
 

 

An open letter to our Data & Learning Community –  
 
Each year, toward the end of the program, the Data Leaders Academy (DLA) participants 
take a deep look at the Guiding Principles for Data & Learning Champions and offer updates 
based on their knowledge and experiences as well as general progress within the field. 
During this third refresh, the DLA 2020 cohort rallied around more inclusive language and 
equity throughout – we needed to intentionally recenter given the events of 2020 and the 
increased exposure of deep-seeded systemic racism, which was too blatantly obvious to 
blanket in soft language. We recognized that to be inclusive, we needed to include more 
voices central to this work, and a call was put out to DLA alumni and current participants to 
form a subcommittee to tackle these revisions. In late October 2020, five DLA alums from 
across the cohorts came together to write an eighth guiding principle focused on equity. Five 
months later, what we have to offer are completely refreshed versions of the seven original 
guiding principles.  
 
The first thing we agreed on was that equity cannot be tacked on at the end; it must be 
embedded from the start.  
 
We agreed to meet every few weeks, take our time, tackle each principle individually and 
bring research, multiple perspectives, and lived experience to the conversation. We agreed to 
work on this together, because no one person can make decisions about what equity means 
for everyone. We challenged each other and our ways of thinking. We called out systemic 
racism and language that perpetuates white supremacy and power. We retooled the guiding 
principles to center community voice and focus on the strengths and needs of our priority 
populations (the specific subset of the community that we serve). Sometimes, we left 
meetings feeling like we didn’t know anything, and systemic inequity is impossible to 
combat. Sometimes, we felt like we had a good handle on what we should say…. Right? 
Sometimes, we wrote more questions than answers and struggled to find words that could 
both accurately depict our thoughts and ideas and make sense to others. Sometimes, we felt 
like we would never be finished.  
 
It is now March; we’ve lived through major illnesses, school cancellations, deaths in families, a 
historic snowstorm. We worked full-time jobs, supported family and friends, and found the 
time to come together to have these hard conversations with each other. We got to know 
each other and formed relationships. We built community and checked-in. And we realized – 
this work will never be done. What we present here is our refresh of the Guiding Principles for 
Data & Learning Champions; it is not finished. It never will be. But it is a start on the path 
toward more inclusive, purposeful, and equitable community-based evaluation & data work.  
And we look forward to seeing what the next cohort of Data Leaders adds to our 
community’s learning. 
 

 

Alicia Guerrero, DeAna Swan, Sabine Monice,  

Sarah McQueen, & Amanda Miller 
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Data Champion Guiding Principles 

 

 
At its core, we believe evaluation is a learning process which should be used to help guide our programs 
and services. Because of this, we believe it is critical for our organizations to focus on data needed to 
develop and refine our program models, assess progress, and guide ongoing programmatic improvements 
all while centering equity. Our first responsibility must be to our priority population1, as we seek to do 
better for those we serve.   
  
In practice this may look like:  
 

1. Focus on data that can be used to guide program implementation and improvement.  Gain 
clarity around why certain data is collected. Does the data help us to better understand what is 
working and what’s not regarding our programs?   

2. Collect and utilize both qualitative and quantitative sources of data and recognize that various 
programs and contexts will require different data needs.   

3. Prioritize regularly collecting data from the priority population; ensuring constituent voices are 
heard is critical to better understanding client outcomes and program benefits. Seek out 
opportunities to involve the priority population in the development of data collection tools, 
including survey and interview questions, etc., along with data analysis and interpretation and 
adequately compensate them for their input and efforts.   

4. Provide front-line staff and managers with opportunities and tools (data placemats, etc.) to 
incorporate data review and learning in real-time to ensure equitable decisions are being made.   

5. Share the data back with our clients and constituents, and the actions we intend to take because 
of their feedback.   

6. Include supporting documentation, such as a data dictionary or explanation of feedback process, 
so that the evaluation strategy lives beyond any one person and can continue to be enhanced.   

 

 
1 The subset of the community that our programs or organization serves 

Principle 1 

We advocate for prioritizing equity centered program-level 
data that can be used to improve our work and strengthen 
our mission. 
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Creating and sustaining an inclusive, participant-driven evaluation practice takes time, effort, and 
intentionality. This can be perceived as more challenging and costly than traditional evaluation 
practices, however, the long-term benefit of building trust with your priority population and creating 
programs that have lasting, meaningful impact far outweigh the short-term costs of time, effort, and 
money.  
 
In practice this may look like:  
 
1. Center the priority population in all stages of the process and be transparent about the impact of 

historical and systemic oppression as major barriers to communities thriving. 

2. Intentionally learn from the priority population about the changes they would like to see and invite 
them to share how they think it can be achieved. Have them teach us their barriers and strengths 
and compensate them adequately for their time and effort. 

3. Center the community as experts in their own experience, rather than the evaluators as experts in 
measuring impact. Work to understand our own limitations and seek to increase our cultural 
competency to support our priority populations.  

4. Strive for frequent, clear, and transparent communication with organizational leadership and 
stakeholders where we are: 

a. Centering the voice and experience of the priority population;  

b. Highlighting the strengths and assets of this group; and 

c. Contextualizing findings that show “no or low” outcomes through the lens of historical and 
systemic oppression. 

 

Data & evaluation work makes our programs better; and by better we mean more meaningful, 

relevant, and impactful for the priority populations we serve. This work is often siloed in one 

department or with one individual seen as the ‘expert’ or becomes an afterthought for meeting 

Principle 2 

We are dedicated to amplifying community voice and lived 
experience through transparent conversations in our 
organizations about the complexity of defining and 
achieving outcomes, and the cost of measuring impact. 

Principle 3 

We are committed to co-creating a culture of learning in our 
organizations, from front-line staff to the board, which 
centers the voices and experiences of the priority 
populations we work with. 
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reporting and monitoring requirements. Data & learning champions know that evaluation serves many 

purposes and that at its core, evaluation is a way to understand what whether programs are having the 

intended impact on the people your programs serve. Evaluation work is everyone’s work because the 

information gathered should inform practices across the organization to better achieve equitable 

outcomes for staff involvement and in service to the priority population.  

 
In practice this may look like:  
 
1. Create ongoing opportunities to share data with all members of the organization (ex: staff meetings, 

lunch and learns, office hours). 

2. Incorporate feedback loops to ensure program-level, front line staff and priority populations can 
provide input on programmatic decisions that are informed by data. 

3. Support organizational leadership normalizing the practice of regularly talking about data through 
an equity framework, both within and outside of the organization. Support talking about data that 
highlights both successes and growth opportunities for the organization. 

4. Support practices that foster a culture of learning throughout the organization, not just in data and 
evaluation program work. This includes marketing & communications, talent acquisition and 
management, performance evaluation, and finance, operations, and development. 

 

  
A tension exists in data & evaluation work between consistency of implementation (rigor & fidelity) and 
being culturally responsive as a pathway to equitable delivery. Best practices are widely understood to 
be normalized as the right way to do things; however, we know that believing there is only one right 
way to do things is a characteristic white supremacy culture2. Normalizing transparency around the 
tension and naming biases and inequitable practices when they come up can serve as an antidote and 
support organizations navigating this tension in the work.  
 
In practice this may look like:  
 
1. Learn and share best practices related to data and evaluation with team members, managers, 

leadership, the board, etc. Create space for the priority population who is most affected by the 
evaluation to participate in these learning opportunities.  

2. Work to gain clarity regarding roles, responsibility and ownership of data and evaluation systems; 
everyone involved in projects should be clear about the ways they can contribute.  

3. Provide opportunities for staff at all levels to develop the necessary knowledge, ability and skills 
related to collecting, analyzing, and utilizing data for learning and improvement.  

 
2 Characteristics of white supremacy culture by Tema Okun, www.dismantlingracism.org  

Principle 4 

We work to establish equitable processes and systems for 
evaluation. 
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4. Develop a process to consider evaluation findings from diverse perspectives, including perspectives 
from individuals in the priority population. 

5. Discuss with the priority population their views of the evaluation, and whether it is accurate and 
consistent with the team’s observations and strategies. Create a feedback loop to share the data 
back with clients and constituents, and the actions we intend to take because of their feedback.   

6. Prioritize learning about the priority population from community leaders, members of the 
community, other culturally competent evaluators with experience in the community, and assess 
how the specific qualities of this population impact how the evaluation should be conducted. 

 

  
While data and learning champions come from a wide variety of backgrounds, training, and lived 
experiences, one thing they have in common is the propensity to ask curious, critical questions about 
the data and evaluation process within their organization.  Data champions confront their biases to 
better support a culture of responsible, ethical data practices that elevate the needs of the priority 
population.  
 
In practice this may look like:  
 

1. Create opportunities to have meaningful conversations around data and evaluation across all levels 
of the organization. This work should not be done in a silo. 

2. Contribute to a culture of learning by asking questions and identifying areas for improvement in the 
data and evaluation process. Acknowledge that sometimes a data-related meeting will raise more 
questions than it answers… and that’s ok!  

3. Normalize asking questions throughout the program development process to strengthen and align 
evaluation strategies with intended program impact; think about learning questions during the 
initial stages of program development and align them with program objectives.  

4. Ask questions related to data ethics, data sharing, and cultural competence, and talk about 
assumptions related to cultural competency, bias, and race equity. 

Principle 5 

We ask critical learning questions at all stages of the project 
and levels of the organization. 

www.goodmeasuregroup.org
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For data and learning champions to serve as effective leaders, we must continue to build our own skills 
and abilities and invest in our continued learning and the learning of those around us doing the work. 
We must be open to learning and unlearning alike and understand that data & evaluation work that 
centers community voice and equitable practices is a journey; there is no handbook for how to do this 
‘correctly’. Being open to learning and sharing your successes and challenges is a key part of building a 
learning culture, for yourself and your organization.  
 
In practice this may look like: 
 
1. Incorporate ongoing assessment of our individual strengths, weaknesses, and leadership styles to 

ensure we’re constantly checking our own power and privilege in our data and evaluation work. 

2. Find ways to bring professional development opportunities for data and evaluation to all key 

stakeholders in this work (clients and priority population, direct front line staff, agency leadership 

and board). 

Principle 6 

We commit to bringing our full selves to this work; to be 
brave and open to listening to all perspectives, and to be 
vulnerable and willing to unlearn harmful or inequitable 
practices. 

Example Questions to Ask about the Data & Evaluation Process 
 

• Have we clearly defined our priority population? 

• What is our theory of change – what do we know about how our program will make an impact? 

• What does the research literature say about our program model, and what bias and assumptions can we 
identify? 

• Is the program being implemented as designed? If not, do we know why?  

• Does our understanding of client success align with that of our priority population? 

• Do we have the appropriate policies and procedures to guard client data and ensure compliance with 
state, federal and local policies? 

• Are all staff aware of these policies, and is there space for continued education and support? 

• Do we have appropriate data sharing agreements in place with other nonprofit and/or public sector 
entities when needed? 

• Have we selected or created data collection tools that support equitable evaluation practices (reduction 
of biased language, rooted in priority population culture, etc.)?  

• How are we ensuring that our clients understand their rights related to the collection and use of their 
data?  

• How are we including client voice and feedback regularly and incorporating it into our program model, 
and are they being adequately compensated for their time? How are these changes being communicated 
back to clients?  
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3. Regularly seek out meaningful input from program staff and the clients we work with to ensure 

deep understanding of how program implementation is actually working on the ground; commit to 

use the findings we learn to improve the program and experience. 

 

 
The evaluation sector is changing, and equitable evaluation practices that center community voice are 
the goal. Data and Learning Champions are change agents across all levels of the organization. We need 
each other to challenge and strengthen our practices and ourselves. 
 
In practice this may look like: 
 
1. Encourage peers and colleagues to think deeply about data & evaluation through an equity lens, and 

its impact on program design and implementation. We know that changing organizational culture is 
a slow process that takes incremental, steady work. Keep going.  

2. Support staff who may want to learn; this could look like mentoring, resource sharing, or creating 
space for collaborative learning within your organization.  

3. Be purposeful in seeking out allies and advocate for equitable access to resources for those who 
want to be involved with data & evaluation work. Identify and work to remove obstacles for those 
who want to participate in this work but might not have access or opportunity.  

4. Be aware of your power and use it to make space for others. Elevate diverse voices without 
tokenizing. Be inclusive and transparent in decision-making processes.  

5. Continually seek out opportunities to learn and share that learning back with your team – be 
intentional about turning individual opportunities into shared learning.  

6. Be intentional. Listen deeply. Support your team and learn together. Show up and do the work.   

 

Principle 7 

We recognize we can’t do this work alone; together we build 
a diverse network of data & evaluation allies with colleagues 
and peers in the nonprofit sector. 
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