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Many thanks to all those who participated in the research and helped compile this 
report. 
 
 
 
Frontier Youth Trust is working with young people at risk towards justice, equality and 
community; we are a Christian network dedicated to advancing the Kingdom of God. 
Based upon our direct experience of youth work and research we also support, 
resource, inform, advise and train those working with and on behalf of disadvantaged 
young people. FYT believes that the most effective youth work is built upon Christian 
principles. 
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Foreword 
 
Evaluation (the E word!) in my experience raises some fairly polarized and powerful emotions, 
comments and actions!  
 
I have seen skilled and competent youth and community workers quake at the mention 
of evaluation to the extent that they seem to go into headless chicken mode, undervalue their 
work, practice some sophisticated forms of avoidance, or just spend hours engaged in the 
complex semantic nuances that explore the difference between an 'output' and an 'outcome'!  
 
On the other hand I come across workers who have become very skilled at using the 
numbers, flexible evidence gathering processes and systems to the very best interest of their 
practice, their colleagues and, perhaps most importantly, the young people they serve.  
 
Nigel's publication is a timely contribution to the Christian youth work sector that offers clearly 
presented statistical and anecdotal reflection upon how evaluation is perceived and used by 
us and then goes on to offer ideas that will help us as a collective entity, and as individuals, to 
move forward positively engaging with a phenomena which is, I would suggest, here to stay. I 
commend this research to you. 
 
Shalom  
 
 
Dave Wiles 
Chief Executive Officer 
Frontier Youth Trust 
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Section 1  
Summary Report 
 
In one sense, evaluating the success or otherwise of activity is as old as creation 
itself. In the beginning God looked, monitored and evaluated - and ‘saw that it was 
good’ (Gen 1: 31). In another sense, evaluation is a relatively new term and its 
impact upon work with young people is only just beginning to become established.  
 
Some might argue that evaluation sometimes appears to sit rather awkwardly within 
the organisational culture of many churches and is, in essence, ‘uninvited’. An 
uninvited guest at a wedding, party, family celebration or evening meal can present a 
major challenge. Reactions to the unexpected visitor may well differ according to who 
they are and the context. Jesus was at the centre of several incidents and 
controversies regarding the inviting or otherwise of guests. 
 
In secular work evaluation has become an ever-present reality, but it’s prevalence in 
Christian-based settings has yet to be established. This Frontier Youth Trust (FYT) 
research has been undertaken to appraise the impact of evaluation in such settings. 
Its findings are summarised below: 
 
1.1 Findings 
  

·  Evaluation is seen as more important than not by Christian youth workers 
 
·  Nearly all workers evaluate some aspect of their work 

 
·  Evaluation is perceived as more important by those doing community-based 

work with young people than those doing church-based work  
 

·  Evaluating outcomes is seen as a priority 
 

·  Evaluating the number of young people going to church is only valued by 
those working with Christian young people 

 
·  Improving work with young people is the main motivation for undertaking 

evaluation 
 

·  Doing funded community-based work impacts the motivation for evaluation 
 

·  The personal growth and development of young people is seen as the most 
important aspect of work to be evaluated 

 
·  Schools workers consider the number of young people coming to faith is more 

important to evaluate than other workers, raising interesting ethical and legal 
questions about their motivation in undertaking this work 

 
·  There appear to be varying degrees of understanding regarding the definition, 

purpose and practice of evaluation.  
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1.2 Process 
Between September and December 2007 a wide variety of youth workers took part in 
a survey commissioned by FYT.  
 
Youth workers were approached both by email and in face-to-face contact situations.  
 
In total, 207 workers responded to the survey.  
 
1.3 Results summary 
 
Importance 
Respondents were asked to indicate how important evaluation was in their work. A 
score of 1 indicated that it was not important at all, whilst a score of 8 indicated that it 
was very important. The average scores are indicated below: 
 

The extent to which 
evaluation is important  

Type of Work Ave 

1. Church based Christian 
     young people 

5.8 

2. Church based non-   
    Christian young people 

6.0 

3. Community based non- 
    Christian young people 

6.6 

4. Schools Work 
 

5.6 

5. Mix of work 
 

6.1 

6. Other 
 

6.7 

 
The results clearly indicate that whilst evaluation is considered more important than 
not by all workers, it is markedly seen as more important by those working in 
community based settings with non-Christian young people.  
 
It might be considered that this is because this type of work is more likely to be 
externally funded by secular funders who have more exacting requirements relating 
to grant monitoring and evaluation than those who work with young people in purely 
‘Christian’ settings where anecdotal evidence would suggest that the work is more 
likely to be internally funded. 
 
What is evaluated 
Workers were offered a range of work aspects and requested to indicate what they 
actually evaluated in their work with young people. Both the actual number of 
responses and the overall percentage figures for each response are indicated:  
 

What is evaluated  

Type of Work nothing numbers yp coming 
to faith 

success 
against 
goals 

outcomes other 

Total – actual 
% 

6 
2 

90 
26 

35 
10 

71 
21 

121 
35 

22 
6 
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It is clear that the ‘outcomes culture’ has spread to the Christian sector in a 
significant way. This, combined with many workers evaluating ‘success against 
goals’, indicates that the sector is perhaps more sophisticated in its approaches and 
methodologies than might generally be perceived. Whilst this is counterbalanced by 
significant respondents simply evaluating ‘numbers’, the practice of embracing 
modern management and strategic tools would seem to be fairly widespread. 
 
Why evaluation is undertaken 
In terms of motivation, workers were asked to indicate what prompted them to 
evaluate their work. Both the actual number of responses and the overall percentage 
figures for each response are indicated: 
 

Why is evaluation undertaken  

Type of Work doing good 
job 

improve 
work young 

people 

satisfy  
funders 

satisfy 
church & 

others 

other 

Total – actual 
% 

42 
15 

154 
55 

35 
13 

29 
10 

19 
7 

 
It is encouraging to note that evaluation appears to be predominantly undertaken to 
improve work with young people rather than because a stakeholder has decreed that 
it should be done. Whilst there is an indication that such stakeholders have such 
expectations, these do not appear to be stifling and inhibiting.  
 
It is slightly disappointing to note that relatively few workers are practicing evaluation 
to establish if they are themselves doing a good job. Whilst understandable that their 
focus is upon the young people they work with it would have been hoped that more 
workers would have sought to use evaluative processes to develop their own 
practice. 
 
Most important things to evaluate 
Respondents were asked to indicate what the most important things to evaluate in 
their work were. They were advised to pick and rank their top five priorities. Their 
answers were then awarded 5 marks, 4 marks, 3 marks, 2 marks and 1 mark in order 
of their rankings. Both the actual number of responses and the overall percentage 
figures for each response are indicated: 
 

Most important things to evaluate  

Type of Work Total 
marks – 
actual 

% 

a. Number of young people coming to faith 310 12 

b. Amount of justice for young people  112 4 

c. Number of young people going to church 80 3 

d. Personal growth and development of young people 701 28 

e. How discipleship impacts young people 235 10 

f. Number of activities and/or things for young peo ple to do and go to 118 5 

g. Young people being healthy 79 3 

h. Young people being kept safe 225 9 

i. Overall well-being of young people 418 17 

j. What young people achieve in life 189 8 

k. Other 39 2 
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Confirming the desire to improve the work done with young people, the most 
important element of work to be evaluated is clearly seen to be the personal growth 
and development of young people. This, alongside the desire to improve the overall 
well-being of young people suggests to a clear holistic approach to the work from 
many workers. 
 
It is also clear from the questionnaires completed (many respondents also added 
additional comments and notes) that theological motivations significantly impact the 
results. For example, those with a clear evangelistic focus consider the numbers of 
young people coming to faith as paramount, whilst those with a more social action 
theological premise view other aspects as key. 
 
Perhaps confirming a relatively new cultural trend, attendance at church is not 
regarded as highly important. 
 
1.4 Recommendations 

·  Profile and use of evaluation in church-based settings relating to work with 
Christian young people needs to be increased 

 
·  Evaluation tools need to be more accessible and appropriate for church-

based settings 
 

·  Training needs to be provided to enable workers to undertake effective 
evaluation 

 
·  Time needs to be given to evaluation in working methods and contracts 

 
·  Action should be taken to promote the telling of good news stories, sharing of 

good practice and ideas and the impact that evaluation has upon work, 
workers and young people 

 
·  The results of effective evaluation should be used more to promote the 

sector, exert leverage on policy makers and extract funding for ongoing work  
 
1.5 Conclusions 
Whilst recognising that this research has been undertaken with a relatively small 
sample of workers, it would appear that evaluation is not the uninvited guest that it 
might once have appeared to be. Whilst there is further work and development to be 
undertaken if evaluation is to have further impact on developing work with young 
people, this research confirms the significance of evaluation in the practice of many 
of the respondents. 
 
Whilst not explicitly evident from the results above, it is clear from the actual 
questionnaires that the use of terminology about and understanding of evaluation is 
mixed. Respondents clearly understand different terms and definitions in different 
ways. For some a young person coming to faith underpins all other aspects of work 
undertaken and without such a conversion little value is placed upon the work 
undertaken. For others, the development and well-being of young people takes 
precedence over anything else. Clearly such contrasting views potentially cloud the 
objectivity of the evaluation undertaken. 
 



 

Evaluation: An Uninvited Guest? 8 

This research, together with anecdotal, practical and experiential evidence from the 
field reveals a need to further explore the use and value of evaluation in Christian 
faith-based youth work. Definitions need to be explored further and tools to undertake 
evaluation across the breadth of youth work need to be made more readily available. 
If supported by effective training, adequate resourcing and a commitment from 
employers and line-mangers to implement evaluative processes it is considered that 
evaluation will form an important element of work with young people and position the 
Christian sector in a strong position to influence the wider youth work community and 
effectively serve the young people it seeks to work with. 
 
 
Nigel Pimlott 
January 2008 
 


