Building and maintaining t usting  elationships can take time at the 
f ont end but a e essential in ensu ing the team has built the p ope  foundation 
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fo  the wo k ahead. Du ing 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 eve yone has the same assumptions 
about evaluation. We lea ned that it is impo tant to openly talk about what people 
expect to get out of the evaluation. Fo  some, this means talking about the value 
of a community-based app oach that st esses p oactive local lea ning  athe  than 
simply  eacting to exte nal demands fo  evaluation. This also includes having la -
ge  conve sations about the SDGs. Whose voices a e included o  excluded in 
these conve sations? As we move towa d the 2030 agenda, we might continue to 
question, “Sustainable fo  whom?” It is also good to wo k th ough mismatched 
expectations  ega ding time,  esou ces, and  ole commitments. Capacity-building 
t aining may be needed fo  you  stee ing committee and  esea ch team. 

Highlight you  theo y of change: A theo y of change explains what an inte -
vention does (activities) and the  esults that a e expected because of those activ-
ities (intended outcomes). The impo tant point he e is that a community-based 
app oach emphasizes the theo y of change of the local inte vention and, only 
whe e  elevant, integ ates SDGs with thei  ta gets and indicato s. But it is activ-
ities and intended outcomes that you  local stakeholde s collectively ag ee on 
that f ame the evaluation. Community-based evaluation can the efo e be seen as 
you  local stakeholde s inte  ogating you  theo y of change, which itself evolves 
and deepens ove  time. 

Identify you  pu pose: Localizing SDGs means that evaluation should be 
meaningful and  elevant fo  local stakeholde s. What would be impo tant fo  
you  g oup to lea n to do you  wo k bette ? A good pu pose statement should 
indicate whethe  it is a p ocess o  outcome evaluation (o  both) and the scope of 
the inte vention being evaluated. The ve b of you  pu pose statement will cla ify 
whethe  the evaluation is summative (e.g., assess, dete mine), fo mative (e.g., 
unde stand,  eview), and/o  developmental (e.g., explo e, c eate) in natu e. A 
good community-based evaluation pu pose includes an action component that 
cla ifies how evaluation insights will be used in local decision-making. While 
w iting out a pu pose statement may sound simple, it can take wo k. Afte  all, it 
should be collabo atively developed,  eflect the inte ests of all local stakeholde  
g oups, and be clea ly wo ded. 

Phase 2  Evaluation Planning 
Dete mine main  esea ch questions: Evaluation can help to localize SDG effo ts 
by ensu ing that the main questions that an evaluation seeks to answe  a e iden-
tified and ag eed upon by local stakeholde s. In othe  wo ds, the bu ning ques-
tions of those close to local development shape the evaluation inqui y. These 
main questions (often 3–5 of them) a e linked to the pu pose of the evaluation 
and the efo e t y to gain insight into those aspects of an inte vention’s p ocess 
and/o  intended outcomes that a e ag eed upon to be a p io ity. At least one 
question is dedicated to how best evaluation  esults can be used in info ming 
futu e local action. 
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Choose methods fo  collecting info mation: Collabo atively choosing how 
to gathe  info mation (i.e., what methods to use) is an impo tant step in localiz-
ing SDGs. Multiple methods f om multiple stakeholde  pe spectives may best 
answe  you  main  esea ch questions. It is good to sta t with existing data that 
local stakeholde s a e al eady collecting and then add quantitative o  qualitative 
methods to fill in the info mation gaps. Having the stee ing committee speak 
about how the methods a e o de ed (o  staged), as well as p ovide advice on 
sampling and  ec uitment st ategies, helps ensu e that local pe spectives a e 
maximized in the evaluation p ocess. 

Develop analysis st ategy: Thinking ahead to data analysis helps you dis-
cove  holes and gaps in you  planned methodology. It also helps keep you  plan 
in a way that is doable with the time and  esou ces you have so that you a e not 
collecting mo e data than you can feasibly analyze. Pe haps most impo tantly an 
analysis plan helps you to assess whethe  you  data-gathe ing plan will, in fact, 
answe  the main  esea ch questions that you  local stakeholde s want answe ed. 

Phase 3  Data Gathering and Analysis 
Gathe  info mation ethically: Localizing SDGs is also a matte  of ethics—ensu ing 
that the evaluation does not do ha m and int oduces benefits to both individuals 
and communities. While ethics a e impo tant th oughout the evaluation p ocess, 
it is pa ticula ly impo tant to conside  du ing the data planning and collection 
stage. Evaluation teams should ensu e that f ee, p io , and info med consent p o-
cedu es a e followed, as well as attend to othe  ethical issues, such as unequal 
powe   elationships, multiple  oles and bounda ies, being t auma-info med, and 
community owne ship and  elevance. Th ee conc ete st ategies towa ds ethical 
p actice include (a) involving multiple stakeholde s, including those with lived 
expe ience on the evaluation team and stee ing committee; (b) facilitating 
ongoing discussion and deb iefs on ethical issues th oughout the evaluation; and 
(c) conducting a fo mal ethics  eview with a g oup such as the Community 
Resea ch Ethics Office (www.community esea chethics.com), which conside s 
how the evaluation may ha m and/o  benefit local communities. 

Be open to the unexpected: It is necessa y to be open to adapt you  evaluation 
plan when using a community-based app oach to evaluation (i.e., as depicted in 
the feedback a  ow looping back to Phase 2 f om Phase 3 in Figu e 1). This point 
emphasizes the impo tance of the local context which can be dynamic and in flux. 
As a  esult, the evaluation should adapt to  emain  elevant to local stakeholde s. 
Fo  example, many evaluation plans needed to adapt to  emote st ategies du ing 
the  ecent pandemic. 

Conside  involving pee   esea che s: Having paid pee   esea che s (some-
times called “community  esea che s”) on the evaluation team can be an impo -
tant pa t of localizing SDGs. Pee   esea che s unde stand the local context and the 
lived expe ience of the issue unde  study. This positionality p ovides community 
connections and a “lived lens” to data gathe ing,  ec uitment, and analysis. Pee  
 esea che  involvement will make it mo e likely fo  the evaluation to  emain 
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 elevant to local stakeholde s and can be seen as a matte  of justice, with oppo tu-
nities p ovided fo  capacity building, futu e job/education  eadiness, and the sha -
ing of evaluation  esou ces. In many cases, including this “lived lens” on the data 
can inc ease evaluation  igou  as findings a e mo e  elevant and t ustwo thy and 
samples can be mo e dive se. 

Phase 4  Acting on Findings 
Communicate findings effectively: Evaluation findings should be communicated 
in ways that  esonate with local stakeholde s so that they a e equipped to make 
info med decisions to imp ove thei  wo k. This commitment may  equi e multi-
ple communication st ategies (w itten, visual, o  o al) that connect with va ious 
inte nal and exte nal audiences. Inc easingly c eative methods of sha ing lea n-
ings that not only info m but also inspi e local action (e.g., theat e, info-
g aphics). The stee ing committee can p ovide guidance on what st ategies a e 
best to use and can be pa t of the team that sha es findings (e.g., helping facilitate 
a community fo um). 

Develop a local action plan: The evaluation cycle is not complete until a 
plan of action is developed that makes su e lea nings a e used in making local 
p og amming and policy imp ovements. The stee ing committee is key in c eat-
ing this local action plan and in assigning  oles and  esponsibilities. When doing 
so, it is impo tant to take advantage of p og am o  policy “windows” that a e 
 eceptive to change. The stee ing committee may want to develop a st ategy to 
check in with stakeholde s to ensu e that people follow up with thei  commit-
ments. In the spi it of building a cultu e of evaluation, the stee ing committee 
may want to conside  what the next cycle of evaluation will focus on to fu the  
localize and advance the pu suit of SDGs. 

CONCL SION 
Ac oss Canada, the e is a g owing t end to localize the SDGs. Howeve , many 
st uggle with how to begin given the b eadth of all 17 goals and  elated ta gets 
and indicato s. Th oughout this p actice note, we identified challenges and 
oppo tunities when evaluating localized SDG effo ts. The SDGs can be one p o-
ductive ent y point towa d enhanced collabo ation towa d global change but 
only if they a e g ounded in the specific  ealities of local o ganizing initiatives 
and effo ts—such as those by civil society o ganizations. A community-based 
evaluation app oach—one that is pa ticipato y, action-o iented, and commu-
nity-d iven—engages  elevant stakeholde s within an o ganization to investigate 
and  eflect on key questions  elated to the p ocess o  outcomes. As such, it can 
be one mechanism (of many) to suppo t Canada’s la ge  2030 Agenda. 
Th oughout, we d ew on ou  national capacity-building p oject to detail a fou -
phase model of community-based evaluation—laying the foundation, evaluation 
planning, data gathe ing and analysis, and acting on findings—and identified 
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how each phase may help deep  eflective p actice on both p ojects that advance 
the SDGs, as well as the SDGs themselves. 
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