
The Foundation Review

Volume 5 | Issue 4 Article 7

2014

Goal-Free Evaluation: An Orientation for
Foundations’ Evaluations
Brandon W. Youker
Grand Valley State University

Allyssa Ingraham
Grand Valley State University

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/tfr

Part of the Nonprofit Administration and Management Commons, and the Public Affairs, Public
Policy and Public Administration Commons

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in The Foundation Review by an
authorized editor of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more information, please contact scholarworks@gvsu.edu.

Recommended Citation
Youker, Brandon W. and Ingraham, Allyssa (2013) "Goal-Free Evaluation: An Orientation for Foundations’ Evaluations," The
Foundation Review: Vol. 5: Iss. 4, Article 7.
https://doi.org/10.9707/1944-5660.1182
Available at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/tfr/vol5/iss4/7

https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/tfr?utm_source=scholarworks.gvsu.edu%2Ftfr%2Fvol5%2Fiss4%2F7&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/tfr/vol5?utm_source=scholarworks.gvsu.edu%2Ftfr%2Fvol5%2Fiss4%2F7&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/tfr/vol5/iss4?utm_source=scholarworks.gvsu.edu%2Ftfr%2Fvol5%2Fiss4%2F7&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/tfr/vol5/iss4/7?utm_source=scholarworks.gvsu.edu%2Ftfr%2Fvol5%2Fiss4%2F7&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/tfr?utm_source=scholarworks.gvsu.edu%2Ftfr%2Fvol5%2Fiss4%2F7&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1228?utm_source=scholarworks.gvsu.edu%2Ftfr%2Fvol5%2Fiss4%2F7&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/393?utm_source=scholarworks.gvsu.edu%2Ftfr%2Fvol5%2Fiss4%2F7&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/393?utm_source=scholarworks.gvsu.edu%2Ftfr%2Fvol5%2Fiss4%2F7&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://doi.org/10.9707/1944-5660.1182
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/tfr/vol5/iss4/7?utm_source=scholarworks.gvsu.edu%2Ftfr%2Fvol5%2Fiss4%2F7&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:scholarworks@gvsu.edu


Goal-Free Evaluation: An Orientation for 
Foundations’ Evaluations

R E S U LT S

Brandon W. Youker, Ph.D., and Allyssa Ingraham, B.S., Grand Valley State University
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Key Points

·  Goal-free evaluation (GFE), in program evaluation, 
is a model in which the official or stated program 
goals and objectives are withheld or screened 
from the evaluator. 

· Several obstacles must be overcome in persuad-
ing foundations and programs to consider GFE as 
a viable option, because both tend to view goal 
attainment as intuitively and inextricably linked to 
evaluation.

· This article presents the case for GFE as a per-
spective that belongs in a foundation’s toolbox. In 
particular, this article demonstrates GFE’s actual 
use, highlights aspects of its methodology, and 
details its potential benefits. 
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T O O L S

Introduction
Goal-free evaluation (GFE) is any evaluation 
in which the evaluator conducts the evaluation 
without particular knowledge of or reference 
to stated or predetermined goals and objec-
tives. Goals are “broad statements of a pro-
gram’s purposes or expected outcomes, usually 
not specific enough to be measured and often 
concerning long-term rather than short-term 
expectations” (Weiss & Jacobs, 1988, p. 528), 
whereas objectives are “statements indicating 
the planned goals or outcomes of a program 
or intervention in specific and concrete terms” 
(Weiss & Jacobs, p. 533). The goal-free evalua-
tor attempts to observe and measure all actual 
outcomes, effects, or impacts, intended or 
unintended, all without being cued to the pro-
gram’s intentions. As Popham (1974) analogiz-
es, “As you can learn from any baseball pitcher 
who has set out in the first inning to pitch a 
shutout, the game’s final score is the thing that 
counts, not good intentions" (p. 58).

Historically, virtually all foundation-supported 
evaluations have been focused on goal attain-
ment because it seems intuitive for a founda-
tion to ask, What is the program (or project/
intervention) that we fund proposing to do 
and, consequently, how do we as funders 
determine whether the program is doing 
what it says it is going to do? Many scholars 

of philanthropy (e.g., McNelis & Bickel, 1996; 
Zerounian, Shing, & Hanni, 2011) assume 
that program goals are inherently relevant 
and therefore an examination of goals and 
objectives automatically should be included in 
program evaluation (Schmitz & Schillo, 2005). 
This is evident in the vast literature on logic 
models and theories of change attempting to 
connect intended actions to intended out-
comes (e.g., Bailin, 2003; Cheadle et al., 2003; 
Flynn & Hodgkinson, 2001; Frumkin, 2008; 
Gargani, 2013; Gibbons, 2012; Knowlton & 
Phillips, 2013; MacKinnon, Amott, & McGar-
vey, 2006; Organizational Research Services, 
2004; W.K. Kellogg Foundation, 2004). 

doi: 10.9707/1944-5660.1182
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In recent years, there has been a movement 
toward strategic philanthropy in which foun-
dations select their own goals and activities to 
accomplish results (Coffman, Beer, Patrizi, & 
Thompson, 2013; Connolly, 2011). A result of 
this shift is the pitting of those who support 
measurement-heavy strategic philanthropy 
against supporters of a more humanistic-
focused philanthropy, which often leads to 
contentious debates over which goals and 
associated outcome measures to use (Connolly, 
2011). At the very least, GFE can mediate by 
helping to avoid arguments over which goals 
to choose. Besides, as Coffman et al. (2013) 
state in reference to evaluating a foundation’s 
strategy: 

One challenge is that strategy – with a clear goal and 
clear and sound theory of change – does not really 
exist at this level. It becomes too high-level or diffuse 
to fit together in a way that is more meaningful than 
just a broad categorization of activities and results. 
(p. 48)

Goal-free evaluation serves as a counter to 
evaluating solely according to goal achieve-
ment, yet before an evaluator can persuade 
funders and administrators to consider GFE, 
the evaluator must overcome two ubiquitous 
misconceptions: that GFE is simply a clever 
rhetorical tool and that it lacks a useable meth-
odology. Both of these beliefs are contrary to 
the fact that the Consumers Union has been 
successfully conducting goal-free product 
evaluations for more than 75 years while Con-
sumer Reports magazine editors rarely solicit 
the product manufacturers’ goals during their 
evaluations. Hence, the purpose of this article 
is not to advocate for the use of GFE per se, but 
rather to introduce GFE to the philanthropic 
community, present the facts of GFE use in 
program evaluation, describe aspects of GFE 
methodology, and highlight some of its poten-
tial benefits to foundations.

The Implementation of GFE
Goal-free evaluation has been conducted in 
program evaluation both by design and by 
default in the more than 40 years since Scriven 
(1972) introduced it, yet several evaluators 
criticize GFE as pure rhetoric and imply that 
it lacks practical application (Irvine, 1979; 
Mathison, 2005). Although evaluators know 
of GFE in theory, they have little knowledge 
of it in practice. Without knowledge of GFE’s 
use, evaluators are less likely to believe it can 
be used. Shadish, Cook, and Leviton (1991) 
describe how this leads to a perpetuation of 
goal-based evaluation (GBE):

Goal-free evaluation may be one of the least intuitive 
concepts in any evaluation theory. Evaluators have 
difficulty accepting the notion that they can, much 
less should, evaluate a program without knowing its 
goals. As a result, while most evaluators have heard 
of goal-free evaluation, they may not see it as central 
to their thinking about evaluation, and they still 
use goals as the most common source of dependent 
variables. (p. 114)

Table 1 offers a chronological listing of GFEs 
that have been conducted (and subsequently 
referred to in publication) as well as the 
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Table 1 Goal-Free Program Evaluations 

Authors/
Evaluators

Year of 
Publication

Type of Program 
Evaluated Benefit of Using GFE

Berkshire, 
Kouame, 

& Richardson
2009

Reduction 
of chronic 
unemployment 
and 
homelessness 

GFE triangulated evaluation models via a 
separate and simultaneous GBE; GFE served as 
a consumer-needs assessment.

Belanger 2006 Disaster-relief 
response

GFE offered flexibility after a disaster led to 
disagreement about goals between national relief 
organizations and local systems.

Gustufson 20061
Training for staff 
at nursing home 
dementia unit 

GFE served as a tool for developing the 
program’s initial goals.

Youker 2005(a)
Middle school 
summer-school 
program

GFE triangulated evaluation models via a 
separate and simultaneous GBE; GFE uncovered 
several important positive effects that were not 
related to any stated goal.

Manfredi 2003
Consortium for 
new farmers

GFE identified a significant effect that was not 
stated as a goal, but that justified continuing the 
program.

Stufflebeam 2001
Early-childhood 
education 
program

GFE was used as metaevaluation approach.

James & Roffe 2000 Innovation 
training

GFE was used because goals were unclear and 
to avoid argument over what metrics should be 
used; GFE also uncovered serendipitous effects.

Matsunaga & 
Enos 1997 Self-help housing 

project
GFE identified “ripple effects;" GFE followed up 
on an earlier GBE.

Evers 1980

Four-year 
college cost 
maintenance/
reduction

GFE triangulated evaluation models via a 
separate and simultaneous GBE; GFE in 
examined a broad scope of program activities 
and emphasized the effects from the consumers’ 
perspective.

Welch 1976, 1978 College textbook GFE served as a supplement to a GBE.

Scriven (in 
Salasin, 1974) 1975

Elementary 
school 
curriculum

GFE served as a supplement to an earlier GBE; 
the evaluation started off goal-free and later 
became goal-based.

Thiagarajan 1975 Media education GFE avoided the difficult and rhetorical process 
of setting goals and objectives.

House & 
Hogben (in 

Evers, 1980)
1972

Biology 
curriculum for 
teens 
with learning 
disabilities

Evaluators interviewed program staff at the end 
of the evaluation to cross-check the goals with 
their observations prior to drafting the GFE final 
report.

 1 Gustufson, O., personal communication, April 27, 2006.



Youker and Ingraham

54 THE FoundationReview 2013 Vol 5:4

claimed benefits of using GFE, thus proving 
that GFE is in fact practiced.

Goal-free evaluation is also used by default in 
situations where program goals have not been 
previously stated or the goals are not known. 
The case of the anonymous philanthropist who 
donates without direction or stipulation serves 
as an example of GFE by default. For instance, 
consider the university that receives money 
from an anonymous donor who gives to a uni-
versity’s endowment: The typical assumption 
is that the donor supports the existing goals of 
the university, but this is clearly an assumption. 
It is possible that the donor wants to improve 
the reputation of the school, increase aid 
and access to minority students, enhance the 
aesthetics of facilities, or to stroke his or her 
own ego. The point is that if the donor chooses 
not to elaborate on the intentions, no one can 
speak definitively on the “true” goals. 

A famous philanthropic endeavor illustrates 
this situation well. In 2005 in Kalamazoo, 
Mich., population 74,000, anonymous donors 
pledged a huge undisclosed sum that guaran-
teed up to 100 percent of tuition at any of the 
state’s colleges or universities for graduates 
of the city’s two public high schools (Ka-
lamazoo Gazette, 2012). The only stipulations 
were that students must have lived within the 
school district, attended public high school 
there for four years, and graduated to earn the 
minimum 65 percent benefit, whereas a full 
scholarship would be provided to students who 
attended the district’s schools since kindergar-
ten. Of course most community members have 
labeled what came to be known as the Kalama-
zoo Promise as an education initiative; almost 
immediately after its onset, however, others 
debated whether the true motive was econom-
ic revitalization or called it a social experiment 
(Fishman, 2012; Miller-Adams, 2009). The 
larger point concerning GFE is that the donors 
refused to specify their goals or objectives and 
consequently any claims about their goals are 
pure speculation. The subsequent studies and 
evaluations of the Kalamazoo Promise, there-
fore, are by default goal-free. 

GFE Methodology
As articulated by Shadish, Cook, and Leviton 
(1991), “goal-free evaluation has been widely 
criticized for lack of operations by which to 
conduct it” (p. 61). This criticism lies at the 
heart of one of the main misperceptions about 
what GFE is and is not. Goal-free evaluation 
is not a comprehensive stand-alone evaluation 
model, but rather a perspective or position 
concerning an evaluator’s goal orientation 
throughout an evaluation. Scriven (1991) 
claims GFE is methodologically neutral, which 
means that it can be used or adapted for use 
with several other evaluation approaches, 
models, and methods as long as the other ap-
proaches do not mandate goal orientation such 
as Chen’s (1990) theory-driven evaluation. 
Goal-free evaluation can be used with quanti-
tative or qualitative data-collection methodol-
ogies, Success Case Method (e.g., Brinkerhoff, 
2003); the Context, Input, Process, Product 
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model (e.g., Stufflebeam, 2003); utilization-
focused evaluation (Patton, 1997); constructiv-
ist evaluation (e.g., Guba & Lincoln, 1989); and 
connoisseurship (Eisner, 1985); among several 
others.

There are really only two methodological 
requirements of GFE. The first is that the 
goal-free evaluator be external from and 
independent of the program and its upstream 
stakeholders (program funders, designers, 
administrators, managers, staff, volunteers, 
vendors, etc.); the second is that someone be 
appointed as the goal screener. A screener is 
an impartial party (i.e., someone who is not as-
signed to GFE design or data collection), such 
as an administrative assistant, a third party, or 
even the evaluation client (Youker, 2005b). The 
screener intervenes between the evaluator and 
the program people to eliminate goal-oriented 
communications and documents before they 
reach the goal-free evaluator. The screener 
does not require extensive training; the 
screener should, however, have a basic under-
standing of GFE’s purpose and methodology 
and be relatively familiar with the organization 
and its program to be able to identify program 
goals and objectives.

Although the goal-free evaluator is blinded 
from the program’s predetermined goals or 
objectives, this does not mean that the evalu-
ator simply substitutes his or her own goals in 
place of the program administrators’. Davidson 
(2005) writes, 

As for the contention that goal-free evaluation 
involves applying the evaluator’s personal prefer-
ences to the program, this would be true only if the 
evaluation were not being conducted competently. 
… Of course, the evaluator needs to make sure that 
the sources of values used for the evaluation are 
valid and defensible ones. But replacing those with 
the preferences of program staff is not a great solu-
tion. (p. 234)

As a goal-free evaluator as well as a supervi-
sor of goal-free evaluators, a lingering meth-
odological issue persists. After accepting the 

initial premise that a program can be evaluated 
without referencing its goals, the next seem-
ingly inevitable question is: So what data do 
I collect? The goal-based evaluator typically 
receives the goals and objectives with a pro-
gram description and then develops outcomes 
measures, whereas the goal-free evaluator 
often starts with data collection. Novice goal-
free evaluators frequently experience con-
siderable anxiety in determining which data 
to collect. The outcomes and indicators for 
judging products tend to be relatively apparent 
to the evaluator, but much less obvious with 
human service programs. Products like wash-
ing machines, paper towels, and toothbrushes 
are evaluated according to their teleological 
principles based on what they are designed 
to do. Product evaluators rarely struggle to 
identify criteria, related to such qualities as 
instrumental use, retail cost, and aesthetics, for 
example; the criteria and associated outcome 
measures for judging the merit of a camp for 
children with disabilities or a neighborhood 
revitalization program, however, seem vague 
and debatable. The fundamental difference 
between knowing where to begin when evalu-
ating a toothbrush as compared to evaluat-
ing a neighborhood revitalization program is 
founded in the evaluator’s understanding of 
what the subject is and what it is supposed to 
do. The goal-free evaluator is prevented from 
knowing what the program is supposed to 
do (goals and objectives), therefore the first 
task of the goal-free evaluator is to attempt 
to define and describe the program. This is 
accomplished by measuring, observing, and 
reviewing literature and documents regarding 
the program’s actions and activities. Once the 
goal-free evaluator begins to understand what 
the program does and whom it serves, relevant 
outcome measures often reveal themselves and 
the evaluator’s anxiety begins to subside. 

To further the methods by which to conduct 
a GFE, Youker (in press) offers the following 
principles to guide the evaluator:

1. Identify relevant effects to examine without 
referencing goals and objectives.
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2. Identify what occurred without the prompt-
ing of goals and objectives.

3. Determine if what occurred can logically be 
attributed to the program or intervention.

4. Determine the degree to which the effect is 
positive, negative, or neutral.

Potential Benefits of GFE for Foundations’ 
Evaluations
Numerous theoretical benefits of GFE are par-
ticularly relevant to foundations; six of them 
are discussed below. There are only two doc-
toral dissertations as research on GFE (Evers, 
1980; Youker, 2011) and no empirical studies. 
For the most part, therefore, all arguments for 
or against GFE are prescriptive and theoretical.

Goal-free evaluation benefits are based on: 
•	 controlling goal orientation-related biases, 
•	 uncovering side effects,
•	 avoiding the rhetoric of “true” goals,
•	 adapting to contextual/environmental changes,  

•	 aligning goals with actual program activities 
and outcomes, and

•	 supplementing GBE. 

Controlling Goal Orientation-Related Biases 
One of the main benefits of GFE for founda-
tions is the ability to control evaluation biases 
related to goal orientation, because it reduces 
biases and prejudices that inadvertently yet 
inherently accompany the roles, relationships, 
and histories that the upstream stakeholders 
have with program consumers. Scriven (1991) 
claims that through reducing interaction with 
program staff and by screening the evaluator 
from goals, GFE is less susceptible to some of 
the social biases than is GBE. Goal-free evalu-
ation offers fewer opportunities for evaluator 
bias in attempts to satisfy the evaluation client 
because the evaluator is therefore unable to 
determine ways of manipulating in the evalu-
ation client’s favor  (1991). Scriven (1974) uses 
the analogy of a trial juror who is approached 
by an interested party and offered a prestigious 
position or a large sum of money: Even if the 
juror is not swayed, the mere suggestion of bias 
threatens the juror’s credibility. The judicial 
system has established protocol for minimizing 
this bias (juror sequestering); evaluation has 
GFE.

Uncovering Side Effects
Goal-free evaluation can benefit foundations 
and their programs because it is more likely 
than GBE to identify unintended positive 
and negative side effects simply because the 
method allows for and encourages a broader 
range of outcomes as well as serendipitous out-
comes (Thiagarajan, 1975). Mere knowledge 
of goals and objectives causes tunnel vision 
toward goal-related outcomes: “The knowledge 
of preconceived goals and accompanying argu-
ments may turn into a mental corset impeding 
[the evaluator] from paying attention to side 
effects, particularly unanticipated side effects” 
(Vedung, 1997, p. 59).

In his analogy between GFE and double-blind 
pharmaceutical studies, Scriven (1974) justifies 
searching for side effects, stating, “No evalu-
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ation of drugs today can avoid the search for 
side effects from the most remote area of the 
symptom spectrum” (p. 43). The goal-free 
evaluator, like the pharmaceutical evaluator, 
searches for all relevant effects and conse-
quently the “negative connotations attached 
to the discovery of unanticipated effects” is re-
duced (Patton, 1997, p. 181).  Thus, terms like 
side effect, secondary effect, and unanticipated 
effect become meaningless because the evalu-
ator does not care whether effects are intended 
or not (Scriven, 1974). 

Avoiding the Rhetoric of  ‘True’ Goals
Goal-free evaluation circumvents the difficult 
rhetorical and often contaminating task in 
traditional evaluations of trying to identify 
true current goals and true original goals, and 
then defining and weighting them. Histori-
cally, goals were couched in professional fads, 
current jargon, or lists of priorities where “the 
rhetoric of intent was being used as a substi-
tute for evidence of success” (Scriven, 1974, p. 
35). Still today, the norm for foundations and 
their programs is that “program theory is built 
around the program designer’s assumptions 
and expectations, with little or no connection 
to an existing social science theory” (Constan-
tine & Braverman, 2004, p. 245). Even when 
goals are well connected to theory, Scriven 
(1974) adds the following about an evaluator’s 
knowledge of program goals: 

There is just no way around the fact that every evalu-
ator has to face those “thousands of possibly relevant 
variables” and decide which ones to check in order 
to determine side effects. Having three or four or 10 
identified for you is scarcely a drop in the bucket. (p. 
50)

The obvious issue is that when goals are 
poorly founded, the goal-based evaluator will 
miss critical effects that may be detectable to 
the goal-free evaluator. “It is tragic when all 
resources go to goal-directed evaluation on a 
program when the stated goals do not even be-
gin to include all of the important outcomes” 
(Fitzpatrick, Sanders, & Worthen, 2004, p. 85). 
Goal-free evaluation is designed to investigate 

all outcomes and, as Scriven (1991) has argued, 
if the program is in fact doing what it intends, 
then its goals and intended outcomes should 
be revealed and then recognized by the com-
petent goal-free evaluator.

Identifying which goals the evaluator should 
use is one problem, while whose goals to con-
sider and whose to consider most are related 
concerns. Patton (1997) claims that he has wit-
nessed cases where the goal-setting process in-
stigated a civil war where stakeholders battled 
for control of the program’s direction. Most 
programs have multiple stakeholders: program 
funders including individuals, foundations, and 
taxpayers; program administrators, manag-
ers, and staff; program consumers and their 
families; elected officials; program vendors; 
content-area experts, and so on. Do all of 
these stakeholders’ goals and objectives count, 
or do some matter more or less than others? 
Goal-free evaluation avoids this conundrum by 
eliminating the distraction of goals.

Adapting to Contextual/Environmental Changes 
Scriven (1991) and Davidson (2005) assert that 
GBE is methodologically static, while GFE can 
be adapted to the sporadic changes in con-
sumer needs, program resources, and program 
goals. Consumers, programs, foundations, and 
their environments are dynamic. What was 
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once an appropriate goal or objective may, 
over time, become less relevant. In fact, these 
changes often come from within; scholars as 
early as the 1950s recognized that foundations 
and “their trustees have enormous discretion 
to define and change their goals and purposes” 
(Fosdick, 1952, p. 22).

There is little the goal-based evaluator can do 
when a program’s goals change except start the 
evaluation over, overhaul the evaluation design 
and/or data-collection tools, or create excuses 
and apologies for evaluation report irrelevan-
cies or omissions; the goal-free evaluator by 
definition can continue inquiry despite the 
changes. As long as changes in goals or objec-
tives are reflected in the program’s actions and 
outcomes, the goal-free evaluator recognizes 
and records these effects. If the outcomes re-
lated to the new goal are not recognized, either 
the evaluator is at fault or the outcomes are 
deemed trivial.

Aligning Goals With Actual Program Activities 
and Outcomes 
There is value in frequently questioning the 
underlying assumptions of program goals and 
strategies (Argyris & Schon, 1978), and GFE 
serves as tool for doing so. According to Patton 
(1997), a “result of goal-free evaluation is a 
statement of goals … a statement of operating 
goals becomes its outcome” (p. 182). The goal-
free evaluator finds outcomes that are attribut-

able to the program intervention and renames 
these outcomes operating goals. All operating 
goals, therefore, have potential to become an 
official program goal or objective. Programs 
can use the goal-free evaluator’s criteria as 
goals for basing objectives and outcome 
measures for future internal evaluations and 
program monitoring. 

If the GFE is used to calibrate the goals of a 
program or foundation, a secondary evalua-
tion task is to work with the program people 
to adapt the evaluator’s criteria into a usable 
goals-and-objectives format. In adhering to 
GFE’s methodological requirements, therefore, 
the adaptation of the criteria into goals and 
objectives should occur only after the comple-
tion of the data collection and analysis, and 
typically before the program’s stated goals are 
revealed to the evaluator. In conclusion, GFE 
can be useful in aligning a program’s goals with 
its actual activities and performance, potential-
ly resulting in a broader, more comprehensive 
list of criteria for judging a program’s merit 
and a more thorough examination of a pro-
gram’s outcomes.

Supplementing GBE
Goal-free evaluation is by design capable of 
supplementing and informing GBE. One way 
to accomplish this is based on the fact that 
GFE is reversible. An evaluation may begin 
goal-free and later become goal-based using 
the goal-free data for preliminary investiga-
tive purposes; this ensures that the evaluator 
still examines goal achievement (Stufflebeam 
& Shinkfield, 1985). The findings from the 
GFE can be used as baseline information for 
subsequent GBEs. Another example of GFE 
informing GBE is when GFE is used as a 
complement to GBE. A GBE and GFE “can be 
conducted simultaneously by different evalua-
tors” (Stufflebeam & Shinkfield, p. 317). When 
used as a supplement to GBE, GFE therefore 
serves as a form of triangulating evaluation ap-
proaches, evaluators, data-collection methods, 
and data sources. Lastly, GFE identifies criteria 
and outcomes useful for program-goal align-
ment and subsequent GBE designs.

GFE can be useful in aligning a 

program’s goals with its actual 

activities and performance, 

potentially resulting in a broader, 

more comprehensive list of criteria 

for judging a program’s merit and 

a more thorough examination of a 

program’s outcomes.
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Goal-free evaluation was intended to supple-
ment other goal-based models in a grander 
evaluation strategy. Scriven (1974) advocates 
for GFE to “improve GBE in certain sites, not 
replace it” (p. 47); he writes that he is “argu-
ing for GFE as only part of the total evaluation 
battery” (p. 49). In other words, GFE should 
be added to the foundation’s toolbox and the 
evaluator’s toolbox; this evaluation toolbox is 
described by Hall (2004): 

Regardless of the many goals to which grantmakers 
were dedicated, today we have a toolbox containing 
a wide range of methods and techniques. These can 
be applied to different kinds of organizations and 
programs and for a wide variety of purposes. These 
are crafted to serve the needs of the constituencies 
within and beyond foundations, each of which has 
its own set of concerns about the effectiveness of 
grantmaking. (p. 49)

Conclusion
Goal-free evaluation offers potential benefits 
to foundation-sponsored evaluations; it is 
crucial that foundations understand when and 
why GFE may be appropriate because founda-
tions directly influence program evaluation. 
Both public charities and private foundations 
provide financial resources to programs, and 
most of these foundations require and fund 
program evaluation (Tucker, 2005). Regard-
ing this sway on evaluation, Behrens and Kelly 
(2008) state:

One of the most significant influences on evalu-
ations’ purpose and practice in the field has been 
the demands from the paying customer – most 
frequently, public and private funders. Through their 
control of resources, funders have determined many 
of the goals, uses, and methodologies of evaluation. 
(p. 38)

Not only do foundations finance internal and 
external program evaluations, they provide 
evaluation training – from the small Beldon 
Fund (n.d.) to the large W.K. Kellogg Foun-
dation (2004). Thus, as Smith (1981) states: 
“foundations are a multibillion-dollar-a-year 
enterprise with vast potential for contributing 

to the improvement of evaluation methods and 
practice” (p. 216).

According to Shadish, Cook, and Leviton 
(1991), “evaluation will be better served by 
increasing the more systematic empirical con-
tent of its theories” (p. 483); they add, however, 
that such efforts “have always been relatively 
rare” (p. 484). Today foundations continue to 
find themselves at forefront of shaping what 
evidence-based evaluation practice means and 
could mean, because they have the incentives, 
capacity, and resources to do so. Rather than 
maintaining the status quo, foundation execu-
tives should examine the merits and utility 
of GFE in comparison with GBE. Referring 
to such studies, Scriven (1974) writes, “It will 
take only a few such experiments … to give us 
a good picture of GFE. I think its value will be 
demonstrated if it sometimes picks up some-
thing significant at a cost that makes the dis-
covery worthwhile” (p. 47). Sadly, these studies 
have never come to fruition.

References
Argyris, C., & Schon, D. (1978). Organizational 

learning: A theory of action perspective. Reading, 
MA: Addison-Wesley. 

Bailin, M. A. (2003). Requestioning, reimagining, and 
retooling philanthropy. Nonprofit and Voluntary Sec-
tor Quarterly, 32, 635-642.

Behrens, T. R., & Kelly, T. (2008). Paying the piper: 
Foundation evaluation capacity calls the tune. In J. 
G. Carman & K. A. Fredericks (Eds.), Nonprofits and 
evaluation (pp. 37-50). New Directions for Evalua-
tion, 119.

Belanger, K. H. (2006, November). Goal-based 
vs. goal-free evaluation in crises: Lessons from 2 
hurricanes. Paper presented at the meeting of the 
American Evaluation Association, Portland, OR. 

Beldon Fund. (n.d.). Evaluation benchmarks. In Eval-
uating Impact. Retrieved July 8, 2013, from http://
www.beldon.org/evaluation-benchmarks.html.

Berkshire, S., Kouame, J., & Richardson, K. K. 
(2009). Making it work: Evaluation report. Kalama-
zoo, MI: Western Michigan University, Evaluation 
Center. 

Brinkerhoff, R. O. (2003). The success case method. 
San Francisco: Berrett Koehler.



Youker and Ingraham

60 THE FoundationReview 2013 Vol 5:4

Cheadle, A., Beery, W. L., Greenwald, H. P., Nel-
son, G. D., Pearson, D., & Senter, S. (2003). Evalu-
ating the California Wellness Foundation’s health 
improvement initiative: A logic model approach. 
Health Promotion Practice, 4, 146-156.

Chen, H. (1990). Theory-driven evaluations. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage.

Coffman, J., Beer, T., Patrizi, P., & Thompson, E. H. 
(2013). Benchmarking evaluation in foundations: Do 
we know what we are doing? The Foundation Review, 
5(2), 36-51.  

Connolly, P. M. (2011). The best of the humanistic 
and technocratic: Why the most effective work in 
philanthropy requires a balance. The Foundation 
Review, 3(1-2), 121-137.  

Constantine, N. A., & Braverman, M. T. (2004). 
Appraising evidence on program effectiveness. In 
M. T. Braverman, N. A. Constantine, & J. K. Slater 
(Eds.), Foundations and evaluation: Contexts and 
practices for effective philanthropy (pp. 236-258). San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Davidson, E. J. (2005). Evaluation methodology basics: 
The nuts and bolts of sound evaluation. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage.

Eisner, E. W. (1985). The art of educational evaluation: 
A personal view. Philadelphia: Falmer Press. 

Evers, J. W. (1980). A field study of goal-based and 
goal-free evaluation techniques. Unpublished 
doctoral dissertation, Western Michigan University, 
Kalamazoo.

Fishman, T. C. (2012, September 13). Why these kids 
get a free ride to college. New York Times Magazine. 
Retrieved June 28, 2013, from http://www.nytimes.
com/2012/09/16/magazine/kalamazoo-mich-the-
city-that-pays-for-college.html

Fitzpatrick, J. L., Sanders, J. R., & Worthen, B. R. 
(2004). Program evaluation: Alternative approaches 
and practical guidelines (3rd ed.). Boston: Pearson 
Education.

Flynn, P., & Hodgkinson, V. A., (Eds.). (2001). Mea-
suring the impact of the nonprofit sector. New York: 
Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers.

Fosdick, R. B. (1952). The story of the Rockefeller Foun-
dation. New York: Harper & Row.

Frumkin, P. (2008). Strategic giving: The art and sci-
ence of philanthropy. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press.

Gargani, J. (2013). What can practitioners learn from 
theorists’ logic models? Evaluation and Program Plan-

ning, 38, 81-88.
Gibbons, C. (2012). Evaluating the impact of social 

media at the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. 
Princeton, NJ: Robert Wood Johnson Founda-
tion. Available online at http://www.rwjf.org/en/
about-rwjf/newsroom/newsroom-content/2012/05/
evaluating-the-impact-of-social-media-at-the- 
robert-wood-johnson.html 
Guba, E. G., & Lincoln, Y. S. (1989). Fourth genera-
tion evaluation. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Hall, P. D. (2004). A historical perspective on evalu-
ation in foundations. In M. T. Braverman, N. A. 
Constantine, & J. K. Slater (Eds.), Foundations and 
evaluation: Contexts and practices for effective phi-
lanthropy (pp. 27-50). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Irvin, J. (1979). Goal-free evaluation: Philosophical 
and ethical aspects of Michael Scriven’s model. The 
CEDR Quarterly, 12(3), 11-14. 

James, C. & Roffe, I. (2000). The evaluation of goal 
and goal-free training innovation. Journal of Euro-
pean Industrial Training, 24(1), 12-20.

Kalamazoo Gazette Editorial Board. (2010, 
October 12). Editorial: The good of The Promise 
extends far beyond Kalamazoo. Kalamazoo Gazette. 
Available online at http://www.mlive.com/opinion/
kalamazoo/index.ssf/2010/10/editorial_the_good_
of_the_prom.html

Knowlton, L. W., & Phillips, C. C. (2013). The logic 
model guidebook: Better strategies for great results 
(2nd Ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

MacKinnon, A., Amott, N., & McGarvey, C. (2006). 
Mapping change: Using a theory of change to guide 
planning and evaluation. New York: Ford Founda-
tion.

Manfredi, T. C. (2003). Goal based or goal free evalu-
ation? Growing New Farmers website. http://www.
smallfarm.org/uploads/uploads/Files/Goal_Based_
or_Goal_Free_Evaluation.pdf

Mathison, S. (2005). Encyclopedia of evaluation. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Matsunaga, D. S., & Enos, R. (1997). Goal-free evalu-
ation of the Alger Foundation’s Wai’anae Self-help 
Housing Project: Evaluation report. Kalamazoo, MI: 
Western Michigan University, Evaluation Center. 

McNelis, R. H., & Bickel, W. E. (1996). Building 
formal knowledge bases: Understanding evaluation 
use in the foundation community. American Journal 
of Evaluation, 17(1), 19-41. 

Miller-Adams, M. (2009). The power of a promise: 



Goal-Free Evaluation

THE FoundationReview 2013 Vol 5:4 61

Education and economic renewal in Kalamazoo. 
 Kalamazoo, MI: W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employ-

ment Research.
Organizational Research Services. (2004). 

Theory of change: A practical tool for action, results, 
and learning. Baltimore: Annie E. Casey Foundation. 
Available online at http://www.aecf.org/upload/ 
publicationfiles/cc2977k440.pdf

Patton, M. Q. (1997). Utilization-focused evaluation: 
The new century text (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage.

Popham, W. J. (1974). Evaluation perspectives and 
procedures. In W. J. Popham (Ed.).  Evaluation in 
education (p. 57-60).  Berkeley, CA: McCutchan.

Salasin, S. (1974). Exploring goal-free evaluation: An 
interview with Michael Scriven. Evaluation, 2(1), 
9-16.

Schmitz, C. C.,  & Schillo, B. A. (2005). Report card-
ing: A model for foundation portfolio assessment. 
American Journal of Evaluation, 26(4), 518-531.

Scriven, M. (1972). Pros and cons about goal-free 
evaluation. Journal of Educational Evaluation, 3(4), 
1-7.

Scriven, M. (1974). Pros and cons about goal-free 
evaluation. In W.J. Popham (Ed.), Evaluation in edu-
cation: Current applications (pp. 34-67). Berkeley, 
CA: McCutchan.

Scriven, M. (1991). Evaluation thesaurus (4th ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Shadish, W. R., Cook, T. D., & Leviton, L. C. (1991). 
Foundations of program evaluation. Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage.

Smith, N. L. (1981). Classic 1960s articles in educa-
tional evaluation. Evaluation and Program Planning, 
4, 177-183.

Stufflebeam, D. L. (2001). The metaevaluation 
imperative. American Journal of Evaluation, 22(2), 
183-209.

Stufflebeam, D. L. (2003). The CIPP model for evalu-
ation. In D. L. Stufflebeam & T. Kellaghan (Eds.), The 
international handbook of educational evaluation 
(Chapter 2). Boston: Kluwer.

Stufflebeam, D. L., & Shinkfield, A. J. (1985).  
Systematic evaluation. Norwell, MA: Kluwer.

Thiagarajan, S. (1975). Goal-free evaluation of me-
dia. Educational Technology, 15(5), 38-40.

Tucker, J. G. (2005). Goal. In S. Mathison (Ed.), 

Encyclopedia of evaluation (p. 171). Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage.

Vedung, E. (1997). Public policy and program evalua-
tion. New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction.

Weiss, H. B., & Jacobs, F. H. (1988). Evaluating family 
programs. Hawthorne, NY: Aldine de Gruyter.

Welch, W. W. (1976). Goal free evaluation report for 
St. Mary’s Junior College. Unpublished report. 

Welch, W. W. (1978, March). Goal-free formative eval-
uation – an example. Paper presented at the meeting 
of the American Education Research Association, 
Toronto, Ontario, Canada.

W. K. Kellogg Foundation. (2004). The logic model 
development guide. Battle Creek, MI: Author. Avail-
able online at http://www.wkkf.org/knowledge-
center/resources/2006/02/WK-Kellogg-Foundation-
Logic-Model-Development-Guide.aspx

Youker, B. W. (2005a). Goal-free evaluation of the 
2005 Kalamazoo Public School Middle School Sum-
mer Enrichment Program: Final report. Kalamazoo, 
MI: Western Michigan University, Evaluation Center. 

Youker, B. W. (2005b). Ethnography and evaluation: 
Their relationship and three anthropological models 
of evaluation. Journal of Multidisciplinary Evalua-
tion, 3, 113-132.

Youker, B. W. (2011). An analog experiment com-
paring goal-free evaluation and goal achievement 
evaluation utility. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, 
Western Michigan University, Kalamazoo.

Youker, B. W. (in press). Goal-free evaluation: A 
potential model for the evaluation of social work 
programs. Social Work Research. 

Zerounian, P., Shing, J., & Hanni, K. D. (2011). As-
sessing nonprofit networks prior to funding: Tools 
for foundations to determine life cycle phase and 
function. The Foundation Review, 3(1 & 2), 43-58. 

Brandon W. Youker, Ph.D., is an assistant professor of 
social work at Grand Valley State University and an indepen-
dent evaluation consultant. Correspondence concerning this 
article should be addressed to Brandon W. Youker, School 
of Social Work, Grand Valley State University, 353C DeVos 
Center, 401 West Fulton Street, Grand Rapids, MI 49504-
6431 (email: youkerb@gvsu.edu)  

Allyssa Ingraham, B.S., is a graduate student in social work 
and public administration at Grand Valley State University. 


	The Foundation Review
	2014

	Goal-Free Evaluation: An Orientation for Foundations’ Evaluations
	Brandon W. Youker
	Allyssa Ingraham
	Recommended Citation


	Youker_AB4.indd

