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STEP 7: EVALUATION 

 
Positive Community Norms evaluation is an on-going cycle of reflection and action.  PCN 
evaluation captures community change and transformation, as well as the barriers to change.  
Quantitative and qualitative evaluation data are gathered, analyzed, and fed back into the 
campaign to refine its implementation, with the end goal of changing the behavior of the focus 
population. 
 
During the evaluation process you will conduct: 
 

 Formative evaluation 

 Process evaluation 

 Outcome evaluation 

 Impact evaluation 

 Reflection and action 
 
The beauty of a well-implemented PCN program is that evaluation occurs throughout the 
implementation process. Evaluation and data-based decision making should be an integral part 
of Steps 1 through 6. In a well led project, your evaluation is merely a continuation of the data-
driven work you have been doing from the start. As you gather survey data, run your focus 
groups, and collect quantitative and qualitative data on the reaction to your campaign, you will 
use this information to improve your campaign’s messages and methodologies. Document these 
processes as you go and you will have valuable information for your evaluation.  
 
 

FORMATIVE EVALUATION 

 
Formative evaluation is all of the research you do as you develop and plan of your project. 
Formative research helps you to determine: 1) which elements are required for your project to 
be successful; and 2) if all of those elements are in place before you begin.  
 
You can think of your formative evaluation as a review and assessment of all of the work you 
did in Steps 1 and 2. Did you… 
 

 Set the right goals for your project? 
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 Select the correct audience? 

 Choose correct intervention and control areas?   

 Schedule an appropriate timeline? 

 Secure sufficient funding and message dosage? 

 Hire the right administrative and management team members?  

 Design an appropriate survey and survey administration plan?   

 Properly analyze your baseline data? 
 
 

PROCESS EVALUATION 

 
Process evaluation happens as you implement your project. It determines whether your campaign is 
being implemented with the quality, intensity, and fidelity necessary to get results.  
 
You should answer the following questions through process evaluation:  

 

 Was the market plan implemented as intended?   

 How many members of your focus audience did you reach with your message? 

 How often have members of your focus audience been exposed to the message? 

 Does your focus audience perceive the message the way that is was intended to be 
heard? 

 Does your focus audience believe the campaign messages?  

 Is the cost of the campaign consistent with the reach of the campaign (i.e., is the 
campaign cost effective)? 

 
An Event/Media Coverage Log can help you keep track of all of your campaign-related 
activities. Each entry should include the date, cost, format, content, source, and reach of each 
message distribution. This log can assist you in answering some of the above questions by 
helping you keep track of presentations, focus groups, and media distributed during the course 
of the campaign.  
 

 See Appendix 7A for a sample Event/Media Coverage Log 
 
Exposure Testing  
Exposure testing is the most reliable way to measure if and how your message is being heard and 
remembered by your audience. Questions about campaign exposure (or “dosage”) should be 
included in all of your surveys, including your baseline survey. 
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Because repeated, intense doses of the campaign message are what lead to changes in 
perceptions and behavior, it is essential to obtain accurate figures on audience exposure. Use the 
results of your exposure testing to determine if changes to your media plan are necessary.  

  
 

 
Sample Exposure Testing Questions 
 
1. During the past year, do you remember seeing or hearing any alcohol prevention campaign 

advertisements, posters, billboards or brochures?   
2. What is the main message that you remember? 
3. During the past year, how many times have you seen our campaign media? (Ask about radio 

ads, print ads and all other advertising formats your campaign has employed.)  
 

 
 
Assessing Audience Reaction and Believability 
To assess audience awareness of and reactions to your campaign materials, ask questions about 
where your audience has seen the message, whether they understand its purpose, and if they 
believe the message. These data can be gathered through intercept surveys, structured interviews, 
focus groups, or other survey methods.  
 

 See Appendix 7B for a sample Audience Reaction Survey  
 
Use the process evaluation data you collect to create your next generation messages and improve 
your campaign. Listen for recurring themes in the feedback you collect. If your audience doesn’t 
seem to remember hearing your message, you need to increase dosage. If your audience can’t 
recall your message, you need to make your ads more memorable. If your audience is sick of 
hearing your message, it might mean that saturation is too high or your message is stale.  

PCN Tip: Exposure is Essential 
 
If the results from your exposure testing are poor, the rest of your survey results can 
be meaningless. If you do not find high levels of campaign awareness, you cannot 
make the argument that your campaign is responsible for any changes in perception 
or behaviors that your surveys might reveal. Measuring awareness, however, is not as 
simple as it sounds. There are many different variables that affect how your audience 
hears, sees, remembers, and identifies with your campaigns. Different levels of 
exposure, for example, can be critical: someone who is exposed to your campaign ten 
times per week may have different perceptions than someone who has only seen it 
one time. Talk with The Montana Institute or your project evaluator for technical 
assistance on this issue. 
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PCN Tip:  Use Process Evaluation to Make Your Ads More Believable 
If your audience doesn’t believe your message (and they probably won’t, initially), find out 
why. Maybe they don’t have accurate information about who participated in your survey or 
how it was conducted. In this case, you might kick off your campaign with an ad that 
contains key facts about your survey (date, sample size, validity, confidentiality, evaluator, 
etc.), as the Evanston Substance Abuse Prevention Council did with the poster below. 
 

 
 
Find out from your audience whether there is other information that would make your 
normative message(s) more believable. You might pair your message with fun or easy-to-
believe facts from or about your audience. For example, the Strength in Numbers campaign 
conducted a short “hot or not” survey with students that they used in their campaign. The 
message on one poster in the series stated “75% of ETHS students would rather use their 
cell phone than their home phone, and 3 out of 4 ETHS students choose not to drink 
alcohol when they hang out with friends. You Provide the Facts, We Just Report Them.” 
 
You might also consider pairing your message with humorous, surprising, or off-the-wall 
facts. This type of information can strengthen your normative message by letting your 
audience know that even though the normative message is surprising or hard to believe, it’s 
still true.  Listen to your audience, and get creative! 
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Are you busy or are you effective? 
 
Process evaluation applies to us on a personal level, too.  Are you being effective, or are 

you just busy? Ask yourself this question each day. Are you and your staff always in meetings or 
chained to the copy machine? Administrative work is important, but what really matters is that 
you are translating data into messages and getting the messages out with enough exposure to 
create results. That’s the heart of the process, and you have to keep it beating.  
 

 
 

OUTCOME EVALUATION 

 
Outcome evaluation assesses whether your campaign achieved its goals and objectives. Outcome 
evaluation results are obtained from your follow-up surveys. For example, if your goal was to 
reduce alcohol use among community high school students by 3% after a two-year PCN 
campaign, your follow-up surveys should clearly show whether or not you were successful, or 
how close you came to your goal. Did you… 
 

 Make your audience aware of the campaign messages?  

 Change their perceptions? 

 Change their behavior?   

 Change their attitudes? 

 Impact the public conversation? 

 Transform bystander behaviors and interventions? 

 Shift policy and funding priorities of key stakeholders? 
 
You should not expect to see results or begin to measure outcomes unless and until your 
campaign has been implemented with fidelity. Outcome evaluation directly corresponds with 
Step 6: Campaign Implementation, and assesses whether you ran your media at the frequency, 
intensity and duration required to change perceptions, behaviors and attitudes. It involves three 
key evaluation questions, as outlined in the following chart. 
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Note that the second and third questions are dependent upon the first: If adequate message 
exposure is not achieved, perceptions will not change; if perceptions do not change, neither will 
attitudes or behavior. Conversely, if you find behavioral change without message awareness or 
changes in perception, you cannot claim your intervention made that change happen. This is 
why evaluation is essential.  
 
Pre-test/post-test evaluation is probably the most common way to measure outcomes, yet it has 
its limits. Without a control group, longitudinal data, and comparison data, you cannot say with 
any certainty that your outcomes are attributable to your campaign. Ideally, you should conduct 
a controlled experiment to measure the impact of your efforts.      

PCN Tip:  Analyze Change Within Categories  
 
Don’t limit yourself to analyzing only direct changes in perception and behavior. With  
deeper analysis, you may detect incremental changes within categories that could help 
explain why and how change has occurred or could occur. For example, if you are looking 
only at whether the number of students who report past 30 day alcohol use has decreased 
during the past year, you might not see a decrease in the amount of alcohol consumed by 
teens in your audience. Or, there may be greater changes in one gender or grade level that 
would be important to analyze. A deeper analysis of your data will help you determine how 
your campaign is being effective and provide direction about how to improve.   
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Rigorous evaluation is a worthy investment of your resources.  
Many different variables and influences will be operating at the same time as your 
intervention.  Your evaluation must take these influences into account through 
control groups, observational data or triangulating with other surveys.  If you do 
not have some of these more rigorous measures in place, you need to use more 

tentative language when you talk about your outcomes because you will not be able to say which 
factors accounted for the changes you measured. The bottom line is that more rigor in 
evaluation is a worthy investment of your resources. Advanced evaluation measures should also 
be discussed with The Montana Institute or your project evaluator to ensure that the statements 
you are making about your intervention are accurate.   
 
  

 
 COMMUNITY SNAPSHOT 

DeKalb, Illinois  
 
The folks at Ben Gordon Center and the DeKalb County Partnership were pioneers in social 
norms marketing – they piloted the first documented campaign to reduce alcohol and tobacco 
use among high school students using social norms marketing.  
 
The project began in 1998 with consultation from Michael Haines and other social norms 
experts to develop and plan an intervention in two local high schools. Their baseline survey data 
confirmed their initial assumptions that nonuse was indeed the norm among students, and that 
students, parents, and teachers all overestimated student alcohol and cigarette use. A social 
norms project was designed that featured three interrelated normative message campaigns to 
reduce the misperceptions of students, parents, and teachers and to positively impact student 
behavior. 
 
A specific strategy was developed for each school. Messages were developed, tested and refined. 
Marketing materials included community posters, newspaper ads, and direct mail to reach 
parents. Institute days and inter-office mailings were used to communicate with teachers. And 
posters, direct mail, and radio ads were used to reach students.  
 
After two years of project implementation, all of the data trends were in a positive direction: 

 Parents, teachers, and students more accurately perceived the student norms of nonuse. 

 Parents and teachers reported communicating true norm messages more frequently in their 
interactions with students. 

 Student use of alcohol and tobacco declined significantly. 
 
Specifically, the 30-day measure of alcohol use dropped from 43.7% at Time 1 (1999) to 30.4% 
at Time 2 (2001), a 13.3 % decline. (Note that no new alcohol, tobacco, or other drug prevention 
programs were introduced into the schools once the social norms project was implemented.) As 
the project was implemented over the next seven years, alcohol use continued to decline. 
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 COMMUNITY SNAPSHOT 

Park County, Wyoming 
 
In 2003, West Park Hospital’s Prevention and Wellness Office was granted the opportunity to 
put the norms research they had been learning about into practice with a three-year State 
Incentive Grant. Their charge was to address alcohol, tobacco, and other drugs among youth 
ages 11-18 in Park County, Wyoming (population 25,000). They began by surveying students at 
three high schools in the county, as well as their parents and teachers. After reviewing and 
analyzing the data, they determined the need to focus on preventing underage drinking. After 
one year of planning, the project team launched their intervention. In 2005, with more 
knowledge, experience, and a new Grant to Reduce Alcohol Abuse, the team expanded the 
campaign beyond students to reach those audiences that influence teen behavior.  The project 
developed creative strategies to influence parent norms, enforcement norms, and policy norms 
around underage drinking. Additionally, sustained and supported the student campaign by 
injecting social norms concepts into the curriculum with classroom-based activities. 
 
By the end of the 2006-2007 school year, the project team was seeing very positive results from 
their student data. Their surveys showed: 
 

 A 33% decrease in the percentage of students who reported believing that most of their 
peers drink once a week or more 

 A 13% decrease in the percentage of students who reported using alcohol in the past 30 days 

 An 11% decrease in the percentage of students who reported dangerous (binge) drinking 
 

 
 

 
It is important to note that neither of the studies highlighted in these community snapshots were 
controlled experimental research designs. In some cases, survey tools changed during the course 
of the project, which may have impacted results. However, all of the data indicates promising 
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results and further highlights the need for higher level research to determine the effectiveness of 
this strategy in reducing underage drinking. 
  
 

IMPACT EVALUATION 

 
Impact evaluation uses measures other than your survey to assess whether your program has had 
an impact. Impact evaluation is a more rigorous form of evaluation and typically involves 
analyzing multiple sources of data, such as hospital or police reports, measures of blood alcohol 
concentration, and other statistics.   
 

 
Questions to ask during your impact evaluation: 
 

 Has there been an increase/decrease in underage drinking parties and/or alcohol-related 
incidents? If there is an increase, could it be attributed to an increase in enforcement by 
schools or police?  

 Has there been a change in the personal, social, family, and legal consequences related to 
underage drinking? If so, is the change productive (i.e., are the consequences in line with 
the offense? Too lax? Too strict?)? 

 Has there been an increase or change in policies to prevent underage drinking (i.e., keg 
registration, alcohol bans or restrictions at community events, social host liability, 
minimum bar entry age)? 

 Has there been an increase/decrease in early intervention or treatment admissions? If 
there is an increase, could it be attributed to reduced stigma or increased problem 
recognition?  

 Is there a change in conversation (i.e., are people talking more frequently and more 
productively about the issue)? 

 
Potential data sources to answer these questions include: 
 

 Community or statewide databases and surveys 

 Police departments 

 Adolescent treatment centers  

 Schools and student assistance programs  

PCN Tip: Collect Comparison Data 
If your project is not operating within a controlled study, comparison data will be useful 
for helping determine whether your project has been successful. Locate regional, state or 
national surveys with the same or very similar alcohol use measures to see how your local 
rates compare. Look at trend data to determine whether your decreases in use are 
consistent with youth trends, or above and beyond rates reported in other surveys. Good 
PCN leaders are constantly increasing the rigor of their evaluation science. 
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 Focus groups 

 Structured interviews 

 Town hall meetings  

 Newspaper headlines 

 Your documents notebook  
 
You should also examine your documents notebook (see Step 1) to see if media coverage of 
underage drinking changed during the course of your campaign to reflect a more positive 
framing of the issue. These data will indicate if you are transforming the community perceptions 
and conversations in the predicted direction of your PCN campaign. In addition, the qualitative 
information in your documents notebook should confirm that other related environmental 
conditions held constant during the course of your campaign, and that no new prevention 
campaign, enforcement measure, or high-profile accident could be responsible for the changes 
in your focus audience’s attitudes or behavior. 
 

 
COMMUNITY SNAPSHOT 
Evanston, Illinois 

 
The Strength in Numbers campaign in Evanston, Illinois used the school newspaper and yearbooks 
to help evaluate the impact of their campaign. In 2001, the year the campaign was launched, the 
school yearbook contained a two-page spread titled “Stepping Straight?” It contained quotes 
from students about drug and alcohol use, school drug trends, and pictures of beer cans and 
teens drinking – faces blurred. The pages read: “Drug and alcohol use is a continuing problem at 
ETHS. Despite prevention programs, more and more students experiment with illegal 
substances each year…”  
 
In 2003, there was an article in the school newspaper, Students still questioning “Strength in Numbers” 
merit, questioning the validity of the survey and the effect of the campaign ads. The following 
year, three years into the campaign, there was another article in the school newspaper, Does 
“Strength in Numbers” really add up? The article was well-written and contained accurate 
information about the campaign and social norms theory. The school yearbook that same year 
had an entire page devoted solely to the campaign, complete with campaign posters and student 
quotes. While the quotes and text still questioned the effectiveness and accuracy of the campaign 
data, an excerpt read, “Though the statistics do not always seem realistic, the idea behind this 
campaign is a good one. It is important to realize that not all students drink and smoke.” 
 

 
 

REFLECTION AND ACTION 

 
PCN leaders need wisdom. For the most part, wisdom is not gained by learning from a teacher 
but rather learning from experience. And in order to learn from experience and gain wisdom, we 
must take time to reflect, to make meaning of experiences and contemplate how we would apply 
lessons learned to the future.  
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Reflection allows us to look objectively at our work. Some leaders, for example, have a difficult 
time looking at their successes. Others find it difficult to reflect on their mistakes. Negative 
feelings can get in the way of our ability to reflect and gain wisdom from these very valuable 
experiences. Remember that we often learn more from our mistakes than our successes.  
 
The following are questions that you can use to guide your reflection as you review each of the 7 
PCN Steps. We encourage you to proactively schedule time to reflect on a regular basis – 
annually, at a minimum. These questions can be answered both individually and collectively with 
your team. It will be valuable to see how others view the history of your project.  
 
Step 1: Planning and Environmental Advocacy 

 Among your stakeholders, who are your strongest advocates? What do they do as 
advocates? 

 What have been your most successful ways of advocating for PCN? How have you 
recruited others to be advocates for PCN?  

 Who has been attracted to your PCN work and how have they come to you?  What 
incident connected them to you? What pulled them in?  What is their passion? 

 
Step 2: Baseline Data  

 What was your student participation rate? 
o What percent of students were absent? 
o What percent of students refused? 
o Were there other nonparticipants? 

 What went well in your survey process? 

 What could you do better next time?  
 
Step 3: Message Development 

 How are you “talking” differently about your youth substance use data? About youth 
substance abuse in your community (personally and as an organization)? 

 How are others “talking” differently about substance abuse in your community? 

 How have these changes in the conversations changed prevention efforts (personally and 
as an organization)? 

 How has your ability to create PCN messages improved over the last year? 
 
Step 4: Communication Plan 

 In looking at your communication plan, what went well? What did not go well? How do 
you know? How well does your plan reflect what actually happened? 

 What happened that you did not expect? 

 Based on awareness of your campaign, what can you learn about your communication 
plan? 

 
Step 5: Pilot Testing and Refining 

 Who participates in your pilot testing? Are these participants representative of the 
students you are trying to reach? 

 What are your most successful ways of reaching youth and pilot testing? 
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 What are you learning from your pilot testing? How have you refined your messages 
based on your pilot testing? 

 
Step 6: Implement Campaign 

 How did you use your communication plan as a tool during implementation? 

 How did you handle negative reactions to your campaign? From whom? How did you 
handle positive reactions? How about non-reactions? 

 What underlying issues did you discover during implementation?  

 What did you HEAR and where? How did you STEER the conversations? 
 
Step 7: Evaluation 

 How did you incorporate evaluation throughout the other six steps of the process?   

 What were the strengths and weaknesses of your current evaluation plan and process? 

 How can you increase the capacity of your evaluation through more rigorous science?   

 What did you learn from your evaluation?  

 What are the limits of your current design?   

 How did you use your evaluation for reflection and steering key conversations? 
  
 

 
The 7 Core Principles Applied to Reflection 

 
In order to help you maintain the right frame of mind during reflection, we have applied 
the 7 Core Principles to the reflecting process. Review these often as you reflect. 

 
1. Be Positive 
We have a choice in how we reflect on our past – we can choose to be negative or positive. 
When we reflect on the past with a positive outlook, we grow, learn, and gain energy for the 
future. “Failures” are simply experiments with outcomes we did not expect. Whether such 
lessons are positive or negative is our choice. 
 
2. Be Present 
We must remain in the present as we reflect on the past. We do not relive the past, but merely 
look at it from the distance of the present. By staying present, we can separate ourselves from 
our past and look at it objectively. The lessons of our past become meaningful in the present. 
 
3. Be Perceptive 
We must examine our past with the scrutiny of an objective investigator. We must ask the 
questions we have not asked or don’t want to ask. There is much we can learn from our 
experiences; we must choose to see it. 
 
4. Be Purposeful 
The purpose of reflection is to learn for future action. Our intent is to understand, learn, and 
grow. Reflection is a significant capacity-building process in our work. 
  
5. Be Perfected 
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We reflect on our past with a sense of humility to become more effective in serving our 
communities. Although we will never reach perfection, we can always learn from our past and 
grow. We choose to look at difficult issues to reduce suffering and improve health. We choose 
to be perfected. 
 
6. Be Proactive 
Reflection is work that takes time and energy. We must choose to make this investment. It is 
through this proactive allocation of our most precious resources (focus, time and energy) that we 
can learn and grow.  
 
7. Be Passionate 
We must cherish our successes and laugh at our mistakes. We must celebrate the goodness that 
we have experienced -- this is what sustains us. We must dare to be inspired by growth. The 
passion brought forth from our reflection will carry us to tomorrow.  
 

 
 

SHARE YOUR STORIES WITH US 

 
If you’ve gotten this far, you are as ready to get started as you’ll ever be. So do it. Start. Push 
forward, stay positive, and get results. Then share your successes, stuck spots, and lessons 
learned with us, so we can use them to help others make their communities healthier with PCN.  
 
Good Luck!
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APPENDIX 7A:  SAMPLE EVENT/MEDIA COVERAGE LOG 

 
This Event/Media Coverage Log can be used as a process evaluation tool to assist with assessing reach, exposure and cost effectiveness. 
 
 

 
Date(s) of 

Distribution 
 

Cost 

 
Media Format 

Check for each media 
topic 

 
Content of Media/Event 

 
Source (Media Outlet, 

Location, and/or Event) 

and Estimated 
Readers/Viewers/Listeners 

Reached 

P
ap

er 

T
V

/
R

ad
io

 

P
ro

m
o

tio
n

al 

P
o

sters 

D
irect  

M
ail 

E
v
en

t 

O
th

er 

9/1/06 $200      X  Press Conference to Launch 
Campaign 

City Hall 

Participants: 55 

9/1/06 $80    X    (Summary of Message) 

Anytown High School (125 
posters) 

Est. viewers: 2,500 students & 
staff 

9/1/06 $220 X       (Summary of Message) 
ABC Newspaper 

Est. Readership: 17,000 
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APPENDIX 7B:  SAMPLE SURVEY TO ASSESS AUDIENCE REACTION 

 
 
1. Have you seen this poster (ad, billboard, etc.)? (Show or describe material) 
 

Yes          Not sure          No 
 
 
If the answer to #1 is yes, answer the following: 
 
2. Was your response to the poster (ad, billboard, etc.) positive or negative? 

 
Positive          Not sure          Negative 

 
3. Where did you see it? 
 
      (Response options:  Provide options where the material was displayed and one or two options where the 

material was not displayed to assess response accuracy.) 
 
4. Did you believe the message?  

 
Completely          Partly          Not at all 
 

      Why or why not? ______________________________________________________ 
 
5. To what extent have these messages influenced your decision whether or not to drink 

alcohol?   
 
 
 
 
6. Who have you talked about these posters and/or the campaign with? (circle all that 

apply) 
 
Classmates          Teachers          Parents          Other ______________________ 

 
7. If you circled classmates above, were your classmates’ statements about the 

information in the posters/campaign positive or favorable? (Repeat this question for the 
other options: teachers, parents, and other.) 
 
Yes, always          Sometimes          No, never 

 
8. Do you think the message in the posters is important for students in your school to 

hear?  
 
Yes, very          Somewhat          No 


