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STORIES OF OUR PAST: VISIONS OF OUR FUTURE

Ecosource Program Evaluation

Background

Ecosource is an innovative organization that empowers communities to become more
environmentally responsible through creative public education. Our organizational mandate is to
offer hands-on and facilitated learning opportunities with the aim of increasing knowledge,
developing skills, and building people’s capacity to contribute to creating a sustainable world. In
2013, Ecosource noticed a convergence among our programs, an emergence of community
environmental leaders who had participated in our programs over the years, and recent changes
to environmental policies at various levels of government and within our partner institutions.
Consequently, Ecosource focused on how to further extend the reach of our work through
innovative programming and to critically reflect on our key success factors.

In 2014, we proposed to TD Friends of the Environment that we conduct a three-part, 3-year
evaluation project entitled Stories Of Our Past: Visions of Our Future. This evaluation project
would offer our past and current program participants an opportunity to speak about their
experience working with Ecosource and helping to envision our future. Having reached the
conclusion of this evaluation project, Ecosource realized that summarizing our findings and
detailing our journey through the evaluation process of Stories of Our Past was a critical final
step. Extracting lessons learned would inform Ecosource’s ongoing organizational evaluation
development and enable other organizations hoping to undergo similar bold initiatives to
navigate and foresee potential obstacles.

Findings

During the 3-year project, both qualitative and quantitative research methods were utilized by
Ecosource staff and Spring Research, an independent research company, to gain deeper insights
into the motivations of our stakeholders. Nearly 200 students, teachers, volunteers, and
community residents were surveyed with questions probing four key areas: awareness and
perceptions of Ecosource, past participation/interaction with Ecosource, motivators/barriers to
participation, and future intentions/preferences.

Highlights of the findings include confirmation that Ecosource is perceived as a positive force in
the community, with 93% responding that our programs positively impact the environment and
84% stating that our programs foster a connected and engaged community. In addition, because
of our steadfast work in and for the community, over 50% of all respondents stated they were
likely to participate in other non-Ecosource environmental programs, and at least 40% said they

were open to joining another environmental organization.

In the second phase of the evaluation project, Ecosource contacted select teachers, students, and
community members who had become environmental leaders as a result of their longstanding
involvement in Ecosource programs. They were asked to provide testimonials further elaborating
on their experiences with Ecosource; their thoughts and reflections can be viewed here.


https://youtu.be/VZQ_LFQDXfA

In the third and final phase, Spring Research summarized in-depth interviews with 20 key
stakeholders in a qualitative research report. Interviewees included sector partners and funders,
teachers, and youth. Ecosource’s senior management team was most interested in exploring the

following questions:

e  What were interviewees’ thoughts on the vision, mission, and values of Ecosource?

o  What are the missed opportunities? What could Ecosource do but is not?

e  What is considered Ecosource’s greatest contribution?

e How could Ecosource improve? What, if anything, has been difficult about working with
Ecosource?

Several general themes emerged from the responses given by the three categories of
participants, all of whom indicated they highly valued the overall quality and depth of Ecosource
programs. The EcoBuzz conference, PEYA’s signature event that has been offered annually over
the past 14 years, was noted for being particularly innovative and transformative. Every fall
EcoBuzz brings over 400 middle and high school students together for a daylong series of
workshops exploring the many ways to become a better environmental steward and advocate.

Moving forward

The TD-funded project has afforded Ecosource many opportunities to recognize the need to
undergo further evaluative and strategic planning processes, which Ecosource will complete in

2017.

Extrapolated from our 3-year evaluation journey, the following 10 best practices for sectoral
evaluation have become clear:

1. Consult with sectoral evaluation experts around timing and budget.

2. Design evaluation with elasticity and mixed methodologies for possible unforeseen
program challenges.

3. Commit to standardized data collection for sustainability indicators across all program
areas to be better understand and report both short- and long-term impacts.

4. Develop long-term strategies to sample participants and partners to obtain results on
long-term impact.

5. Incorporate critical organizational feedback of evaluation design and implementation.

6. Sample broadly and regularly, not just from the most engaged participants or supporters.

7. Use impartial, critical, and experienced third-party evaluators for in-depth and regular
assessment of barriers and difficulties that key stakeholder groups may be experiencing
and to encourage uncensored comments from all evaluation participants.

8. Analyze and synthesize survey results with the aid of evaluation experts to ensure correct
interpretation.

9. Develop staff capacity for evaluation competencies.

10. Share summary of results publicly to inform evaluation capacity and sectoral excellence.

We deeply appreciate TD's commitment to and generous investment in our evaluation project and
look forward to engaging our community stakeholders and liked-minded organizations in
continued meaningful program development and evaluation for many years to come.



