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We have been discussing the need to evaluate our 
leader development programs, and the leaders 
who are built by them. In this presentation, we will 

discuss how to create a realistic evaluation process.

When many people think of evaluation programs, they often 
think of the kinds of programs that are considered the “gold 
standard” of evaluations. But, for most of us, the “gold standard” 
is simply not realistic.

“Gold standard” evaluation programs are often very challenging 
to implement. They can be expensive, requiring special survey 
forms and computer software to process the responses. They 
can be very complex and time-consuming. They can require 
special training for the people who conduct the evaluation. In 
addition, the complexity involved can create security risks in 
restricted access areas.

However, when we consider our inability to conduct a “gold 
standard” evaluation program, we might face another chal-
lenge: the “paralysis of perfection.” We think that if we cannot 
do the “gold standard” of evaluation absolutely right, we ought 
not do evaluation at all. We think we must be perfect, or not 
even try. But this is a roadblock that we must get past, because 
there are many ways that we can profitably evaluate our work 
without having to do the most complex evaluations possible. 
Simple evaluations can be very useful!

We want to do the very best research and evaluation that we 
can. So, what should we do? The Chinese have a proverb: “Ride 
a mule while looking for a horse.” We do what we can with the 
skills and resources we have, and with each evaluation we 
learn to do better and use the resources we have more and 
more effectively.

So, what is our “mule” when it comes to evaluation? Here are 
three important concepts – “realistic” evaluation will be useful, 
accurate, and simple. With these three principles, you can 
design an evaluation that will be very helpful to your leader 
development work.

First, let’s talk about usefulness. To be useful, an evaluation 
must have just enough detail.

We begin by clearly understanding the purpose of the training 
being evaluated. We must know what the goal is, and what 

the indicators of success are. We then design our evaluation to 
collect the data on these indicators – and these indicators only.

For example, if you visited Beijing during the 2008 Olympics, 
how detailed a map would you have needed to see the sites 
and visit the various Olympic venues?

A topographical street map would be very complex and mostly 
in Mandarin. If you do not speak Mandarin, and you do not 
know where things are located in Beijing, it would be difficult 
to use. How would you know where the Olympic sites were? 
What if you wanted to visit some famous cultural points?

A tourist map, on the other hand, reduces the complexity, 
highlights the points of interest, and gives labels in English. 
It has less detail and complexity – but it is immediately more 
usable.

Collecting unnecessary data simply increases the difficulty 
with no benefit. The harder an evaluation is, the more likely it 
is that errors will creep in, or that the evaluation will not be 
completed. An evaluation should focus on just a few key indi-
cators in order to achieve a clear picture.

In addition, evaluations should be repeated often so that you 
can get a sense of the direction and speed of your progress.

For example, consider a church growth survey done in a 
particular country. A survey done in 1900 showed about 1 
million Christians. Another survey done in 2000, a century later, 
showed close to 90 million Christians. If only these two surveys 
were done, you might be tempted to think of the progress as 
being very steady – about a million new Christians per year.

A church growth survey done in 25 year increments can reveal 
a very different story. In this particular country, this survey 
shows that growth was very slow through the mid-1970s, 
when it took off and went from just a few million to well over 
80 million in about 20 years. This survey reveals a spectacular 
revival. So we can see that frequent evaluations give us a 
clearer and more accurate picture of our progress, so that we 
can make early corrections as needed.

In our next presentation, we will look at the other two elements 
of a realistic evaluation: accuracy and simplicity.
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