
Level Best
H O W  S M A L L  A N D  G R A S S R O O T S  

N O N P R O F I T S  C A N  T A C K L E  E V A L U A T I O N

A N D  T A L K  R E S U LT S

Marcia Festen
Marianne Philbin

John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

Festen.ffirs  8/28/06  9:31 AM  Page iii



Festen.ffirs  8/28/06  9:31 AM  Page vi



Level Best

Festen.ffirs  8/28/06  9:31 AM  Page i



Festen.ffirs  8/28/06  9:31 AM  Page vi



Level Best
H O W  S M A L L  A N D  G R A S S R O O T S  

N O N P R O F I T S  C A N  T A C K L E  E V A L U A T I O N

A N D  T A L K  R E S U LT S

Marcia Festen
Marianne Philbin

John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

Festen.ffirs  8/28/06  9:31 AM  Page iii



Additional Titles from Chardon Press

Fundraising for Social Change, Fifth Edition, Kim Klein

The Accidental Fundraiser: A Step-by-Step Guide to Raising Money 

for Your Cause, Stephanie Roth, Mimi Ho

Grassroots Grants: An Activist’s Guide to Grantseeking, 2nd Edition,

Andy Robinson

Fundraising in Times of Crisis, Kim Klein

The Nonprofit Membership Toolkit, 4th Edition, Ellis M. M. Robinson

Stir It Up: Lessons in Community Organizing and Advocacy, Rinku Sen

Inspired Philanthropy: Your Step-by-Step Guide to Creating a Giving Plan,

2nd Edition, Tracy Gary, Melissa Kohner

Selling Social Change (Without Selling Out): Earned Income Strategies 

for Nonprofits, Andy Robinson

Raise More Money: The Best of the Grassroots Fundraising Journal,

Kim Klein, Stephanie Roth, Editors

Fundraising for the Long Haul, Kim Klein

Making Policy Making Change: How Communities are Taking Law 

into Their Own Hands, Makani N. Themba

Roots of Justice: Stories of Organizing in Communities of Color,

Larry R. Salomon

Festen.ffirs  8/28/06  9:31 AM  Page ii



Copyright © 2007 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. All rights reserved.

Published by Jossey-Bass
A Wiley Imprint
989 Market Street, San Francisco, CA 94103-1741 www.josseybass.com

The materials that appear in this book (except those for which reprint permission must be obtained from
the primary sources) may be reproduced for educational/training activities. We do, however, require that
the following statement appear on all reproductions:

Level Best: How Small and Grassroots Nonprofits Can Tackle Evaluation and Talk Results,
by Marcia Festen and Marianne Philbin.

Copyright © 2007 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

This free permission is limited to the reproduction of material for educational/training events. Systematic
or large-scale reproduction or distribution (more than one hundred copies per year)—or inclusion of
items in publications for sale—may be done only with prior written permission. Also, reproduction on
computer disk or by any other electronic means requires prior written permission. Requests to the Publisher
for permission should be addressed to the Permissions Department, John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 111 River
Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030, 201-748-6011, fax 201-748-6008, or online at http://www.wiley.com/go/
permissions.

Limit of Liability/Disclaimer of Warranty: While the publisher and author have used their best efforts in
preparing this book, they make no representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or com-
pleteness of the contents of this book and specifically disclaim any implied warranties of merchantability
or fitness for a particular purpose. No warranty may be created or extended by sales representatives or
written sales materials. The advice and strategies contained herein may not be suitable for your situation.
You should consult with a professional where appropriate. Neither the publisher nor author shall be liable
for any loss of profit or any other commercial damages, including but not limited to special, incidental,
consequential, or other damages.

Readers should be aware that Internet Web sites offered as citations and/or sources for further information
may have changed or disappeared between the time this was written and when it is read.

Jossey-Bass books and products are available through most bookstores. To contact Jossey-Bass directly call
our Customer Care Department within the U.S. at 800-956-7739, outside the U.S. at 317-572-3986, or fax
317-572-4002.

Jossey-Bass also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats. Some content that appears in print
may not be available in electronic books.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Festen, Marcia, date.
Level best: how small and grassroots nonprofits can tackle 

evaluation and talk results/Marcia Festen, Marianne Philbin.
p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN-13: 978-0-7879-7906-5 (pbk.)
ISBN-10: 0-7879-7906-6 (pbk.)

1. Nonprofit organizations—Evaluation. 2. Nonprofit 
organizations—Management. I. Philbin, Marianne. II. Title.

HD62.6.F475 2007
658.4'013—dc22

2006023713

Printed in the United States of America
FIRST EDITION

PB Printing 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Festen.ffirs  8/28/06  9:31 AM  Page iv

www.josseybass.com


THE CHARDON PRESS SERIES

Fundamental social change happens when people come together to organize, advo-

cate, and create solutions to injustice. Chardon Press recognizes that communities

working for social justice need tools to create and sustain healthy organizations. In

an effort to support these organizations, Chardon Press produces materials on fund-

raising, community organizing, and organizational development. These resources

are specifically designed to meet the needs of grassroots nonprofits—organizations

that face the unique challenge of promoting change with limited staff, funding, and

other resources. We at Chardon Press have adapted traditional techniques to the cir-

cumstances of grassroots nonprofits. Chardon Press and Jossey-Bass hope these

works help people committed to social justice to build mission-driven organizations

that are strong, financially secure, and effective.

Kim Klein, Series Editor
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Everything that can be counted does not necessarily count,
and everything that counts cannot necessarily be counted.

Albert Einstein

The expression “Do your level best” means “Make your very best
effort.” As we talked with nonprofit leaders about this book, we

began to think of “level best” as the level to which all nonprofits aspire.
Solid program evaluation can help nonprofits achieve that level of
performance.

The expression originated during the California gold rush of the 1840s, when

people panning for gold would shake the sand and gravel from the riverbed until

it was level, the better to spot the fragments of gold. This book will help you be-

come more capable and confident about evaluation so that you can make the

“gold” in your work stand out.

Level Best is intended for new and established grassroots and smaller nonprofit

organizations that seek better measures to document and share results in ways that

are practical, efficient, and meaningful. Our goal is to help demystify evaluation and

to offer practical strategies that enable more confident decision making, sound pro-

gram and organizational planning, and increased accountability and credibility.
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