and eyes begin

to glaze over!
But some nonprofit
organizations  are
beginning to realize
the significant benefits which
come from conducting an inter-
nal evaluation. In fact, the value
of an organization assessment is
so strong that we believe they
should be conducted at least as
often as a financial audit, and
that no major change effort
should ever begin without first
performing a comprehensive
review. Some of the benefits to
conducting internal evaluations
include:

e Assessments provide an
objective benchmark against
which future progress can be
measured, even if what is
being evaluated is subjective
in nature.

e Assessments insure that “top
priorities” are indeed top pri-
orities.

e Assessments provide a con-
text for understanding why
change is important, and
even necessary.

e Assessments create a sense
of ownership of the current
situation and the need for
improvement.

e Assessments encourage open
communication between
non-management staff and
leadership, a quality to suc-
cessful change initiatives.
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Everyone who has a vested
interest in seeing your ministry
work effectively and efficiently
will benefit from conducting an
organizational evaluation. To be
sure, the results of an evaluation
are not for external use. Your
donors and key supporters will
be able to distinguish between
those organizations who take the
time to identify their top priori-
ties—and then build action plans
around those priorities—versus
those that do not.

The goal is betterment, not
perfection. Wise donors respect
organizations that honestly rec-
ognize and address internal con-
straints, and balance the goal
of internal improvement against
the pursuit of new ministry
programs.

What does it include?

Tools which clarify the culture
of an organization and portray
the unique personalities of col-
leagues have been around for a
long time. These personality
“inventories,” as they are often
called, do a good job of defining
individual strengths and improv-
ing the way people relate to each
other. But understanding individ-
ual strengths is only a small part
of an organization’s condition. A
complete evaluation is one that
assesses an organization in three
major areas:

1. Organization Strategy. Includes
the behaviors vital to envision-

ing a future, creating some-
thing of value in the eyes of
customers, and then building
and sustaining a unique posi-
tion in the marketplace.

2. Organization Design: Includes
the internal structures and sys-
tems of the organization,
including your staff structure,
the condition and use of infor-
mation, and the organization’s
unique skills and abilities.

3. Organization Culture: Includes
the behaviors necessary for
building and sustaining a
strong staff and competent
leadership.

How is it accomplished?

Assessing subjective, qualita-
tive matters is usually more diffi-
cult than evaluating their objec-
tive, quantitative counterparts.
For example, most people have
no problem reviewing actual ver-
sus budgeted financial results

¢Assessments provide
context for understanding
why change is important. )

(though many organizations fail
to even do that) and drawing
conclusions, but find the chal-
lenge of evaluating, say, fund-
raising systems to be much more
difficult. Obviously, determining
the condition of such systems
requires a different approach.

Assessing subjective issues
requires evaluating behaviors and
practices more than specific
results. In 1 Timothy, Paul depicts
this principle when it directs the
church to evaluate its leaders by
looking at the fruit and condition
of their personal lives. To do this,
however, requires that we first
understand the behaviors, prac-
tices, and results common to
world-class organizations.

For example, evaluating the
human resource systems in an



organization means knowing
that selective recruiting prac-
tices, employee orientation pro-
grams, performance manage-
ment processes, staff develop-
ment and continuous learning
systems, and reward programs
are all vital elements to cultivat-
ing a healthy staff. Once those
elements have been identified,
they can then be further broken

“Change begins,
not with staff memos,
software conversions,
or retaining programs
but with assessment.j

down to specific behaviors and
practices which are necessary
for a healthy human resource
system.

Having a broad understanding
of the breadth of issues impor-
tant to a healthy organization is
difficult without becoming a seri-
ous student of organizational
practices. Many ministries hire a
consultant to assist them with
this process.

Minus a consultant, an inter-
nal survey is needed. It would be
used to obtain input from staff,
much as you might survey your
donors for their interests in your
ministry and their satisfaction in
their relationship with you.
Results are then synthesized into
a handful of conclusions.

An assessment instrument will
reduce the amount of consulting
time and cost typically needed to
deliver a comprehensive report.
The results may be so compelling
that donors, board members, or
even foundations will be inter-
ested in underwriting a portion of
the engagement fee.

Conclusions

Donors have an interest in
identifying “world-class” institu-
tions. They desire to know they
are supporting organizations
that are continuously developing

greater competence and capac-
ity. Board members and manage-
ment teams must understand
that change begins, not with
staff memos, software conver-
sions, or retraining programs,
but with assessment. Assess-
ment results, in turn, must be
used to develop specific action
plans that reflect how deficien-
cies will be turned into
strengths.

I am convinced the strategic
and financial impact of such an
effort on your organization will
do more for your donors, cus-
tomers, and staff than virtually

any other single effort you could
initiate.

Curt Swindoll is CEO of Cool Strategies
(www.coolstrategies.com), a  firm
which helps mission-minded organiza-
tions achieve their calling through
improved strategic planning and deci-
ston making. They specialize in orga-
nizational assessments and action
planning using a tool called Virtual
CEO.
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