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We have been looking at how we can create a real-
istic evaluation process. There are three elements 
to a realistic evaluation: It must be useful, accurate, 

and simple. In our last presentation we looked at usefulness: 
gathering just enough data to evaluate the goal.

Now, let’s look at the other two elements, starting with accu-
racy. An effective evaluation will have just enough accuracy.

We all want research and evaluation to give us the clearest 
picture possible. Often, however, we can only get a picture 
that is “impressionistic.” But let’s not feel guilty about that. For 
example, consider the difference between two images of a 
boat. One might be a photograph, and the other a painting. 
A painting is not a photograph – it is not exact and might not 
even be clear. But it is good enough. It tells us where to fish, 
it tells us where the other boats are, and it tells us the sun is 
setting. Evaluations don’t have to tell us precise data – they just 
have to give us a clear enough picture to know whether our 
leader development programs are in fact developing leaders.

When compiling research, we don’t need to be afraid of esti-
mating. But don’t guess; a guess will often be inaccurate. 
The difference between guessing and estimating is that an 
estimate is informed by surrounding data and context. For 
example, consider a survey in which we know the numbers for 
the years 1900, 1950, 1975 and 2000. We are missing the data 
for 1925 – but we can estimate it based on the other data that 
we already know.

When seeking as much clarity as possible, be wary of claiming 
too much precision. We live in a rounded world. Absolute 
precision is not necessary. For example, when talking about 

time, we don’t usually say, “It’s 3:57.” We say, “It’s four o’clock.” 
When we consider how much longer we have in a journey, we 
wouldn’t say, “There are 312 miles left.” We would say, “We’re 
almost there,” or “We’re just over halfway.” Realistic evaluation 
must seek indicators rather than absolutely precise data points.

Now, our third and final point about realistic evaluation. To be 
useful, an evaluation must be simple.

It must use easily observed measures and indicators, and it 
should be short. The longer it takes for someone to fill out a 
survey, the less likely they are to complete it. Ideally, an evalu-
ation should be based on indicators that do not require paper 
surveys at all, but rather the presence of observable actions. 
Does the leader act humbly around others? Does he claim credit 
for things? Is he helpful to new believers? Is he rude to people?

We don’t usually have “control groups” in a simple evaluation. 
However, we can use external studies as benchmarks to provide 
context. In one particular country, for example, the divorce rate 
among one group of Christians is known to average about 
40%. If, among your leaders, the divorce rate is about 30%, you 
might consider it high – but context tells you that you’re doing 
better than the country as a whole. If your indicators are vastly 
different from averages in other studies, you know you should 
look for either errors or new insights. Why are your results so 
much better – or worse?

Evaluations do not need to be needlessly complex, expensive 
and challenging. They can be useful, accurate and simple, in 
order to help you achieve your goals. Approach evaluation 
with a sense of what is realistically possible and you can gather 
a picture that is clear enough to help you make decisions.

Realistic Evaluation Part 2

Leader Development 
Evaluation


