
ENSURING THE QUALITY & EFFECTIVENESS OF PROGRAMS
❏ Board Responsibility: Determine, Monitor, and Strengthen the Organization’s Programs and

Services
❏ Executive Director Responsibility: Ensure the Quality and E�ectiveness of Programs and

Support the Board’s Work

As mentioned earlier, learning all you can about your nonprofit’s programs should be one of your
primary tasks during the first several months. Read about, ask questions regarding, participate in,
critique overall e�ectiveness of, and make necessary adjustments.

It is assumed, at this point,  you have read all the supporting program documentation. If not, please
collect and read any literature you can find.

The next steps are to ask clarifying questions (of yourself or others) and critique the program.

To help you accomplish these steps, we have provided you with a list of questions. Take time to
actually write down well-thought-out answers (i.e., resist the temptation to jot down binary
answers). Why? You may want to use your notes later on at a board meeting, in a donor newsletter,
or to brainstorm program tweaks with sta�. Please note: These questions are also useful for creating
new programs.

A few questions in this section may require program attendance to answer.  As the sta� person
responsible for operations, reporting on program e�ectiveness to the board, and helping donors
(and your community) understand the organization’s value - it only makes sense to participate in the
programming.

Words of caution: No one likes to be observed or critiqued. When you walk through the door, the
natural assumption of sta�, volunteers, and participants will be that you are there to critique.
While this is one reason for your program attendance, a greater reason should be your own
education. Your program participation should come with humility, curiosity, and respect for those
who have poured hours, weeks, months, years, and most probably tears into running these
programs. The truth is, your program leaders and the participants have deep insight into the
program. Make sure you listen to them. You should never assume their methodologies are wrong
unless you first understand why the methodologies are being used.
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Questions:
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❏ Why does our community need this program? (State as a
problem that needs to be solved.)

❏ How will this program make our community a better
place?

❏ Does the program fully support our mission and vision
statements?

❏ Yes? Describe how the program fulfills each
section of the statement, then move to the next
question.

❏ No? Then,

❏ List ways the program is not in alignment.
(e.g., serves folks outside of the service area
or demographic, provides help that is not
mission aligned).

❏ Are there specific ways the program could
be tweaked to regain mission alignment? If
so, what tweaks?

❏ Do the program sta� and volunteers exemplify Core Values in both program administration
and execution?

❏ If yes...jot down how they fulfilled each Core Value and use this information to
encourage program leaders and brag to the board about your team.

❏ If no...answer the following.

❏ Which Core Values are being exemplified? (It is always important to focus on
the positives.)

❏ Which Core Values are not being exemplified? How were they not lived out?

❏ What training might be needed to help sta� or volunteers understand
how to live out the Core Values?

❏ Should processes or procedures be added or subtracted to help rectify the
problems you witnessed?

https://www.pexels.com/@olyakobruseva?utm_content=attributionCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=pexels
https://www.pexels.com/photo/question-marks-on-paper-crafts-5428833/?utm_content=attributionCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=pexels
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❏ Do sta� and volunteers possess the necessary talents and knowledge to e�ectively lead the
program?

The answers you just jotted down are critical to your organization’s health. Here is a tough truth. If
the program doesn’t align (and can’t be made to align) with the mission or vision, it should be
abandoned by your organization. However, this decision cannot be made in a vacuum. Your
observations should be thoughtfully developed and then brought before the entire board for
discussion.
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Most of the time, areas of Core Value weakness can be rectified
without an awkward conversation or discipline. Bringing the
list of Core Values (consistently, week after week)  into your
regular sta� meeting and casting a positive vision of how the
organization will look if consistently upheld often does the
trick.

Role-playing exercises can be a fun way of learning how to live
out the Core Values. Keep it fun, keep it light, cast vision, and
live out the Core Values yourself.

Whether you have major concerns regarding the program’s
alignment with the Mission, Vision, and Core Values or not,
dive into the next set of questions. They will provide a fuller
picture of the state of the program and will provide deeper
insight for possible board discussions.

❏ When did the organization start o�ering the program?

❏ How often is the program o�ered? (e.g., 1 hour per week for 6 weeks, 2x’s per year)

❏ Who are the program participants? (Demographics)

❏ How many participants are impacted by the program per year?

❏ Have participant numbers increased or declined over the past several years? Why?

❏ How much does the program cost? How much is spent per participant?

❏ If costs are high, how do you want to adjust this? (Reduce costs, increase participant
numbers, etc.)

❏ Depending on your answer, what strategies need to be employed to adjust the cost per
participant? (Eliminate overhead, expand or improve marketing e�orts, etc.)

https://www.pexels.com/@cottonbro?utm_content=attributionCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=pexels
https://www.pexels.com/photo/woman-in-white-shirt-holding-a-script-6895809/?utm_content=attributionCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=pexels
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❏ Based on the answers above, do we have too few, too many, or just the right number of
participants?

❏ What can be done to better manage the high volume of participants?

❏ Do we need to o�er additional time slots or increase the bar for participation?

❏ What are the time, budgeting, and sta�ng implications of making these
decisions?

❏ What is driving the lack of participants? (getting the word
out, sta�ng or space capacity, general disinterest…)

❏ What needs to be done to turn the tide? (Can/should
the tide be turned?)

❏ Do we have all the resources needed to execute our
plan (budget, sta�, talent)?

❏ What will it take to gather all the resources needed?

❏ Does the program align with our most recent strategic
plan? (for new program initiatives)

❏ What are the top 2-4 objectives of the program? Is each
objective being met successfully? How do you know?
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❏ What is the program methodology?

❏ What steps are participants taken through?

❏ What knowledge, skills, results are participants asked to achieve?

❏ How are these achievements measured?

❏ What is the program setting? Classroom, mentoring, workbooks, lectures, casework,
on the job training.

❏ Is the program setting optimal for the goals participants are trying to achieve?

❏ What are the industry-standard best practices for similar programs?

❏ Are we utilizing these best practices?

❏ If not, how are we not, and why aren’t we?

https://www.pexels.com/@didsss?utm_content=attributionCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=pexels
https://www.pexels.com/photo/photo-of-empty-class-room-2675061/?utm_content=attributionCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=pexels
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❏ Is our program evidence-based?

❏ If yes, what are the proven outcomes?

❏ Is our program achieving similar outcomes? Are known areas of non-program
compliance negatively impacting the outcomes?

❏ If our program is not evidence-based and a similar evidence-based program exists,
what are the pros and cons of switching?

❏ What are the expected participant outcomes?

❏ What are the specific tracked outcomes?

❏ How are the outcomes gathered and
measured? Is the gathering process
consistent, e�cient, e�ective,
reportable?

❏ Are the outcomes tracked long term?
(after the participant exits the program)

❏ Should additional participant outcomes
be tracked?
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❏ Do procedures or processes need to be implemented to easily, e�ciently, and
e�ectively track outcomes?

❏ What is our program participant satisfaction rating?

❏ Does the participant survey ask the correct questions?

Spend time reviewing the answers to these questions. Do program tweaks need to be made? Should
the program be dismantled? What is a reasonable timeline for these changes? Before tweaking or
dismantling, discuss the program with sta�, key volunteers, and the board of directors to get their
feedback. Be ready to have your conclusions challenged or corrected. If all of your observations are
accurate, it may take time to establish buy-in from all key stakeholders. Be patient (unless the
program is overtly harmful).

Things to consider before discussing tweaks or dismantling:

Some Executive Directors coming out of the corporate world erroneously believe e�ciency equals
e�ectiveness. In many cases, it does. However, for human services-focused nonprofits, this is not

https://www.pexels.com/@cottonbro?utm_content=attributionCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=pexels
https://www.pexels.com/photo/person-using-a-tape-measure-6636342/?utm_content=attributionCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=pexels
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necessarily the case. Set goals and create e�ciencies in your processes, in your administrative
duties, but to some degree maintain the messy, ine�ciency of human connectedness.

Additionally, not all nonprofit organizations have the capacity to conduct randomized control trials
to establish that their programs are generating the desired results. Often there are plug-and-play
programs that are evidence-based. These might be substituted for programs you are currently
running. However, these programs tend to be expensive and require extensive training. What do
you do if this is not currently an option?


