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introduction

• Carolyn Camman
• Formerly of the Centre for Forensic Behavioural Science and Justice 

Studies at the University of Saskatchewan

• Evaluator for 3 years

• Small-scale non-profits and government-community collaborations

• Criminal justice, youth, and mental health and addictions
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key concepts

• Frontline staff
• Specific stakeholder group

• Work directly with clients/program recipients/beneficiaries

• Typically not the people paying for the evaluation

• Relatively low in organizational power, but equal in organizational 
importance

High organizational power Low organizational power

Decision-makers Frontline staff Recipients
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key concepts

• Engagement

Active 
Participation

Emotional 
Investment
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key concepts

• Active participation
• Planner

• Participant/data contributor

• User

• Implementer

• Frontline staff play some roles more 
often than others
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key concepts

• Emotional investment
• “Buy-in”

• Belief in the value of the evaluation, desire to see it succeed, 
willingness to contribute directly to its success if necessary

• Program “buy-in” versus evaluation 
“buy-in”
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rationale

• Why frontline staff?
• All engagement is important; not a competition

• But, in personal experience, frontline 
staff engagement:
• Increases the relevance of the deliverables

• Predicts greater likelihood of up-take and use by decision-makers

• Signals organizational capacity and readiness for evaluation
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rationale

• Advantages
• Unique ground-level perspective

• Allies instead of gatekeepers or obstacles

• Ultimate implementers
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rationale

• Disadvantages
• Time-consuming

• Not always within control

• Can introduce complex power dynamics
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strategies for engagement

• Start with relationships

• Build trust

• Be outside the hierarchy

• Demonstrate impact

• Remember their priorities

• Recognize structural problems

#1



© 2015 Carolyn Camman

strategies for engagement

1) Start with relationships
• Engagement is about a relationship between the staff and the 

evaluation/evaluator

• Use face-to-face meetings to introduce, explain, explore, and learn
• How do they interact with each other? What are their fears and expectations?

• “Share intent as to why you need to collect this stuff […] It is time consuming and 
when you ask people to give up time they need to know the importance of it.”

• Participation of administrators/decision-makers early on establishes 
legitimacy and the importance of the evaluation

• Don’t assume what people do and don’t know about evaluation
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strategies for engagement

2) Build trust
• After making a good impression, follow through by being reliable, 

responsive, and trustworthy
• E.g., Encouraging staff to email and phone with questions by giving them reliably 

fast and useful answers

• “You being on the other end of the phone and not making me feel like an idiot 
and being able to take our questions and change it and make it work.”

• Respect their time
• Balance soliciting involvement with respecting their workload

• Be flexible about your time and mindful of theirs

• “To collect data that there's no reason to collect it is just a waste of 
everyone's time.”
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strategies for engagement

3) Be outside the hierarchy
• Approach as equals, not as superiors or subordinates

• On the organizational power spectrum, evaluators have influence 
but not direct control—not irrelevant, but not the boss

• Can differ for internal vs. external evaluators, but not necessarily

• Define the evaluator role from the outset as an interested third party
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strategies for engagement

4) Demonstrate impact
• Impact of evaluation on staff and impact of staff on evaluation

• Don’t bury an acknowledgement in a report they never see
• e.g., for one project, frontline staff were invited to the presentation of the 

evaluation findings to the Board of Directors

• “We get to actually see what it is that we do. […] This really goes to 
show, holy, we do a lot of work with these kids. It puts it on paper 
and helps.“

• “Being able to look back at the end of the year and seeing how 
you've helped lots of kids.“
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strategies for engagement

5) Remember their priorities
• Especially when time is a factor or the task is onerous, if they care 

about their program and its goals, this can translate into caring 
about evaluation

• “The data itself that came out of it is very valuable and it does affect the way I do 
my job.”

• “Any time you have to collect data or have to evaluate something it takes time 
and sometimes it takes time away from supporting actual students, but I do 
understand it's a necessary evil.“

• “It's just a pain in the ass and time-consuming and not my favourite thing, but I 
understand the importance.”

#1
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strategies for engagement

6) Recognize structural problems
• It’s not me, it’s you.

• High turnover, lack of resources, burn-out, competing priorities, lack 
of support from decision-makers

• Engagement is about relationships and relationships can’t be forced

• Administrators/management are key facilitators in this context
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summary

• Build engagement through relationships and 
shared goals

• Be approachable, informative, and effective, 
and give frontline staff a voice

• Don’t beat your head against a brick wall

#1
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questions?

Carolyn Camman
On Twitter: @c_camman

www.camman-evaluation.com

“The fact of being involved every step of the 
way helps you become more a part of it, than 
if it's just here this is what you have to do.“

“Being involved in the evaluation fostered a 
deeper thinking of some of the aspects of this 
work that I could have filed away in my mind.” 

“It gave me insight 
into the program, the 
data itself. I was able 
to reflect and it gave 
me insight into what 
we do and how we 
can do it better and 
what we are doing 
and if it's working.”

http://www.camman-evaluation.com/
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acknowledgements

Thank you to all the frontline staff who gave 
their time to their evaluation projects as well as 
contributed their insights to this presentation.

Carolyn Camman
On Twitter: @c_camman

www.camman-evaluation.com

http://www.camman-evaluation.com/
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