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Learning and Evaluation for Poverty Reduction

Background

This paper explorestherole of learning and eval uation in community-based poverty reduction.
It isone of aseriesof paperswrittenin support of the Vibrant Communities project. Vibrant
Communitiesisafour-year national effort to explore promising local solutionsto reduce poverty. The
project is sponsored by the Tamarack Institute for Community Engagement, the Caledon I nstitute of
Social Policy and the JW. McConnell Family Foundation. Human Resources Devel opment Canadais
funding the policy component of thework. Financial commitments have been received from several
other funders.

TheVibrant Communitiesinitiativesthroughout the country aswell asthe overall national effort
haveincorporated an explicit and activelearning strategy. Selected convenersfrom 14 cities across
the country areinvolved in aPan-Canadian Learning Community in which they cometogether ona
regular basisto shareideas, resources and strategies, and to plan their collective effort. These
communitieseffectively ‘scaleup’ their individual effortsthrough thiscollaborative strategic approach.

In addition, severa of the communitiesreceive substantial fundsto undertake multi-year,
multifaceted ‘ Trail Builder’ poverty reductioninitiatives. Inorder to qualify for these funds, they must
convene amultisectoral steering group that takesresponsibility for theinitiative and helpscreatea
community-widevision aswell asastrategic plan with detailed actions. Thissteering group must
include representativesfrom at least four sectors: business, government, anti-poverty groups and the
voluntary sector.

Community-based approachesto solving pressing social and economic problems are not new.
Voluntary action by citizensand organi zationswas alive and well long before government programs.
What is new isthe methodol ogy that appearsto be emerging at thelocal level —whichisfar more
strategic than before [ Torjman and L eviten-Reid 2003]. Vibrant Communities seeksnot only to
harness the knowledge, skillsand expertise of diverse sectors. It also has madelearning the
centrepiece of itswork. It recognizesthe pressures and opportunities embedded in the knowledge
society.

The Role of Learning

Knowledge and learning have emerged asthe key ingredientsto citizenship in the knowledge
economy. They arethefoundationsfor both social participation and economic vibrancy.

Every community, region and country hasthe assetsto succeed in the knowledge economy: its
people. But successrequiresinvestment in their development —in their basic and ongoing need for
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learning. Thisinvestmentiscrucia not only for economic weath. Ongoinginvestmentinlearningis
the basisfor human devel opment and community well-being.

Evidencefrom diversefieldshasfound that the passive model of learning isineffective.
L earning takes place, by contrast, through an interactive processin which the potential users of
information are considered problem-solvers.

Thekey tolearning isactive engagement with the information through amediating process that
entailsthe exploration, discussion and implementation of the material. Thisengagement meansthat
learning requires afoundation of social capital —the relationships, networks and normsthat enable
collective action [ Putnam 2000; Helliwell 2001: 6]. It iscreated when people cometogether out of a
shared purpose or goal that goes beyond individual benefits and incorporatesthe idea of connected-
ness. Social capital isbeing understood increasingly asaprerequisitefor the acquisition of basic
kills.

Basic skillscomprisethe underpinning for al other learning. They enable participationin
virtually every domain of theknowledge society. Basic skillsarelike an architectural foundation.
Over time, changes and upgrades can be made to any structure. Thereisno end to possible
renovations—but only if astrong and secure foundationisin place.

Learning isalso essential for earning. The knowledge society hasraised the bar —by
increasing theimportance and range of skillsconsidered ‘basic.’” But the bar ischanging aswell as
new technologies continually transform theway inwhich work iscarried out. Higher levelsof skills
arerequired than ever before, evenin so-called low-skill jobs. The knowledge economy demandsa
well-educated and skilled workforce—everywhere, al thetime.

Learning isanecessary condition for innovation, which involvesthe creation of new ideasor
the application of existing ideasin novel waysor to new fields. But thereismoreto learning than
earning or eveninnovation. Thereisnow asubstantial literature on learning asthe cornerstonefor
personal and socia development. Whilelearning isan ongoing process of improving knowledge and
skills, itisalso—perhaps primarily —an exceptional means of bringing about personal devel opment
and building relationshipsamong individual s, groups and nations.

Infact, the UN-sponsored International Commission on Education for the Twenty-first
Century callslearning “thetreasurewithin” [ Task Force on Education 1996]. The Commission makes
an impassioned casefor learning asthe heart of personal and community development. The
Commission arguesthat this processisfundamental to human well-being and takes place throughout
life. Learning also can help citizens engage as meaningful actorsin their communities.

2 Caledon Institute of Social Policy



Learning and Evaluation for Poverty Reduction

Finally, thereisthe notion of learning for excellence. 1t meansthat individuals, groupsand
even communities continually must assesstheir performance and how it might beimproved.
Evaluation generally isundertaken to determine whether certain interventionsworked or not —whether
they were effective or ineffective with respect to their intended results. Whilethisinformationis
significant, it may not be the most important. 1t certainly isnot sufficient.

Perhapsthe central question isnot so much what works, but rather what was|earned from a
given effort. What appearsto have been asuccessful intervention? What factors contributed to its
success? Why did certain interventions not work effectively? What could have been done differently
to ensure amore positiveresult?

Unfortunately, evaluationstypically begin after the basic foundations of aproject have been
laid and thework isalready under way. It would be far more helpful to have feedback about
performance on an ongoing basis so that interventions which appear to belessthan effective might be
identified and modified.

Or perhapsthe process by which a program has been set up is not operating appropriately or
isfar more problematic than originally intended. 1t would beimportant to know thisinformation earlier
than later. Later often meanstoo late.

The new thinking on community initiativesmovesbeyond asimplistic retrospective. Learning
for excellence shiftsthe focus from one of judgment to continual improvement. It viewstheworld not
in after-the-fact black or white but in varying shades of gray. Learning for excellence assumesthat
mistakes may be made because the course being pursued isvirtually uncharted.

At any point, ashift in course from the original workplan may be required and should not be
seen asafailure. Infact, no changein direction may beasign that there hasbeen little self-critique—
or even fear to take bold steps. The problem isthat most funderstend to envision astraight-line path
of project development, leaving too littleroom for the sidetrips and circling back typical of alearning
process. Sticking to the straight and narrow presumably eases monitoring and promotes account-
ability. But the path of least resistance may also bethe path of least learning.

Learning within Vibrant Communities

The principle of continual learning isembedded in the processes used by Vibrant Communities.
Theseinclude teleconferences, tele-learning forums, face-to-face gatherings, an interactive website,
e-bulletinsand coaching — all of which foster and enabl e peer-to-peer learning.
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At the heart of Vibrant Communitiesisthe Pan-Canadian Learning Community inwhich
representatives from the 14 local convener organizations cometogether on aregular basisto share
ideas, resources and strategies. During thefirst year of Vibrant Communities’ operation, conveners
participated in monthly conference calls. Assomecommunitiesmoved intothe‘Trail Builder’ com-
ponent of theinitiative— establishing full-fledged, multi-year poverty reduction projects—the meeting
schedulewas adjusted. Currently, representativesfrom the six Trail Builders meet together one month
and thefull Learning Community convenesthefollowing month.

Trail Builder conference callsfocuson the practical challenges communitiesface asthey pursue
their initiatives. Learning Community conference calls, on the other hand, provide an opportunity for
updates on devel opmentswithin Vibrant Communities, shareinsightsemerging fromthe Trail Builder
experiences and plan activitiesrelevant to the Learning Community asawhole.

TheTrail Builder and L earning Community conference calls are supplemented by other
learning opportunitiesincluding tele-learning forums and theme-based conference calls. Tele-learning
forums are Pan-Canadian events exploring atopic of broad interest to Learning Community members.
Threetele-learning forums have been conducted to date on making the casefor local effortsto reduce
poverty, engaging businessesin community-based poverty reduction and fundraising for social change.

Thedesign of thetele-learning forums has varied as organi zers have experimented with
different arrangements. However, these eventstypically link local groups of participantsvia
teleconferenceto hear apresentation from a panel of resource persons, followed by questionsand
comments. After theteleconference session, each group isencouraged to conduct itsown discussion
on theimplications of thetopic for local poverty reduction work. 1nsomeforums, representatives
have participated in afurther on-line exchange with peers acrossthe country.

Thetele-learning forums on engaging business and fundraising actually were designed asmore
extended events. In the case of engaging business, asmaller number of participants choseto
participatein aseriesof ‘tele-learning classes’ offered by Tamarack to explorethetopicin more
depth. Theforum on fundraising was conducted asasix-part series delivered over the space of afew
months.

A number of ad hoc theme groups have been established to discuss specificissuesin more
detail. Suchtopicsgeneraly areidentified during Trail Builder or Learning Community conference
callsor through exchanges between Tamarack coaches and communities. Small groups of interested
individualsthenjoinin special callsto consider topics such asthe definition of poverty, governance
structuresfor Trail Builder initiatives and the devel opment of living wage campaigns.

Vibrant Communities a so has sponsored two face-to-face forums, oneto launch theinitiative
and one 18 monthslater to support the ongoing learning process. Face-to-face forums bring together
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across-section of Vibrant Communities participants. Each community isasked to comewith a
contingent of four representatives, including oneindividual from thefour key sectorsparticipatingin
theinitiative (low-incomeresidents, business, government and nonprofit organizations). These
gatheringsare crucial for building rel ationshi psamong participantsand for theintensive learning that
takes place asaresult of personal interaction.

Theinitial forum focused on the underlying themes of Vibrant Communities and whether these
themeswould be helpful for creating local solutionsto reduce poverty. The second forum featured
workshops on various substantive issues— e.g., how to identify local poverty reduction strategies that
have significant potential for expansion; how to articulatethe‘ valueadded’ of comprehensive,
multisectoral approachesto poverty reduction; the use of gender analysisfor poverty reduction;
approachesto eval uating comprehensive, multisectoral initiatives, and strategiesfor engaging low-
income residentsin community-based poverty reduction.

Theforum also featured apolicy dialogue inwhich community participantswerejoined by
federal and provincial government representativesto consider the challenges and opportunitiesfor
enhancing government/community collaborationin poverty reduction. [For moreinformation onthe
2003 Face-to-Face Forum, see http://www.vibrantcommunities.ca/g2s13.html ]

Other mediaal so have been used to promote learning within Vibrant Communities. An exten-
sivewebsite has been devel oped by the Tamarack Institute asatool for facilitating communication,
sharing resources and disseminating the work of theinitiative [ http://www.vibrantcommunities.ca].
Thewebsite includes background information about Vibrant Communities and the various supports
availableto communities. It also featuresweb pagesfor each of the participating communities.

In addition, the website hosts a L earning Centre that includes awide range of reportson
themes such as multisectoral collaboration, comprehensive thinking and action, and asset building — all
critical tothework of Vibrant Communitiesand similar initiatives. IncludedintheLearning Centreare
papers and tools prepared by Caledon and Tamarack, respectively. Caledon’spolicy research papers
addresstopics such askey principlesand practices of comprehensive community initiatives, theroles
of various sectorsin poverty reduction and waysin which poverty reduction practices can respond to
the challenges of aninnovation era. Toolsdesigned by Tamarack include aprimer on convening
comprehensive, multisectoral poverty reduction initiative; apoverty matrix for understanding the
composition of poverty and determining possible responses; and strategiesfor engaging businessin
poverty reduction.

Special initiatives also are highlighted on thewebsite. A web page has been established, for
example, for the Gender and Poverty Project. It describesthiseffort, whose purposeisto enhance
the capacity of Vibrant Communitiesto addressthe gender dimensionsof poverty. Itincludeslinksto
reports prepared by six local communitiesthat participated in the project. Theweb pageisacrucia
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vehiclefor disseminating the findings of thework and promoting an awareness of gender issues
throughout Vibrant Communities.

Bi-weekly e-bulletins al so have been sent since the beginning of theinitiativeto provide
participants with updates on significant devel opments with community partnersand to draw attention
to relevant studies, reports and other resources. Some communities have distributed the e-bulletinsto
members of their networks, thereby expanding their reach and strengthening local organizing and
communications. Tamarack recently has upgraded these bulletinsinto the Engage! e-newsl etter
which featuresbrief articleswith linksto the Vibrant Communitieswebsite.

In addition to these information resources, communities recel ve hands-on support froma
variety of coaches. These coaches provide feedback and guidance on the strategies being pursued by
local initiatives and the design of community-based |earning and eval uation systems.

Coachingisacritical element of the learning process. It enablesgeneral conceptsand
strategiesto be applied to specific circumstances. Coachesalso facilitate the exchange of learning
among community partners, thereby helping to strengthen local practice.

AsVibrant Communities has evolved, efforts have been made to consolidate the various
dimensions of thelearning process. A new initiative focused on the strategiesthat communities can use
to help low-income residents achieve ‘ sustainableincomes’ will combine anumber of learning
methodologies. A tele-learning forum will be held to highlight the major issuesand possible
approachesfor al Learning Community members. A seriesof peer learning groupswill be organized
to enableinterested communitiesto explore four key pathwaysto sustainableincomes. market-based
strategies, income support strategies, financial asset-building strategies and cost-savings strategies.
Finally, aweb pagewill be devel oped featuring resources on sustai nableincomes strategies and
providing progressreportson local effortsand lessons|earned.

The challenges

a. Learning

TheVibrant Communities project benefitsfrom the extensive array of resourcesand materials
that comprise the e-based L earning Centre which Tamarack recently has created. Thisdatabank isan
invaluableresource; it compilesin one place many of the ma or documentsand materialsavailable on
comprehensive community initiativesand on local strategiesto reduce poverty.
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Whilethese material srepresent awealth of information, their mere presence on awebsite does
not ensuretheir active use. Asnoted, learners need to engage actively with information beforeit
becomesknowledge—i.e., applied purposefully to agiven context. Toolsand research papers need
to beincorporated into alarger process of animation that facilitates application of the material to local
circumstances.

It alsoisassumed, usually incorrectly, that individualsrespond voluntarily to learning
opportunities made possi ble by information and communication technol ogies. Participationinweb-
based discussionsisacasein point. Thetheory isthat the very presence of web-based discussion
groupswill stimulatetheir activeuse. Thereality provesotherwise.

M ost people do not join el ectronic discussion groups simply because theseexist. There
usually needsto be adesignated convener who ‘ seeds' the discussion — asking questions, making
commentsand providing overall direction. An active online host generally isrequired to ensure
deliberative dialogue rather than the streams of consciousnessthat often arisein electronic discussions.
The passive approach typically does not generate thoughtful learning.

Whiletechnology isacrucial enabler of learning, ascreenisno replacement for ahuman face.
Even activefacilitation and coaching often are unableto overcomethelack of connection that some
peopl e experience through el ectronic communication. At the end of the day, information and
communications technol ogies can complement but never replace human contact. Even community
learning networks, which are often technol ogy-dependent, recognize that thereisno substitutefor a
supportive personal learning environment. Vibrant Communities hasbuilt several face-to-face
meetingsinto the project in recognition of theimportance of thisinteraction. Itisalso essential for
building trust, which isat the heart of social capital development, earlier described.

But sometimesthe factorsthat enablelearning actually have nothing to do with learning. They
arethe supportsrequired in order for community membersto participate actively inany learning
process.

Thelack of financial assistancefor learning and training or even transportation to these
opportunitiesisoften abarrier to participation. Personswith disabilities may require accommodation
of their special needs— they may require assistance, for example, in getting ready for or in getting to
learning opportunities. Parentswho lack high-quality affordable child care often find themselves
unableto participatein learning opportunities. Likewise, many low-incomeresidentslack accessto
the Internet and may be excluded from learning opportunitiesthat require the use of information and
communicationstechnologies. Themereavailability of an educational or training opportunity may be
irrelevant if barriers prevent participation.

Caledon Institute of Social Policy 7
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b. Evaluation

Asnoted, the processes of learning and evaluation areintrinsically linked. Thisisespecially
truein comprehensive community initiativeswhich inherently seek new and better waysto address
complex problems, and whose progressisnotoriously difficult to assess.

Theory of change evaluation

Onereason that comprehensive community initiativesare hard to evaluate isthat the underlying
theories on which they are based frequently areleft implicit. Asaresult, it isoften unclear how
various processes and strategies are expected to lead to the resultstheinitiatives seek to achieve. In
the absence of well-specified intermediate steps en route to the final destination, itisoften difficult to
determinewhether or not theinitiativeismaking progressinitswork.

Increasingly, theory of change evaluation isbeing used to help overcomethis problem
[Fulbright-Anderson, Kubisch and Connell 1998]. Inatheory of change evaluation, participantsare
asked to make explicit the assumptions underlying their work and to specify how they expect the
initiativeto unfold. Anticipated mid-term changesare clearly identified.

By assessing whether such changesare, in fact, taking place, evaluators can determine whether
theinitiativeisevolving asexpected. Regular evaluation reports can help communities explorethe
strategiesthey areusing. To the extent that theinitiative' stheory of changeisbeing realized, the
insightsguiding theinitiative arereinforced. To the extent that changes are not occurring as expected,
the opportunity iscreated for participantsto re-think theideas underlying their efforts—in other
words, to learn.

Beyond their assistanceto individual initiatives, theory of change evaluationsare helping to
build the knowledge basefor thefield asawhole. They add rigour to the thinking about complex
processes of community change and makeit possible for communitiesto learn from one another.
Effective practices can beidentified and gradually refined.

Vibrant Communities currently isintroducing atheory of change perspectiveintoitsTrail
Builder learning and evaluation process. Communitieswelcomethe approach asaway to focus
attention both on how theseinitiatives go about their work and on the resultsthey are achieving.
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Evaluation for continuous learning

L earning for excellence meansthat eval uation effectively is(or at least should be) aform of
learning for the purpose of continual assessment and improvement. Vibrant Communitieshastried to
put this principleinto practice through the interim assessment of its Pan-Canadian L earning Commu-
nity. Instead of waiting until the completion of the four-year project to determine the effectiveness of
thiscomponent, the evaluator was asked to survey participants after oneyear of itsoperation. The
one-year period would allow sufficient time for some work to be achieved but not so much that it
would betoo late to change courseif required.

Thisinterim assessment identified someimportant conclusions about the value of the Pan-
Canadian Learning Community. For example, the monthly tel econferences enabled representatives
from the 14 communitiesto becomefamiliar with their respective contexts. Local conveners provided
updates on developmentsin their initiatives at the outset of each monthly call.

But because of the number of communitiesinvolved, the generality of thereportsand the
diverse stages of the variousinitiatives, many convenersfound these updatesto be tedious and time-
consuming. Thereportswere considered to be only moderately effectivefor advancing collaborative
learning. They did not consistently pose practical issues of shared concernto all participantsand
allow for suchissuesto be examined more closely. Nonetheless, thisupdating processlikely has
hel ped establish acertain level of familiarity among conveners about the contextsin which their
colleagues areworking [Leviten-Reid 2004].

L earning takestime and many peopleleading initiativesat thelocal level are already over-
extended. Even when the opportunities afforded by the Pan-Canadian L earning Community were
seen asvaluable, convenersreported difficulty intaking thetimeto participate. When Learning
Community activitieswerelessrelevant for local work, it becamedifficult to justify allocating thetime
they required.

Another significant themein the preliminary assessment of the Pan-Canadian Learning
Community was adesirefor more extensive opportunitiesfor peer-to-peer learning. Some steps
already have been taken to create more focused discussions among smaller groups of conveners. But
still other methods are needed, particularly anong communities pursuing Trail Builder initiatives.

The main message wasthat asthe project beginsto move from start-up to the implementation
of local solutionsto reduce poverty, it isimportant to shift the focus of the pan-Canadian discussions.
While processissues remain important, thereisaneed to address substantive issues—i.e., specific
strategies communities can useto reduce poverty.

Caledon Institute of Social Policy 9



Learning and Evaluation for Poverty Reduction

Assessing impact

Thereismoreto eval uation than the assessment of the project itself. TheTrail Builder
communitieswithin thisnational initiative are required to determinewhether their work has had any
impact —whether they have, in fact, achieved the goal s set out in their respective strategic plans and
which methodol ogies have been particul arly effective.

Not surprisingly, the process of eval uating acomprehensive community initiative, even though
confined to adesignated neighbourhood or region, comeswith its own set of challenges— how to
define poverty, how to determinethat it has been reduced and what level of outcomesto target for
success.

Typically, apoverty reduction project seeksto ensure that participants actually have moved
out of poverty. However, thischallenge rai ses questions about the conceptualization of poverty
employed by project participants. The notion of poverty as an absolute lack of basic material goods,
for example, may lead to goal s such asincreasing the supply of affordable housing. Alternatively, a
notion of poverty asrelative deprivation may focus attention on achieving amore equitable distribution
of resources within acommunity or nation. An asset-based notion of poverty may help peopleacquire
or maintain assetsto meet their needs on asustainable basis— e.g., through the creation of various
savingsand other financial instruments.

Even when thetraditional concept of poverty isadopted using Statistics Canada’slow income
cut-offs, measuring progressin reducing poverty remainsachallenge. Thefirst complicating factor
relatesto tracking changesin household incomes at variousintervals. Obtaining accurate dataabout
householdincomesisdifficult for many reasons, including the confidentiality concernsof low-income
residents and the administrative compl exitiesinvol ved in gathering datawhen numerous partnersare
implementing adiverse set of poverty reduction strategies. These problemsare described in more
detail in papers entitled Opportunities 2000: Multisectoral Collaboration for Poverty Reduction —
Final Evaluation Report [Leviten-Reid 2001] and Are Outcomes the Best Outcome? [ Torjman
1999].

Other complexitiesrelate more to the substantive challenge of reducing poverty than to the
methodol ogical problemsinvolved in measuring the extent of change. While ahousehold’sincome
may improve asaresult of thelocal poverty reduction effort, it may not increase substantially - at least
inthe short term. It can take time for someone who has been out of the workplace for an extended
period to establish areasonablelevel of earnings. Thisdegree of success may happen only many
years after the completion of thelocal project.
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Moreover, theindividuals considered thetargets of the community intervention may require
morethan improved education or training. They may face barriersthat makeit difficult, if not
impossible, to be employed without additional assistance.

Still another complication arisesfrom the fact that the project itself may be asuccessbut local
circumstances effectively negateitsimpact. For example, aproject may havetrained unemployed
individualsor ‘at risk’ youth to run asmall catering business. But adownturninthelocal economy
may mean that thereisfar lessdemand for this service and the trainees are unabl e to find employment.
Doesthismean thetraining program hasfailed?

Perhapsthe major employer in the community, such asacar manufacturing plant, recently has
shut down. Or the primary economic base of the region, such asthe fishery, may have collapsed,
throwing thousands out of work. Inthese examples, theinability to achieve the desired outcome of
reducing poverty was dueto factors beyond the control of the community, let alonetheindividual
project. Thefact that thelocal poverty reduction effort may have helped significant numbers upgrade
their education or training isapositive step inthelong run. But itsimpact may not show upinthe
immediate statisticsif the broader context isnegative.

A related factor hasto do with overall resilience. The poverty rate of agiven neighbourhood
or region may haverisen overall because of amajor economic shock. Perhapsthe strategic planning
for poverty reduction will have apositivelong-term effect by contributing to theresilience of this
community. Maybethefact that the community has engaged in discussions regarding the scope and
spectrum of poverty reduction will help protect it against total collapse. 1t will be ableto rebound
sooner and faster asaresult of thisprocess.

Itisalmost impossibleto quantify theimpact of this‘immunization.” How isit possibleto
determinethat the current investment actually servesaprotective function for thefuture? Werarely
think about resilience— let alone how to assessit.

Further, evaluationstypically focus upon the achievement of goals. Thereisno question that
complex community and public policy initiatives must have aclear sense of what they are seeking to
achieve. But often the quest for hard and fast results means that community processes end up
‘creaming’ —or selecting as participantsin their programsthose most likely to succeed. Yetitis
precisely theindividualswho are vulnerable and marginalized who most require these efforts.

Finally, theresearch for measurable outcomes often overlooks theimportant changesto
community process. Comprehensivecommunity initiativesareinvaluablein that they create structures
which enablethe community to reduce poverty, change policy and introduceinnovation. Significant
‘process outcomes may have been achieved intermsof clarifying community goals, encouraging
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citizen participation and building community action. Individual community membersmay feel less
socially isolated, may haveimproved their skillsand may feel more confident about learning.

Processindicators also can capture the extent to which the community has created new
relationships and associations—itssocial capital. Through the network of bondsand trust that it
creates, social capital contributesto social cohesion, especially in light of economic developments
driving awedge between rich and poor familiesaswell asrich and poor nations.

Community-level resultsinclude the expansion of thelocal leadership base and of citizen
participation, moregeneraly. They involvethe development of awidely shared vision and
understanding of astrategic community agendawith markersto identify tangible progresstoward
goals. Better resource utilization by the community isanother system-wide outcomethat, in turn, can
result in more effective organizationsand institutions.

But while evaluation isfraught with complexitiesand challenges, thereisno getting away from
thefact that funders are seeking demonstrableresults. Thefederal government, for example, has
made clear itsinterest in resultsin order to demonstrate that itsinvestments of public tax dollars have
made adifference. The Treasury Board document, Results for Canadians, usesthese very words:

A modern management agenda requires managers to look beyond activities and outputs to focus on
actual results — the impacts and effects of their programs. Managing for results requires attention from
the beginning of an initiative to itsend. It means clearly defining the results to be achieved, delivering
the program or service, measuring and evaluating performance and making adjustments to improve both
efficiency and effectiveness. It also means reporting on performance in ways that make sense to
Canadians[Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat 2002] .

The challengethat arisesishow to pursuelong-term outcomes whose results may not be
observed for many years— perhaps not even for ageneration. It isessential to recognizethat the
eval uation processes employed for comprehensive community initiatives must match the complexity of
the effortsthey are engaged in assessing.

I dentifying pathways and determining progress

It may not be possible to achievelong-term outcomesin ashort period of time. Butitis
entirely feasible to embark upon apathway that leadsin the direction of the desired change and to
identify the appropriate markersalong the way.

A community-based project may not be able to guarantee that specific numbers of households
have moved out of poverty. But it definitely can commit to hel ping these househol ds take meaningful

12 Caledon Institute of Social Palicy
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stepstoward that goal. Thisoutcome would represent an entirely reasonabl e expectation on the part
of fundersand afeasible goal for acommunity project.

Thereareactually avariety of pathways out of poverty. Onerouteisto enhanceindividual
employability. Another isto create employment opportunities by increasing the supply of jobsor
availablework. A third route out of poverty isto ensurethe availability of decent affordable housing
in order to reduce substantially the costs of accommodation —the most substantial proportion of a
household’'sbudget.

These pathways are concerned primarily with individual s or households. Two other pathways
arealso possible. Oneisto focusupon employersinthe private, government and voluntary sectorsto
encourage them to pay decent wages. Another isto ensurethat variousincome security programs
deliver benefitsthat are higher than poverty levelsand that Canadianswho are potentially eligiblefor
these programs are aware of their existence.

One conceptualization of poverty pathwaysis based on aframework set out in the document
Can Communities Reduce Poverty? Theframework identified four streams of local solutionsto
reduce poverty: meeting basic needs, removing barriers, devel oping skillsand promoting economic
development [ Torjman 1998].

Inthefirst area, meeting basic needsis concerned with physical security, and physical and
mental health. Physical security refersto food, housing/utilities (heat and light), clothing, clean water
and sanitation, and protection from violence and physical/sexual abuse. A focuson physica and
mental health includes health care services and programsthat promote early childhood devel opment
and stimulation; build self-esteem; provide counselling; and treat al cohol and drug abuse.

Itisalmost impossiblefor individualsto learn new skillsor look for work when they are
worried about wheretheir next meal will comefrom or about animpending eviction notice. Itis
equally difficult to concentrate on employability enhancement if physical security isimperiled by actual
or threatened violence. Basic needs must first be met.

Poverty reduction also involves asecond stream of activity: removing barriersthat prevent
participation in training and work. Accessto high-quality, affordable child careisessential. Some
peoplerequire assistance with health- and work-related costs. The needs of personswith disa-
bilities must be accommodated. Transportation may beinaccessible or unavailable.

New Canadians often are unemployed not because of lack of skillsbut becausethetraining
they acquired offshoreisnot recognized in Canada. Remediesto this problem are presented in the
report Fulfilling the Promise: Integrating Immigrant Skillsinto the Canadian Economy [Alboim
and Maytree Foundation 2002]. The US-based Aspen Institute currently isundertaking anational
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project on racism, citing this problem asamajor structural barrier in the struggle against poverty
[http://www.aspeninstitute.org/index.asp?bid=1246].

Thesefirst two streams of activity effectively comprise the foundation of the subsequent
building blocks. Problemsin these streams must be resolved (or at least reduced substantially) before
anindividual or household can participate over the longer term in thethird or fourth streams, both of
which focus upon thelabour market.

Thethird category, building skills, includesthe range of activitiesthat prepareindividualsto
participate in thelabour market. Some peoplerequirebasiclifeskillstraining prior tojob training or
paid employment. Programsfocused on language skillsor on literacy and numeracy skillsarealso
prerequisitesto employment. Job search involves assessing current skills, preparing résumes, self-
marketing and acquiring information on job vacancies. Building skillsentailsacademic upgrading and
jobtraining — e.g., computer training, data processing and trades, such as carpentry or electronics.
Training may lead some participantsto immediatejobs; in other cases, they may seek financial or
technical assistanceto createtheir own employment.

Promoting economic development also hel psreduce poverty. Thisstream of work includes
job creation and retention, self-employment, accessto capital and technical assistance. Job creation
involvesthe development of small business, worker co-operatives and self-employment. Accessto
capital hasbeen identified asamajor barrier to starting small and community-based business.
Technical assistance may be required in community and business planning, marketing and financing,
enterprise management, investment mechanisms, institution-building, human resource and board
development, trade opportunities and information technol ogy.

Activity inthe employability and employment devel opment categories does not necessarily
mean that ahousehold will be ableto move out of poverty. A family whichleaveswelfarefor paid
work, for example, may find that the job does not pay a decent wage. Or the employment may
consist of only alimited number of hours of work that together do not comprise an adequate wage.

It isalso possible that the employment does not provide health- or disability-related benefits.
Thewages may be higher than welfare but the household may haveto pay hundreds or even
thousands of dollarsfor special needsthat would have been covered under that program of income
assistance. Theavailability of extended health care benefitsto those considered working poor isa
larger policy question that needsto be addressed at the national level [Battle and Torjman 2002].

At the end of the day, the household may not actually move above the poverty line during the
relatively short lifespan of acommunity project. But at least theindividual or family will be on theright
track — an essential element for eval uative purposes.
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Asnoted, another pathway out of poverty isto target employersrather than theindividualsor
householdsliving in poverty. Employers can be encouraged to pay decent wages and ensure sufficient
numbers of hours so that payments add up to areasonableincome.

Sincethe mid-1990s, aliving wage movement has been gaining momentum across North
Americaand elsewhere. While somewhat new to Canada, thismovement is particularly stronginthe
US. Hundreds of businessesvoluntarily have adopted living wage covenants. Cities, countiesand
school districtsin 24 states have established at least 62 living wage ordinances. Theserequirethat
employerswho receive contracts or financial support from local governments pay their workersa
‘livingwage.” Whilethewagelevel variesfrom onejurisdiction to another, theratetypically iswell
abovethe prevailing minimum wage [ Employment Policy Foundation 2003].

Employersalso can offer benefitsin theform of health, dental and disability insurance. Pro-
rated benefits can be made available to employeesworking lessthan full time. Asnoted, the provision
of health-related benefitsiscrucial, especially for workerstrying to makethetransition from welfareto
work.

Employers can be encouraged to promote employability or minimizejobloss. Asindividuals,
they can be approached to create apprenticeshipsor hire people who have beeninvolved intraining
programs. Asagroup, employers can be made aware of theimpact that layoffs, downsizing and other
employment practices have upon poverty —and more broadly upon the health of thelocal economy.

At thepolicy level, changes can be effected that would raise thelevel of benefitswithinagiven
income security program. In addition, information campaigns can be undertaken to make recipients
aware of the benefitsto which they areentitled. A campaigninWaterloo Region, for example, was
developed by Opportunities 2000 in response to the fact that many senior citizenswho wereeligible
for but not receiving the Guaranteed Income Supplement (GIS), amonthly benefit paid to low-income
seniors. Thiswork built ontheinitial project developed at St. Christopher’s Housein Toronto [http://
www.stchrishouse.org].

Opportunities 2000 convened agroup of community partnersto inform seniorsabout the GIS
and to train 85 community members help seniors apply for the supplement. Asaresult, 636 seniors
successfully applied for and received the GIS. Eligible seniorsin Waterloo Region now benefit from
an additional $2.6 million per year [Rodgers 2003].

In short, there are at least six major pathways out of poverty that community initiatives can
pursue: meeting basic needsincluding the provision of affordable housing, reducing barriersto
employment, building skills, creating jobs, ensuring adequate wages and raising income security
benefits (or at least ensuring accessto the benefitsalready in place).
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Each pathway involvesadifferent set of activities. In some cases, thetarget istheindividual
or household. In other cases, the focusis upon the supply of jobs or affordable housing units. Other
effortsfocus upon the community context, such asthe presence of racism or the degree of accommo-
dation. Changesare being sought aswell in employment policiesor income security programs.

The challengethat Vibrant Communitiesfaces at this point isto understand in more depth the
various pathwaysthat communitieshaveidentified. It will be essential to chart the major stepsaong
such pathways and to determine which benchmarks are particularly relevant.

There aretwo main measures of progressthat must be assessed in thiswork: the qualitative
and quantitative components. Thefirst hasto do with thetype of actionscommunities actually take
and theimpact of these actions. The second dimension concernsthe scope of the actionsor the
numbers of people, jobsor housing units affected.

With respect to the substantive issue, the work undertaken must be seen to be anecessary
step inreducing poverty. The challengeisto determinewhether itissufficient. We can do thisby
combining what we know from relevant literature, from practice and from what participantsin the
projectsidentify asimportant.

A comprehensive community initiative may seek to reduce poverty, for example, by helping
unemployed individual s gain accessto suitable work clothes or tools. Thisactivity would be seen as
necessary but it would not be sufficient in terms of amajor poverty reductioninitiative. The project
would haveto demonstrate that thiswork was akey step in an overall process— possibly including
training, academic upgrading and assistance linking to thelabour market — that leadsto new or
improved employment.

Ideally, follow-up support also would be provided to ensure the continuity of the arrange-
ment. Unfortunately, thiskind of assistanceisrarely in place. Fundsthat support employability often
fail toincludefollow-up assistance, despite its successin ensuring attachment to the labour market.

Setting benchmarks for progress

In assessing the effectiveness of variousinitiatives, it isfirst important to identify the
pathway(s) upon which the community has chosento focus. Itisthen essential to ensurethat the
proj ects are embarking upon the major steps that comprise that particular trajectory and to document
theresults. Projectsthat seek to enhance employability could chart thefollowing:

e work ontheremoval of barriers—type and impact of intervention
e upgrading of skillsor increaseinthelevel of education
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e changeinsourceof income (if applicable)
e increaseinlevel of income.

|deally, the project should move through the various steps to reach the objective of higher
income. If theinitiative can go only to the second stage of reducing barriers, then it should makea
casefor why itisworking at that level — for someor even al participants. A given project may have
targeted individual swho require such extensive assistance that it may takeyearsfor themtoreacha
certainlevel of employability. Infact, itispossiblethat for some people, such asthosewho are
homeless or personswith severe disabilities, employability isnot areasonablegoal. Stabilizationin
the community or animproved quality of life may be more appropriate objectives.

The US-based Aspen Institute identifies several economically disadvantaged groupsthat could
benefit from sel ected community-based poverty reduction measures. working poor, unemployed,
persistently unemployed, dependent poor (e.g., welfare recipients) and theindigent [O’ Regan and
Conway 1993: 6-9]. Theworking poor and unemployed would benefit from certain strategies, such
assmall business creation and capital for self-employment. Training and supports, such aschild care
and workplace accommodation, may be morefeasible for the persistently unemployed and dependent
poor. By contrast, those deemed indigent, such as homeless persons, require assistance with basic
needs, shelter and possibly mental health or substance abuse services before considering employment.

Thisstrategic approach meansthat the sel ected strategies must be appropriate to the identified
target group. But thismatching raisesan evaluativeissue asto the numbersthat are possibleto
achieve. Unfortunately, thereisno correct answer to thisquestion. Thechallengeismadeall the
moredifficult by thefact that there are no commonly accepted benchmarksfor this practice.

Thework that needsto be done at this point isto identify reasonable targets. Oneway to do
thisisto survey arange of community groups currently involved in some of these pathways and
determine what they consider to be a suitable amount of timeto reach certain goals.

It might be desirable, for example, to ask several groupsinvolved intraining or literacy
development how long it typically takesfor participantsto complete atraining program or to attain a
certainlevel of literacy. It then might be possibleto set somerealistic benchmarkswith respect to
what communities can achievein aspecified period — recognizing that the resultswill be affected by
the state of thelocal economy and other factors, such asthe availability of affordable child care.

It also would be helpful to survey several groupsinvolved in the establishment of nonprofit and
co-operative housing to determine how long it typically takesto put in place a certain number of
housing units. Clearly, the ability of these organizationsto achievetheir goalswill depend upon current
zoning regul ations, the state of the economy and many other factors. At thevery least, however, such
asurvey would provide helpful parametersastowhat isrealisticintermsof ‘low end’ and ‘ high end’
achievement.

Caledon Institute of Social Policy 17



Learning and Evaluation for Poverty Reduction

Another principleto be explored iswhether targets should be set on anational scalewith
communities comparing themselvesto each other or whether community progress should be measured
against itself. Economicand social circumstances, provincia policiesand municipal by-lawsvary so
widely acrossthe country that it may be unrealistic to expect communitiesto achievethe samelevel of
progress even when they areworking in similar areas, such as expanding the supply of affordable
housing.

It may be more appropriate to set expectations and assess the progress that communities
make against their own benchmarks rather than those of communitiesin other parts of the province or
eveninadifferent jurisdiction.

Say, for example, that agiven community hasacertain number of familiesin need of affordable
housing. The community also hasadesignated number of available housing units. Theratio of
householdsin need to the numbers of available unitsisthe baseline. It then would be best to set a
target ratio deemed reasonabl e within the context of that community. The strategic plan could seek to
increase the supply of affordable housing, for instance, by 10 percent or ‘X’ units per year for the next
four years.

Finally, it should be noted that some of the pathways out of poverty upon which communities
may decideto embark represent very long-term investments. The benefits may not be seen for many
years—or even ageneration. Thiswork includes projectsthat focus, for example, upon early
childhood devel opment.

Inthiscase, the project itself will not be ableto demonstrate measurable outcomes. But it
certainly can track reasonabl e outputs—e.g., the numbers of young teenage motherswho return to
and complete high school. Whilethisindicator isonly abenchmark along the way, the research
evidencefrom longitudinal surveysof child development substantiatesits significance.

A recent analysis, for example, of the National Longitudinal Survey on Children and Youth
found that five key factors contribute to childhood vulnerability. Thesefactorsinclude, inthefollowing
order: low maternal education, teenage motherhood, low family income, single parenthood and low
paternal occupational status. Only one factor —low maternal education —wasfound to havean
‘attributablerisk’ of morethan 10 percent. Attributablerisk refersto the proportion of the total
occurrence of vulnerability that can be attributed to aparticular risk factor [Willms 2002: 89-90].

With these kinds of long-term interventions, the eval uation must draw upon lessonsfrom
empirical evidence. The expectationsasto what isreasonabl e to achieve are extrapolated not so
much from practice but from research.
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Conclusion

TheVibrant Communities project has made clear that the processes of learning and evaluation
areintrinsically linked. We also have learned that when it comesto evaluation, in particular, thereare
no fast or easy answers.

Thebest we can do at this stage of our learning about comprehensive community initiativesis
to glean as much relevant information as possible from both research evidence and practice. This
evidence helps set out the stepsto be taken on the pathway out of poverty. These steps can then be
used asmarkersfor assessing progress. Equally importantly, they can enhance our learning about the
interventionsthat appear to be effectivein achieving adifficult and complex goal: reducing poverty.
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