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Relative to the contribution that faith-based organizations 
make to Canadian society, evaluations of them are rare. The 
challenge for evaluators is to develop evaluation processes that 
meet the scrutiny of social science yet respect the centrality of 
faith inherent within their interventions. The challenge is com-
pounded when evaluating faith-based innovation. This article 
reviews the present status of evaluation in faith-based settings, 
highlighting its present limitations. It then features an innova-
tive national faith-based evaluation framework that attempted 
to address these limitations. The article ends with critical re-
flections on the learnings of this case example in conducting 
evaluations of faith-based organizations and implications for 
other sectors.

En comparaison avec la contribution que les organismes confes-
sionnels apportent à la société canadienne, rares sont leurs 
évaluations. Le défi pour les évaluateurs est le développement 
de processus d’évaluation qui rencontrent avec satisfaction les 
exigences des sciences sociales tout en respectant l’aspect cen-
tral de la foi dans les interventions de ces organismes. Le défi 
est encore plus grand pour l’évaluation de l’innovation confes-
sionnelle. Cet article examine le statut actuel de l’évaluation 
dans un cadre confessionnel et en présente les limites. L’ar-
ticle propose ensuite un cadre national innovant d’évaluation 
confessionnelle tentant de remédier aux limites identifiées. Cet 
article se termine par des réflexions critiques sur les constats 
découlant de ce cas et les implications pour d’autres secteurs.
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Relative to the contribution that faith-based organiza-
tions make to Canadian society, evaluations of them are rare. This 
article addresses this gap by presenting a case study of an evalua-
tion framework for a national church initiative. The initiative, called 
Regenerate 21-01 was launched by the Canadian Conference of Men-
nonite Brethren churches in 2008. It was designed to equip community 
outreach efforts of local congregations. The evaluation framework 
called for a participatory action research approach within a mixed 
method, longitudinal design. The article describes this framework, 
offers critical reflections on how it was developed, and provides im-
plications for other faith-based evaluations and beyond. But first, the 
article begins with a literature review of evaluation in faith settings. 

OVERVIEW OF EVALUATION IN FAITH SETTINGS

We begin by reviewing the status of evaluation in faith-based set-
tings in order to garner an appreciation for the challenges of design-
ing evaluations in these contexts. The overarching challenge was to 
develop an evaluation framework that would meet the scrutiny of 
social science yet respect the centrality of faith within the interven-
tion (Walton, 2007). We see our case example that follows as one of a 
number of emerging attempts at meeting this challenge.

Having churches and other religious organizations participate in 
community outreach and community building is nothing new. In both 
Canada and the United States faith groups were at the heart of the 
rise of social service provision in the later 19th century and early 
20th century (Hewitt & Regoli, 2007; Unruh & Sider, 2005). Their 
efforts demonstrated that soul care and social care are really two 
sides of the same coin and that loving a neighbour is as practical as 
it is spiritual (Sider, Olson, & Unruh, 2002). However, with increas-
ing separation of church and state as the 20th century progressed, 
social services became more secularized. This shift coincided with 
a general societal trend towards “post-Christendom” in which the 
once-dominant Christian values and structures waned in the face of 
pluralism and secularism (Hirsch, 2006). It is not that faith groups 
stopped doing their community work. But as recipients of the bulk of 
increasing public dollars, the burden of comprehensive social service 
provision fell on secular shoulders, as did the subsequent requirement 
to demonstrate accountability of funds (Cnaan & Boddie, 2006). This 
shift coincided with a general “disconnect” between social sciences 
and religion. In the words of Cnaan and Boddie, “Years of academic 
neglect and avoidance of studying religious-related topics have left 
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social scientists of our time lacking the know-how and the real experi-
ence in studying faith-based organizations” (2006, p. 9). 

Of course, those who value both social sciences and religion consider 
this a loss—a loss that applies equally to evaluative research. Indeed 
it was in the 1960s and 1970s that the field of program evaluation 
began to emerge as a force that spanned human-service sector and 
academic discipline (Alkin & Christie, 2004; Shadish, Cook, & Leviton, 
1991). As a result, faith-based programs did not benefit from the early 
advances in the field. These included such provocative early evalua-
tive exploration as integrating qualitative data within quantitative 
experimental design (Campbell, 1974), inductively approaching set-
tings in a goal-free manner (Scriven, 1972), navigating the politics 
of stakeholder participation (Weiss, 1983), and being responsive to 
the program context (Abma & Stake, 2001). The advances naturally 
continue to this day. For example (and in keeping with our own biases 
and interests), faith-based settings have much to learn about adopt-
ing a pragmatic, participatory, and utilization-focused approach to 
evaluation (Patton, 2008), framing evaluation within program theory 
(Chen, 2005), becoming more adept at assessing complex systems 
change and social innovation (Foster-Fishman & Long, 2009; Schen-
sul, 2009), and maximizing the transformative and emancipatory 
potential of evaluation (Mertens, 2003; 2008). In short, given the rich 
and diverse evaluation tradition, faith-based settings are left having 
to play “catch-up” in an increasingly sophisticated evaluation field 
(Thyer, 2007). 

Over the past two decades a dramatic policy shift in the United States 
has provided a unique opportunity for faith-based organizations striv-
ing to implement evaluations. The 1996 Charitable Choice legislation 
and the subsequent creation of the White House Office of Faith-Based 
and Community Initiatives in 2001 were designed to promote social 
service innovation and welcome faith-based organizations as equal 
partners in the publicly funded social service system (Cnaan & Bod-
die, 2006). In 2006 alone, faith-based organizations received over $2 
billion from the United States government (Leake et al., 2007). With 
these funds have come demands for increased accountability and 
evaluation (O’Conner & Netting, 2008). Within Canada there was no 
similar overt policy shift as Canadian social policy already permitted 
funding for faith-based organizations without targeting them specifi-
cally (Hoang, 2001). Still, the recent surging interest in evaluations of 
faith-based organizations in the United States may provide learnings 
that are of interest to both sides of the border.
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Comprehensive literature reviews of evaluations in faith-based set-
tings are just beginning to emerge. The earliest of such reviews was 
conducted by Johnson, Tompkins, and Webb (2002). They scoured 
the academic and grey literature of the United States for faith-based 
evaluation reports, even contacting national faith-based organizations 
directly. They found 96 evaluation reports, with only 25 examining 
program effectiveness. They concluded that most studies were lim-
ited in their generalizability and rigour (relying primarily on poorly 
designed case examples), and demonstrated a general “naiveté” in 
how they measured and operationalized the concept of faith. Other 
literature reviews that followed echoed these concerns that studies 
were sorely limited (albeit rapidly growing), and that research designs 
and methods often lacked sufficient rigour (Cnaan & Boddie, 2006; 
Ferguson, Wu, Spruijt-Metz, & Dyrness, 2007; Hula, Jackson-Elmoore, 
& Reese, 2007; Leake et al., 2007; O’Connor & Netting, 2008). 

Our own review of these and other recent (2002–09) academic articles 
illuminated other limitations of evaluations within faith-based organi-
zations. These are organized below according to the two categories 
of research beliefs and research practice which constitute the basis of 
scholarly inquiry (Guba & Lincoln, 2005).

Limitations in Research Beliefs

As a field of study, evaluations of faith-based organizations remain 
underdeveloped in their research beliefs. Research beliefs address 
three classic questions underlying researcher worldviews: (a) What 
is the nature of reality/truth? (ontology); (b) What is the relationship 
between the inquirer and the known? (epistemology); and (c) How do 
we go about gaining knowledge? (methodology) (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2005; Shadish, Cook & Leviton, 1991).

Regarding ontology, clearly the “faith” of these organizations implies 
an acceptance of reality and truth as emanating from a higher power 
and outside of human consciousness. However, evaluations of faith-
based organizations are in the early stages of attempting to define 
what is meant by “faith-based” or even “faith” (McGrew & Cnaan, 
2006). This lack of clarity is significant given that faith is often pre-
sented as the defining characteristic of these types of interventions 
(Netting, O’Conner, & Yancey, 2006). It is true that typologies are be-
ginning to emerge that attempt to describe the many organizational 
variations of this “faith factor” (Thyer, 2006; Unruh & Sider, 2005). But 
how do these different understandings of the concept of faith relate to 
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what and how we evaluate? For example, Walton (2007) poses several 
(unanswered) questions about how faith should be operationalized 
within evaluation, and whether to distinguish between the faith of 
a program and that of its staff. Substantive discussions that grapple 
with this uneasy relationship between “faith and facts” in the context 
of evaluation are only just beginning to appear (e.g., Boddie & Cnaan, 
2006; Hewitt & Regoli, 2007). 

Regarding epistemology, a narrow view presently exists within the 
existing faith-based evaluation literature. Post-positivism is decid-
edly dominant. This view is a reductionistic, logical, and objective 
approach to research that emphasizes empirical data collection and 
a cause-and-effect orientation and is deterministic based on a priori 
theories (Creswell, 2007). Indeed the oft- repeated remedy for sloppy 
evaluation design cited in the faith-based literature is for research-
ers to be bias free (Cnaan & Boddie, 2006), to adopt experimental 
designs with control groups (Johnson, Tompkins & Webb, 2002), to 
use standardized quantitative measures (Leake et al., 2007), and to 
favour summative and outcome-only evaluation that assume a fixed, 
predetermined theory of change (Fagan, Horn, Edwards, Woods, & 
Caprara, 2007; Thyer, 2007). Perhaps Johnson, Tompkins & Webb’s 
publication title best sums up this epistemological stance: “Objective 
Hope.” While certainly rigour can be understood in these terms, exam-
ples that adopt alternative epistemological paradigms are scarce. In 
fact there has been little exploration of the many postmodern para-
digms of research, such as constructivistic (Guba & Lincoln, 2005), 
critical theory (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2005), interpretive (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2005), transformative (Mertens, Holmes, & Harris, 2008), or 
participatory (Heron & Reason, 1997) paradigms, within the context 
of evaluations of faith-based organizations (Hudson, 2004). These 
more naturalistic approaches to research equally ascribe to standards 
of quality, offering their own strategies to maximize credibility (e.g., 
Meadows & Morse, 2001; Whittemore, Chase, & Mandle, 2001).

Regarding methodology, there are two inter-related limitations. First, 
most faith-based evaluations adopt a simple single-method design. 
For example, of the 29 evaluations of faith-based organizations re-
viewed by Ferguson et al. (2007), the most widely used were quan-
titative studies with little multivariate analysis. Only four used a 
mixed-method (qualitative and quantitative) design. Second, the vast 
majority of studies considered an individual program as the unit of 
analysis and measure individual-level outcomes (Hula et al., 2007). As 
a result, faith-based evaluations typically fail to consider the ecologi-
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cal context of a program. That is to say, they seldom measure processes 
and outcomes at the multiple levels (neighbourhood, service network, 
policy, etc.) within which a program is embedded (Campbell & Glunt, 
2006). These limitations form the basis of the calls to employ more 
rigorous and complex faith-based evaluation that use mixed methods, 
multi-methods, and multi-level methodologies (Ferguson et al., 2007).

Limitations in Research Practice

As we previously stated, faith-based evaluation practice is still in a 
formative stage relative to the broader evaluation field. Below we 
highlight three limitations of practice that seem most striking and 
that most directly apply to our own case example. 

One major critique of evaluations of faith-based organizations has 
been that in the past they have approached interventions in the same 
manner as secular evaluations. In other words there is no general ap-
proach available that allows evaluators to consider the religious and 
spiritual components of faith-based programs (Harden, 2006). Even 
when faith is considered, it is typically done at the organizational level 
rather than a program level (Cnaan & Boddie, 2006). This relegates 
faith to a contextual factor rather than a programmatic one and con-
sequently shuts out matters of faith in program theory. Even studies 
that claim effectiveness of faith-based services seldom demonstrate 
how explicit faith programming components (such as prayer, Bible 
study, etc.) are linked to successful outcomes (Ferguson et al., 2007). 
Put simply, faith rarely shows up on a program logic model or in other 
descriptors of a program’s theory of change. 

A second limitation is the relative absence of evaluations of faith-
based organizations that use a participatory action research approach 
(PAR). PAR can be defined as a “research approach that involves ac-
tive participation of stakeholders, those whose lives are affected by 
the issue being studied, in all phases of research for the purpose of 
producing useful results to make positive changes” (Nelson, Ochocka, 
Lord, & Griffin, 1998, p.12). This approach emphasizes research 
“with” rather than “on” program stakeholders, in such a way that 
guides future collective action (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005). Applied 
to evaluation, such collaborative approaches have been found to be 
particularly well suited within value-based interventions (Nelson, 
Ochocka, Janzen, Trainor, & Lauzon, 2004), within interventions 
that are innovative and therefore require frequent feedback (Dildar 
& Janzen, 2009; Foster-Fishman & Long, 2009), and to improve the 
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credibility and relevancy of evaluation findings among stakehold-
ers in such a way that will lead to utilization (Patton, 2008). While 
these conditions would seem to apply to the faith-based context (they 
certainly did within our setting), our review of literature found no 
examples of PAR in evaluations of faith-based organizations.

A final limitation pertains to socio-political context. Our review found 
no examples of evaluations of faith-based organizations within Cana-
da. This is despite the fact that religious communities comprise 19% 
of all non-profit organizations in Canada, some 30,700—second only 
to sports and recreation organizations (Statistics Canada, 2004)—and 
have historically played a key role in the creation of non-profit social 
services, including running agencies and providing high levels of 
financial and volunteer support (Hiemstra, 2002). Consider that in 
the United States the dominant thrust of faith-based evaluation has 
been to compare the effectiveness of faith-based versus secular-based 
service provision as part of a competition for limited public dollars 
(Cnaan & Boddie, 2006). This has resulted in an emphasis on outcome-
only evaluations, evaluations of formal professionalized programs (as 
opposed to informal supports), and evaluation of services weighted 
toward relatively few well-funded sectors (e.g., health and criminal 
justice services). Additionally, evaluations seldom consider the inter-
section between faith-based and secular-based organizations or the 
link to public policy (Campbell & Glunt, 2006; Grady, 2006). Consider-
ing alternative socio-political contexts (such as less-polarized Canada) 
could help to broaden this narrow range of evaluative practice and 
demonstrate alternative political roles of the evaluator (House, 2004). 

In summary, there is still much room to explore how to best to adapt 
evaluation practice within a faith-based context. Indeed there is 
growing awareness in the research community of the need to use 
approaches that are appropriate for the unique circumstances of the 
settings being studied (Fisher & Ball, 2003). To this end, the limita-
tions cited above represent a good orientating point in the search for 
appropriate evaluations of faith-based organizations. It is to one such 
example that we now turn.

CASE EXAMPLE: A NATIONAL FRAMEWORK FOR THE 
EVALUATION OF FAITH-BASED ORGANIZATIONS

The case example below illustrates an evaluation framework devel-
oped for a national faith-based initiative of the Canadian Conference 
of Mennonite Brethren Churches (CCMBC). While focusing on the 
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efforts of one denomination, it is offered with the hope of being ap-
plicable to other faith-based settings. 

Overview 

CCMBC is an association of 250 churches spread across Canada and 
connected to their respective provincial denominational organizations. 
Part of the global Mennonite/Anabaptist church family, CCMBC finds 
itself amidst a seismic shift within North American society. Across the 
continent churches of all denominations are exploring how to remain 
relevant and offer a transformative presence within an increasingly 
post-Christian, post-modern, and pluralistic society (e.g., Butler Bass, 
2006; Nelson, 2008; Thiessen, 2005). At the heart of such exploration 
is a recognition of a need for innovative expressions of church (Frost & 
Hirsch, 2003) and for local congregations to regain a sense of context-
specific “calling” that is in line with how God is moving to transform 
local communities (Guder, 1998, Van Gelder, 2007).

Since the turn of the century, Mennonite Brethren churches in Canada 
have begun to show their willingness to adjust or even abandon tra-
ditional local church structures in favour of adopting new alliances 
and experimenting with innovative methods of ministry. Examples of 
innovation include satellite church sites, multi-ethnic sub-congrega-
tions meeting in multi-plex movie theatres, inter-church associations, 
and house churches. In some areas the Mennonite Brethren engage 
in formal partnerships with other denominations in order to launch 
non-traditional centres of prayer, worship, and relational interac-
tion. Tools such as ReFocusing (helping congregations clarify their 
vision and mission), Natural Church Development (a diagnostic tool 
on church health), and stewardship training have sprung up to aid 
existing local churches. Emerging church leaders have been supported 
through mentoring and internship programs. 

Launched in 2008, Regenerate 21-01 represents a concerted effort to 
roll up and expand these pockets of innovation into a comprehensive 
and nation-wide initiative over a minimum five-year period. As its 
name reflects, the initiative is designed to encourage newness within 
local churches and in the denomination as a whole—newness that ap-
plies first-century church dynamics (hence 01) into the 21st century of 
Canadian society (hence 21). In the past the denomination’s outreach 
strategy favoured planting new churches for religiously under-served 
communities. Regenerate 21-01 represents a significant departure 
from this previous national strategy in its shift to preparing existing 
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congregations for innovation in their own locales. Specifically the ini-
tiative meets three of the conference’s strategic services: (a) equipping 
local churches towards health, (b) developing local leadership, and (c) 
enabling locally-based outreach strategies. 

CCMBC had rarely conducted formal evaluations of its previous 
national initiatives. Despite this, the suggestion to evaluate Regen-
erate 21-01 came from diverse stakeholders, including local church 
delegates to the biennial national convention, writers to conference 
periodicals, conference staff, and conference leaders. An evaluation 
framework was collaboratively developed by both authors in consulta-
tion with national staff and the national Executive Board made up of 
20 clergy and lay representatives from across the country (Janzen & 
Wiebe, 2008). The 29-page document was formally approved by the 
Executive Board in January 2009. 

By way of context, the evaluation framework began by describing the 
background and rationale for the development of Regenerate 21-01. 
It further described the functions that the evaluation was to fulfil 
(accountability, monitoring, reflecting, shaping, engaging), as well as 
the four main research questions that the evaluation should answer: 
(a) To what extent are the planned activities of Regenerate 21-01, and 
how they are being implemented, appropriate to its goals? (process); 
(b) to what extent has the initiative succeeded in supporting local 
churches to transform the communities around them? (outcomes); (c) 
What new strategies and unexpected outcomes have emerged through 
the implementation of the initiative? (learnings);and (d) What are the 
suggestions for how the initiative should develop over time in order 
to maximize impact? (recommendations). 

In addition, the evaluation framework described the participatory 
action research (PAR) approach that the evaluation could adopt. 
Specifically, the evaluation could implement a number of concrete 
mechanisms often associated with a PAR approach (Ochocka & Jan-
zen, 2008), including: (a) an evaluation team that includes people 
living the issue under study (in this case MB church members) in 
gathering, writing, and presenting data; (b) a cross-stakeholder steer-
ing committee to guide the evaluation process (in this case the existing 
Executive Board of lay members and clergy from regions across the 
country); and (c) ongoing feedback through pre-determined moments 
of sharing learnings and verifying findings among stakeholders (in 
this case through regular updates to the Executive Board, periodic 
updates through the national church periodical, and a written and 
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verbal report presented for discussion to the national membership at 
the conference floor of the biennial gathering). Such a PAR approach 
is consistent with the growing trend toward collaborative and action-
oriented evaluation (Nelson et al., 2004; Patton, 2008). The framework 
further identified the main challenges that an evaluation of this type 
would face (i.e., evaluating an evolving innovation; considering the 
metaphysical notion of faith) before suggesting how these challenges 
could be addressed. Finally, the framework described the program 
theory (discussed next), which was followed by the evaluation design 
to be employed.

Program Theory

The evaluation framework used a program theory approach to frame 
and design the evaluation (Chen, 2005). The program theory was first 
described in written detail before being summarized in the format 
of a program logic model (McLaughlin & Jordan, 2004; Rush & Og-
borne, 1991). The logic model was considered to be “baseline” as the 
theory of change would likely deepen and evolve over time. As can be 
seen in Figure 1, the core of the logic model was a description of the 
relationship between program activities and anticipated outcomes. 

The logic model can be divided into two main parts: activities and out-
comes related to “being” and those related to “doing.” These two parts 
reflect the two main endeavours Christians are called to follow: being 
transformed into closer likeness and unity with God, while faithfully 
doing the work of God’s kingdom on earth. Specifically for Regenerate 
21-01 this included “being” (i.e., character activities that would spur on 
intentional spiritual formation as facilitated through the ancient spir-
itual disciplines and the conference’s Board of Faith and Life (BFL), 
a standing body that informs the theological identity of CCMBC. The 
four main components of the “doing” side are Equipping Churches, 
Developing Leaders, Reaching Out, and Fostering Community.

Corresponding short-term anticipated outcomes are described for 
each component area. The first three short-term outcomes (i.e., Equip-
ping Churches, Developing Leaders, and Reaching Out) describe the 
intended impact of denominational activities within local churches, 
strengthening the foundations of a local church so that it is equipped 
to innovate its outreach in healthy ways. Fostering Community out-
comes focus on communications vehicles and the telling of success 
stories designed to provide inspiration and example to churches 
interested in innovation. The mid-term outcomes emphasized the 
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developmental nature of innovation. A synergy cycle was depicted: 
new models of doing church ministry would lead to more of these 
new models being tested in practice. This in turn would lead to an 
increased awareness of what was learned by testing these innova-
tions, which again would stimulate even more creative thinking and 
practice. Long-term outcomes focused at both the individual level 
(having spiritual and practical needs met) and the community level 
(stronger and healthier communities). 
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The logic model added an additional element not found in traditional 
logic models: the movement of God. God is thereby acknowledged as 
an actor that the Regenerate 21-01 intervention must consider. God’s 
“doing” leads to his kingdom coming and his will being done more 
fully (as we pray for in the Lord’s Prayer) in local communities across 
Canada. The challenge of course is to ensure that this agenda of God 
maps onto the individual and community transformation desired by 
Regenerate 21-01. Here we return again to the importance of spir-
itual formation in the program theory. It is through ongoing spiritual 
disciplines that church members individually and collectively discern 
what should happen next (represented by the back-and-forth interplay 
of arrows between the “being” and “doing” sides of the logic model). 

Evaluation Design

The evaluation framework outlined a number of quantitative and 
qualitative methods within a repeating two-year evaluation cycle that 
matched the biennial convention cycle (evaluation findings would be 
reported and delegate feedback received at these gatherings). Quan-
titative data would be useful for tracking program outputs and for 
gaining a broad understanding of program processes and outcomes 
longitudinally over time. Qualitative methods would be useful for 
providing more in-depth information and for the telling of stories of 
what was attempted.

The first four methods listed in Table 1 were suggested as core meas-
ures that CCMBC could implement over every two-year evaluation 
cycle. These included program tracking (outputs, resource allocations, 
target attainment), key informant interviews (purposively sampled 
individuals with a national perspective), focus groups (held in natural 
settings with purposively sampled individuals holding a local per-
spective), and a brief delegate survey to be completed by all biennial 
conference delegates. These core methods could likely be carried out 
using in-kind resources. 

Additionally, three other methods would supplement evaluation find-
ings, but perhaps would require additional resources (which might 
or might not be available). Methods included an online survey to all 
churches (completed by senior staff/lay leaders every two years), short 
videos (building on a successful short film festival held at a previ-
ous biennial convention for which local congregations produced and 
screened their entries), and narrative case studies (featuring exem-
plars of innovative church ministry). The framework also included a 
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detailed work plan (i.e., tasks, responsibilities, and timelines) in order 
to implement these multiple mixed-methods sequentially (Tashakkori 
& Teddlie, 2003) over each two-year evaluation cycle. Finally a draft 
of tools for the core methods was provided in the appendix.

DISCUSSION AND CRITICAL REFLECTIONS

The development of the Regenerate 21-01 evaluation framework af-
forded us an opportunity to broaden the application of evaluation in 
faith-based settings. Unlike evaluations of faith-based organizations 
reviewed above, the Regenerate 21-01 evaluation would have a na-
tional umbrella organization (as opposed to direct service providers) 
as its primary unit of analysis, while also considering the broader 
ecological environment at multiple, embedded levels (i.e., national, 
provincial, local communities, and local congregations). Further, the 
evaluation would consider both process and outcomes which would 
help to test and shape innovative new practice—practice that would 
take place in a Canadian context. Of course the main limitation of 
the framework is that it has not yet been implemented in practice. 
Despite this, the process of developing the framework itself provided 
a number of insights and lessons about conducting evaluations of 
faith-based organizations. 

Evaluating While Maintaining the Centrality of Faith

In developing the evaluation framework we attempted to maintain 
the centrality of faith that was held by Regenerate 21-01. This was 
perhaps our most difficult challenge, and an area where we feel 
much is still to be learned. To begin, our framework acknowledged 
that God is the primary agent of social and spiritual change. Chris-
tians are effective only to the extent that they act in unity with the 
movement of God (note the John 15:5 scripture passages in the log-
ic model). The key ingredient of Christian action is therefore obedi-
ence, not effort, cleverness, or collaboration. Obedience is decidedly 
a matter of faith and spiritual discernment. In research terms, such 
an understanding of faith assumes an ontological stance that could 
be described as critical realism: truth is viewed as real, resting out-
side of human consciousness, embedded in a reality that people 
did not entirely create themselves nor can they fully comprehend 
(Danermark, 2001). 

Applied to our evaluation framework, this centrality of faith meant 
developing a program theory in which faith was factored in. Like 
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Harden (2006) we identified both spiritual (“being”) and social (“do-
ing”) components in a unified theory—a theory that shows the spir-
itual and social activities and outcomes as distinctly unique yet 
also inter-dependent. Faith was thereby expressed as a reciprocal 
interaction between (spiritual) belief and (social) action. However 
we should point out the limitation of our framework in measur-
ing faith. Our evaluation will measure the process of how spiritual 
formation influenced and was influenced by what was done (un-
derstanding the double-sided arrows between “being” and “doing” 
on the logic model). However, our framework did not call for the 
outcomes of spiritual formation to be measured. In part this was a 
pragmatic decision of scope (doing a little well rather than doing 
much poorly). In part the decision was in recognition that social 
sciences still have much to learn about how best to measure the 
metaphysical inner transformation of individuals, congregations, 
and communities. 

In hindsight, the shortcoming was in how we limited this faith fac-
tor in our program logic model. In fact discussions subsequent to 
the framework’s completion have suggested that the spiritual com-
ponents of the program theory should be visually strengthened. 
Faith that the kingdom of God is breaking into local communities 
across Canada is a Biblical virtue so central to the underlying the-
ory of Regenerate 21-01 that spiritual formation should be shown 
to be infused into the intervention as a whole. Double-sided arrows 
off to the left side did not seem strong enough for many. Perhaps 
the “being” components should somehow be shown to be layered 
underneath the “doing” components, thereby better representing 
pervasive and under-girding support. In addition, the activities and 
outcomes of other existing national programs aimed at promoting 
spiritual formation (such as the Board of Faith and Life) could be 
linked to Regenerate 21-01’s program theory. 

Adapting Evaluations of Faith-based Organizations to a Post-modern 
Context 

In order to maximize utilization, an evaluation should match the 
purpose and values of its intervention (Nelson et al., 1998; Patton, 
2008). The heart of Regenerate 21-01 is to find relevant expressions 
of hope for today’s society. Theologically put, the kingdom of God is 
breaking into a Canadian society that is increasingly post-modern. 
Regenerate 21-01 was designed to equip churches to more faithfully 
seek out God’s movement, to join him in his efforts, and to do so in a 
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way that resonates within post-modernity (Guder, 1998; Minatrea, 
2004). In the case of Regenerate 21-01 an evaluation should there-
fore be conversant with a post-modern mindset. In other words, a 
post-modern church intervention needs a post-modern evaluation 
(Hudson, 2004).

As a starting point, for us this meant broadening our epistemology 
beyond the singular post-positivist mindsets that are so dominant 
among evaluations of faith-based organizations today. As the post-
modern mind and its penchant for deconstruction and reconstruction 
has become more entrenched (Baszanger & Dodier, 2004), so too has 
the freedom to explore alternative research paradigms and to merge 
ideas across paradigms. A look at our own evaluation framework re-
veals a mixing among a number of research paradigms. Like LeCompt 
and Schensul (1999), we see this mixing as a strength. 

Specifically, our evaluation framework drew on the constructivistic 
paradigm in its reliance on seeking out multiple stakeholder experi-
ences and opinions. It did so recognizing that each person has his 
or her own historically and culturally situated standpoint, and that 
multiple perspectives are needed in order for researchers and research 
participants to co-construct meaning (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). The 
framework also included an element of post-positivism in its longi-
tudinal design, most particularly through the largely quantitative 
online church survey that would be repeated biannually and that 
would include an analysis of the extent to which intended outcomes 
were achieved over time. Finally, the framework drew on a participa-
tory paradigm (Heron & Reason, 1997). But we will discuss this in 
more detail later.

We also intentionally designed the evaluation within a post-modern 
mindset. The framework’s constructivist bent resulted in the use 
of mixed methods in a triangulation design where qualitative and 
quantitative data would be gathered sequentially but converge in 
comparative analysis (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). Furthermore, 
in addition to typical qualitative methods (interviews, focus groups), 
two non-traditional “story-oriented” methods were also included: 
short videos produced by local congregations and in-depth narrative 
case studies of exemplar churches. Post-modern researchers are in-
creasingly recognizing the value of narrative approaches in meaning-
making (Chase, 2005) and as a powerful form of communication, able 
to illuminate profound experiential insight to the listener and teller 
alike (Rappaport, 2000). 
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Evaluating Innovation with Discernment Using PAR

According to Patton (2008), interventions are considered to be inno-
vative when they are characterized by a state of continuous develop-
ment and adaptation to conditions that are themselves dynamic and 
unpredictable. From the start, Regenerate 21-01 recognized that it 
must be open to changes in course directives. It would be continually 
seeking how best to equip churches to remain relevant within an 
ever-deepening post-modern and post-Christian context. In this sense 
Regenerate 21:01 could be considered an innovation—an exercise of 
“learning as we go” within an ever-shifting context. 

Developmental evaluation is an emerging approach to evaluation in 
settings where program theory is emergent and changing over time 
(Gamble, 2008; Patton, 2008). It has been proposed as an alternative 
to the traditional summative and formative evaluation distinction 
which both assume that a fixed and stable intervention model is pos-
sible. Hallmarks of developmental evaluation include its openness 
to emergent realities and corresponding new measures, a sense of 
accountability that is centered on innovators’ own values and com-
mitments (as opposed to external funders), and ongoing feedback, 
learning, and adaptation. In short, developmental evaluation is an 
ideal approach when evaluating social innovation (Patton).

Some faith-based evaluators have also acknowledged that evaluation 
should help provide guidance within a dynamic environment that 
includes not easily controlled spiritual realities (e.g., Woods, 1995). In 
fact, and strikingly similar to the proponents of developmental evalu-
ation, Hudson (2004) explicitly calls for a “third dimension” beyond 
the traditional summative and formative distinction. She suggests 
that evaluations of church ministry incorporate the longstanding 
Christian exercise of collective spiritual discernment. Discernment 
is an exercise of “listening to God” as the prerequisite for vision cast-
ing and planning. It assumes that when Christians together practice 
spiritual disciplines, God can and will provide direction in the midst of 
uncertainty. For example, such a process of discernment can be seen 
in the first-century church as the need for deacons was identified to 
meet members’ practical needs (see Acts: 6). Today it is present as 
churches discern novel means of community outreach in a new post-
Christian context where cookbook ministry models no longer apply 
(Van Gelder, 2007). 

Applied to the Regenerate 21-01 evaluation, discernment may indeed 
provide a useful orientating concept. Not only is discernment through 
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spiritual formation a part of Regenerate 21-01’s program theory, but 
the evaluation itself can become one avenue for collective discern-
ment. God is added as an evaluation stakeholder, one whose views are 
“heard” through the combined perspectives of evaluation participants. 
This democratic notion of evaluative discernment fits well with the 
Anabaptist/Mennonite belief in the “priesthood of all believers,” a 
theology based on the “rule of Paul”—the Apostle who taught that eve-
ryone in the church could contribute their voice. Much in the same way 
that developmental evaluation claims to bring direction to innovators 
working within complex systems, so too “evaluation as discernment” 
could be seen to collectively guide Regenerate 21-01 stakeholders. 

The concrete means of applying collective discernment in the Regen-
erate 21-01 evaluation was to suggest a participatory action research 
(PAR) approach. Participatory approaches that emphasize multiple 
perspectives and a collaborative process of constructing knowledge 
are increasingly being applied to evaluation research, including in 
faith settings (Cahalan, 2003). In particular PAR, as an approach to 
evaluation, is well suited for interventions that value ongoing learn-
ing (Nelson et al., 1998), and which operate within dynamic and 
complex environments (Foster-Fishman & Long, 2009; Janzen, Nelson, 
Hausfather, & Ochocka, 2007). While the extent to which PAR will 
be implemented in the Regenerate 21-01 evaluation will be limited 
by costs and distance, the evaluation framework does call for such 
PAR features as seeking stakeholder guidance, considering multiple 
stakeholder perspectives, repeating evaluation feedback, and desiring 
to continually rework evolving program logic.

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION

There are thousands of faith-based organizations in Canada, all of 
which seek to “make a difference” in their communities. In working 
with these organizations, the challenge for evaluators is to develop 
evaluation processes that meet the scrutiny of social science yet re-
spect the centrality of faith inherent within their interventions. The 
challenge is compounded when evaluating faith-based innovation.

This article featured one case example of how faith-based organiza-
tions could draw on the extensive expertise of the evaluation field, 
yet also appeal to the common sense of those in faith-based settings. 
The framework incorporates faith into its program theory, including 
the use of logic models which are not yet familiar territory for many 
faith-based governing boards, but could become so (as evidenced by 
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CCMBC). The framework also adapts its evaluation to a post- modern 
context including valuing the quality of spiritual life, a value impor-
tant to many in faith-based organizations who wish to see some kind 
of evidence of personal or community spiritual change. Finally the 
framework uses a participatory action approach, which naturally 
resonates with church life especially in the free-church tradition. 

The learnings from this case example demonstrate that evaluations of 
faith-based initiatives are possible even within settings having little 
prior experience in formal evaluation. CCMBC was able to tailor an 
evaluation framework relevant to its unique context and in keeping 
with its faith tradition. It was able to do this by addressing the limita-
tions within existing evaluations of faith-based organizations. Since 
2009, the evaluation has been implemented largely according to plan. 
All this was accomplished with no additional funding for evaluation.

The learnings from this case example may have implications for other 
contexts as well, in particular settings that require acknowledgement 
and careful consideration of multiple ways of knowing. For example, 
evaluations of programs within Aboriginal communities or within 
organizations from other religious backgrounds can equally develop 
evaluation frameworks by honouring their unique epistemological, 
methodological, and practical standpoints. In these settings, evalua-
tion can be used to develop and refine program theory that resonates 
both with the heart as well as the head. Evaluation methodology can 
be designed to be cognizant of how people understand reality and how 
they go about constructing knowledge. Research approaches can be 
adopted that respect relational norms within the community. In these 
ways the utility of evaluation may be seen to be of service beyond the 
professionalized and secularized settings where program evaluation 
is predominantly found today.

Regardless of the faith context, we trust that this case example may 
be useful in furthering the conversation of how to take matters of faith 
seriously in rigorous evaluation. We welcome the ongoing conversation 
of how best to do this, particularly in Canadian settings. CCMBC, for 
one, is committed to work through this challenge of putting God in 
the logic model.
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