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InTroducTIon
learning objeCTives
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the learning objectives for this chapter include:

1. Better Beginnings research  
Learn about the research that was conducted on the 

Better Beginnings, Better Futures project.

2. Work involved  
Understand and appreciate the amount of work 

involved in a comprehensive research project.

3. Research outcomes  
Know the outcomes of the Better Beginnings research 

project.

4. Challenges  
Understand and appreciate the challenges you may 

face in researching your community-based prevention 

project, and learn what strategies may be employed to 

deal with those challenges.

5. Issues 
Be aware of some of the issues you will need to 

consider in developing your own research or evaluation 

plan for community-based prevention initiatives.

6. Principles 
Know the guiding principles for community-based 

participatory research.
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researChing Primary PrevenTion ProjeCTs: 
an overview of The Better Beginnings,  
Better Futures researCh model

In this section we describe the way in 

which we conducted research on the 

Better Beginnings project. We begin 

by describing the different kinds of 

research that were used to under-

stand the project: 1) the outcome 

research, which looked at the project’s 

impacts on the children, parents, fam-

ilies, and the community as a whole; 

2) the project development / program 

model research, which examined the 

ways in which the project’s programs 

The Better Beginnings, Better Futures ProjeCT  

was designed To aChieve Three major goals: 

1. reduCe The inCidenCe of Child and family 

Problems (a PrevenTion goal);

2. enhanCe Child and family wellness  

(a healTh PromoTion goal); and

3. make CommuniTies and neighbourhoods 

healThier PlaCes in whiCh Children and  

families Could live, learn, Play, work, and  

grow (a CommuniTy develoPmenT goal).

were developed, and how the differ-

ent partners in the project learned to 

work together; and 3) the economic 

analysis of the project, which focused 

on the costs of mounting the project 

and the savings that resulted from the 

project. We will also describe how the 

research process was managed and 

organized, and discuss the ways in 

which community residents participat-

ed as research partners.
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One major purpose of the Better Begin-

nings research was to determine, in as 

rigorous a way as possible, the extent to 

which these goals were achieved. Was 

there a reduction in child and family prob-

lems as a result of their participation in Bet-

ter Beginnings? Were children and families 

healthier and happier because programs 

were available to them? What kind of 

impact did the project have on the com-

munity as a whole?

these questions were at the core of the 

outcome research that was undertaken at 

the Better Beginnings sites. this part of the 

research involved administering standard-

ized scales and measures to children, par-

ents, teachers, school administrators, and 

others at regular intervals throughout the 

life of the project. these measures were 

also administered to parents and children 

within the project communities before 

the project began most of its programs. 

Another research goal was to compare 

children participating in Better Beginnings 

to those who did not have access to the 

program; therefore, these same measures 

were also administered to individuals in 

to help us launch successful programs in 

other communities. this required that we 

understand not only what happened to chil-

dren, families, and communities as a result 

of the interventions, but also how groups 

and individuals in these communities were 

able to work together to enhance the lives 

of children and families, and how and what 

kinds of programs were developed. In 

order to answer these “how” questions, we 

undertook rigorous and extensive project 

development/program model research. 

this research involved observing meetings, 

interviewing individuals and groups, and 

reading program documents and reports 

from many different sources — all of which 

gave us some sense of how each project 

developed and achieved its major goals.

A final element of the research involved 

looking at how much the projects cost to 

operate and how these costs compared to 

those incurred by similar programs. this 

economic analysis was crucial, particularly 

for government policy-makers, who were 

interested in assessing the potential long-

term cost savings of Better Beginnings. 

two demographically similar communities 

whose members did not have any compar-

able project operating within their bounds. 

By comparing children and families who 

participated in Better Beginnings with 

those in the comparison communities, and 

with children and families from the project 

communities before the project began, 

we could get a good sense of how Bet-

ter Beginnings children and families were 

benefiting from the project. 

research that focused solely on the project’s 

outcomes, however, would have given us 

only part of the picture. What if the outcome 

research had shown that the project had not 

produced any benefits for the children, fam-

ilies, and communities in which it operated? 

If the project failed, how would we know 

why? even if the project was successful, how 

would we know what made it a success? 

each of the Better Beginnings communities 

represented a unique and complex meld of 

history, politics, interactions among groups 

and individuals, and myriad other factors 

that could only be guessed at by research-

ers. Ultimately, we wanted these programs 
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ApproAch

managing The 
researCh ProCess

All research for the entire initiative was 

coordinated by the research Coordination 

Unit (rCU) centred at Queen’s University. 

the rCU was comprised of a group of aca-

demics from several Ontario universities 

with a wide variety of expertise in academic 

disciplines, including psychology, econom-

ics, social work, education, sociology, family 

studies, human nutrition, and child care. 

these individuals developed the major 

“designs” for both the outcome research 

and the project development research. 

they selected scales and measures that 

would be used to assess children and fam-

ilies, and developed the major procedures 

for collecting and analysing the qualitative 

program development information.
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At the project level, each community had: 

a) a site researcher (or two researchers as 

was the case at one site), who coordinat-

ed all research activities; b) a site liaison, a 

member of the rCU who served as a link 

between the rCU and the site researcher; 

and c) two or three site research assistants 

hired on an hourly, fee-for-service basis 

to conduct parent interviews, administer 

measures (e.g., achievement tests) to the 

children, and to assist in other research 

activities.

As described throughout this toolkit, one 

of the key distinguishing features of Bet-

ter Beginnings, Better Futures was that 

community residents were to be involved 

as partners in every aspect of the initiative, 

including the research. this type of partici-

patory approach to program planning and 

evaluation has been shown to improve the 

evaluation research process, and, at the 

same time, to empower the participants in 

the research. Parents and residents were 

involved primarily through research Com-

mittees established in each of the com-

munities. these committees varied from 

site-to-site but could also include the site 

researchers, site liaisons, project man-

agers, teachers, and/or other social ser-

vice and educational professionals working 

with the projects. 

the research committee reviewed all 

interview questions and measures used 

to assess children and families, read 

research reports and provided feedback, 

and relayed committee members’ com-

ments and concerns to the rCU via the site 

liaison. the parents on the research Com-

mittee made a particularly valuable contri-

bution to this process, pointing out when 

questions were unclear or when they had 

issues with wording. Consequently, several 

of the statements on some of the key par-

enting measures were revised and greater 

caution was taken in interpreting results 

relating to these measures. the parents 

on the research Committee also served 

another invaluable function. they were the 

experts on how parents would likely react 

to the questions that they would be asked; 

they told the researchers when the conclu-

sions and interpretations they had made 

were off-base or ill-informed, or otherwise 

inappropriate for their community. 

Overall, in conducting the research at the 

Better Beginnings sites, a community-

based prevention research process was 

used as much as possible. However, while 

we were able to do this to a considerable 

extent, we were constrained by the fact 

that the research process at any individual 

site was part of a larger initiative, and was 

expected to follow the research protocol 

established by the rCU for all the pro-

jects. each site had input into this proto-

col, but only to a limited extent. the end 

result was a research process that struck 

a balance between being expert- and 

community-driven.

managing The researCh ProCess, cont’d
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research design

ouTCome researCh

the purpose of the outcome research was 

to assess the extent to which the chan-

ges in children, families, and communities 

specified in the program’s major goals (i.e., 

reducing child and family problems, enhan-

cing child and family wellness, enhancing 

communities) were actually achieved as a 

result of Better Beginnings program activ-

ities.  the most rigorous way of determin-

ing whether or not a program has achieved 

its outcome goals is to use a true experi-

mental design in which individuals are ran-

domly assigned either to participate in the 

intervention (or project group) or not to par-

ticipate (i.e., control group). In community-

level interventions, such as Better Begin-

nings, Better Futures, where many of the 

programs are designed to affect the entire 

community, random assignment of resi-

dent families to an intervention or control 

group is impossible. Consequently, a quasi-

experiment must be used, meaning that 

participants are not randomly assigned to 

the intervention or control group. Just as 

in an experimental design, individuals who 

participate in the project are compared with 

those who do not participate in the project.

two types of quasi-experimental research 

designs were used to assess the impact of 

each of the Better Beginnings site projects: 

a leading baseline design and a longitud-

inal comparison site design. the leading 

baseline design involved administering a 

series of measures relating to child, par-

ent, and family functioning to the families 

of eight-year-old children in Grade 2, in the 

participating Better Beginnings schools, in 

the year before the Better Beginnings pro-

grams were in operation. Five years later, 

the same measures were administered to 

families of eight-year-old children who had 

participated in Better Beginnings program-

ming from the time they were in Junior Kin-

dergarten (JK , which children start the year 

they turn four) until they were in Grade 2. 

therefore, the leading baseline design 

compared children who were in Grade 2 

before Better Beginnings was implemented 

with children who were in Grade 2 five years 

later — children who had participated in 

Better Beginnings from JK to Grade 2.

the key advantage of the leading base-

line design was that children in the pro-

ject group came from the same community 

as children in the baseline group. Con-

sequently, any differences between the 

groups were more likely due to the fact 

that one group (the project group) partici-

pated in the program, and the other group 

(the baseline cohort) did not. Differences 

between the two groups were less likely to 

be due to things such as differences in com-

munities from which the project and control 

families came. A limitation of this design 

is that communities change over time. 

Because of these changes, the community 

in which families in the project group lived 

when their children reached Grade 2 may 

have been quite different from the com-

munity in which the leading baseline fam-

ilies lived when their children were in Grade 

2 five years earlier.  this meant that differ-

ences between the baseline and project 

groups may have been due to changes in 

the community which occurred over time, 

rather than to the effects of the program.

to deal with some of the difficulties 

inherent in the leading baseline design, 

a second design was employed in the 

 Better  Beginnings research. the longi-

tudinal comparison site design involved 

comparing children and parents from the 

Better Beginnings sites with children and 

families from matched comparison com-

munities that were similar to the project 

sites, but did not receive Better Begin-

nings programming. these comparisons 

were made over a four-year period (JK 

to Grade 2) during which programs were 

provided, as well as a year after when the 

children were in Grade 3. this research 

involved annual assessments of children 

and families, including in-home interviews 

with parents, measures administered to 

the children by site researchers, and teach-

ers’ ratings of the children. 

the longitudinal comparison site design 

did not suffer from the key problem associ-

ated with the leading baseline design, since 

the children of the Better Beginnings pro-

ject were compared with children from the 

matched community on outcomes assessed 

at the same points in time. A major chal-

lenge for this design was that it was diffi-

cult to find communities that were exactly 

matched in terms of ethnic and cultural 

mix, and other community characteristics. 

PhoTo
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Measures and sources 
of information Table 1:  

OuTcOmes assessed ThrOugh ParenT InTervIews, chIld assessmenT, and Teacher raTIngs

school and 
community-wide 
outcomes

there were three major sources of informa-

tion concerning the outcomes of the Bet-

ter Beginnings sites. One source was an 

extensive parent interview, conducted with 

one of the parents of each child in the pro-

ject and control groups every year from JK 

until the child was in Grade 3. this interview 

was approximately 90 minutes to 2 hours in 

length, and covered a wide range of topics, 

including the parents’ health, parenting 

practices, marital relations, their children’s 

health and behaviour, and their percep-

tions of the community. A second source 

of information was a child assessment of 

each child in the project and control groups 

(for whom permission was obtained from 

the parent). each assessment took about 

30  minutes, and included measures of 

height and weight, dietary intake, cogni-

tive development, and academic achieve-

ment. the final major source of information 

was teacher ratings of the children in the 

project research and control groups. the 

teachers rated the children primarily on 

their behaviour, adjustment, and academic 

achievement.  see table 1 for a list of the 

major kinds of information collected. 

Another way of assessing a program’s 

impacts at the community level is to exam-

ine statistics that are available from organ-

izations such as schools, the police, and 

child welfare agencies. three sets of sta-

tistics were obtained for the Better Begin-

nings sites. One was police reports on the 

incidence of vandalism and breaking and 

entering. It was reasoned that if Better 

Beginnings was successful in engaging more 

residents in the neighbourhood, and helping 

them to advocate for certain safety meas-

ures (e.g., better lighting in public housing 

developments), then, perhaps, there would 

TyPe Of OuTcOme assessed examPles Of sPecIfIc OuTcOmes assessed

Children’s emotional and behavioural 
problems

ratings of emotional problems  
(e.g., over-anxiousness, depression) and 
behavioural problems (e.g., bullying) by 
parents and teachers

Children’s general/cognitive development  
and academic achievement

reading and mathematics ability  
(for older children)

Children’s health and nutrition Height-for-age and weight-for-height;  
dietary recall 

Parents’ health and nutrition self-rated health; self-rated frequency of 
health promotion activities such as exercise; 
self-rated frequency of health-risk behaviours 
such as smoking

Parenting practices and parent-child 
interactions

Parent ratings of hostile/ineffective parenting, 
positive parenting, and parenting efficacy

Parent/family social and emotional  
functioning

self-report of family functioning using the 
Family Assessment Device

Quality of local neighbourhoods Parent ratings of neighbourhood, using  
items derived from Buckner’s (1988) measure 
of neighbourhood cohesiveness1

Neighbourhood schools Parent ratings of their relationship with their 
children’s teachers, using items modified from the 
National Longitudinal study of Children and Youth

be fewer reports of these crimes in the Bet-

ter Beginnings neighbourhoods, as com-

pared to neighbourhoods without Better 

Beginnings projects. 

Another set of statistics that was examined 

was provided by the local Children’s Aid 

society (CAs). It was reasoned that if Bet-

ter Beginnings was successful in reducing 

child and family problems, this might result 

in fewer children needing protection or 

care from the local child welfare agency.  

In order to assess the impact of the pro-

jects on CAs involvement, the number of 

case openings (i.e., the number of cases 

assigned to a CAs worker after initial 

review) and the number of children-in-

care were recorded for families in the Bet-

ter Beginnings neighbourhood and were 

compared to the number of case openings 

and children-in-care for those in the wider 

communities in which the Better Begin-

nings projects were located.

statistics were obtained as well from 

the school records (for the participating 

schools in the project sites) on the per-

centage of students who received special 

education instruction, and this was com-

pared to the percentage of students from 

schools in the comparison community sites 

that required special education. the logic 

here was that children who went to schools 

that were in Better Beginnings commun-

ities would receive enriched school pro-

gramming in their early years at school that 

would prevent the need for special educa-

tion later in their school careers.

1 Buckner, J.C. (1988). The development of an instrument to measure neighbourhood cohesion. 
American Journal of Community Psychology, 16, 771-791.
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ProjeCT develoPmenT researCh

From the beginning, it was understood that 

Better Beginnings was to serve as a model 

of how similar projects could be developed 

in other communities around the prov-

ince, and possibly, across Canada. that 

meant that research which focused only 

on the outcomes produced by the project 

would not be sufficient. Other commun-

ities that might want to implement similar 

projects would need to know much more 

than simply what happened as a result of 

Better Beginnings. they would want to 

know how the different programs imple-

mented during the project were selected 

or developed, what services or activities 

constituted the different programs, who 

offered the services or activities, when they 

were provided, how the project was man-

aged, and so on. One of the key functions 

of the project development research, then, 

was to provide this information. 

Another purpose of the project develop-

ment research was to help the project grow 

and develop in the best way possible. this 

kind of research, in the program evaluation 

literature, is referred to as “process” or 

“formative” evaluation or research. that is, 

it is used to help form, develop, or improve 

the program. By documenting the ways 

in which the projects developed and the 

way the major stakeholders perceived and 

reacted to their development, the projects 

could be given feedback that would help 

guide their future development. 

As we have noted in other chapters, one 

of the key features of the Better Begin-

nings projects was that they were to be 

developed, implemented, and managed 

by a partnership of community residents, 

social and health service professionals, 

educators, and others. Community resi-

dents, in particular, were to have as much 

of a role in decision-making as any of the 

other partners in the Better Beginnings 

initiative. Indeed it was this “shared-

power” feature of Better Beginnings that 

differentiated it from most other com-

munity-based prevention programs across 

North America. Another purpose of the 

research, then, was to help us understand 

this unique approach to the involvement 

of community residents as true partners in 

the development of the project, and, more 

generally, to examine the ways in which 

groups and individuals in the Better Begin-

nings communities were able to work 

together to develop project programs.

A final purpose of the project develop-

ment research was to generate know-

ledge and theory about the development 

of community-based primary prevention. 

It was hoped that not only other commun-

ities around the province and country, or 

government policy-makers, would bene-

fit from understanding how such projects 

are conceptualized and developed, but 

also that the whole field of prevention and 

community development might benefit 

from the theories and models that were 

conceived in the process of developing the 

Better Beginnings projects.
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Field notes

Interviews

Site reports

Qualitative approach
In achieving the major purposes of the 

project development research, it was 

decided that a qualitative approach to 

data collection and analysis would be 

the most useful and informative way 

to proceed. this qualitative approach 

utilized a multiple case study research 

strategy, in which each project site 

would serve as a single case study, but 

also be part of a multiple case analysis 

of all the Better Beginnings sites. 

A qualitative approach involves, but is 

not limited to, the collection of data 

by means of direct observation, ask-

ing open-ended questions in interviews 

(either individual or group), and the 

examination of written documents. 

A number of the aspects of the project 
which were of interest were often not 
available, or could be inferred only from 
information contained in the field notes. 
For example, one issue of great interest 
to all of those involved in all of the Better 
Beginnings sites was what had motivated 
residents to get involved in Better 
Beginnings in the first place. Residents did 
not often talk about this during meetings, 
and so it was necessary to ask them about 
issues such as this, in either individual or 
group interviews, in order to supplement 
the information contained in the field notes.

Individual and group interviews were 
conducted using an interview guide 
approach, in which a set of topics or subject 
areas was provided for the researchers to 
cover. However, the interviewers were free 
to stray from the interview guide if they 
wished to probe or explore questions that 
would provide additional information on any 
particular subject or topic. 

In many instances, groups of individuals 
were interviewed using a focus-group format 
and covering many of the same subjects 
included in the individual interviews. 
Questions asked in focus group interviews 
are typically much fewer in number than 
those asked in individual interviews. The 
major benefits of a focus group interview 
are that information can be gathered from 
multiple individuals at one time and the fact 
that group members often stimulate each 
other to think of things that individuals might 
not have thought of on their own.

Site reports, based upon the field notes and 
interviews conducted, were produced throughout 
the Better Beginnings demonstration period.2 
Topics for the initial site reports were decided by 
the Research Coordination Unit (RCU), and these 
reflected some of the key concerns of government 
when the project was initiated, including:

•	 how did the community coalitions first 

come together?

•	 how are the projects organized and managed?

•	 can community residents be involved 

meaningfully as partners in this process?

•	 how have other agencies, organizations 

and service providers been involved in the 

process?

•	 What kinds of programs result from such a 

process?

Four of the topic areas initially explored early on 
in the demonstration phase were also updated 
near the end of this period. These included 
the reports on resident involvement, service 
provider involvement, project organization and 
management, and the program model. 

Towards the end of the demonstration phase, when 
the project sites had acquired much more experience 
with research, the sites were offered the opportunity 
to participate in deciding other topic areas to 
be explored as part of the project development 
research. For example, the sites advocated that one 
of the next site reports focus on the stories of how 
individuals in the Better Beginnings communities got 
involved with the project, and how their involvement 
had affected their lives. Some of the sites also 
produced reports specifically for their own residents. 
For example, at one site the researchers produced a 
report which summarized some of the key findings of 
the research at this site, in a form that was accessible 
to community residents. The report was filled with 
pictures, maps, and diagrams that described the 
school and its neighbourhood, the various ethnic and 
language groups that lived in the neighbourhood, 
the programs that made up Better Beginnings, 
and the ways in which teachers, social service 
professionals, parents and others had learned to 
work together to build the project. The report ended 
with the stories of two residents and how their lives 
had been changed by Better Beginnings. 

The RCU subsequently took the individual 
site reports and produced cross-site reports, 
summarizing and analyzing the material 
across all sites. These cross-site reports were 
submitted to the government.

The major source of information was the 
field notes compiled by the site researchers 
and site liaison. These notes consisted of a  
semi-verbatim account (i.e., using 
participants’ own words) of what had 
transpired during the meetings of the sites’ 
main decision-making groups, summary 
notes of what had gone on at other 
meetings and events (e.g., visits to the 
sites by government representatives), and 
summaries of major documents such as 
proposals, minutes of meetings, interviews, 
and so on. The field notes also contained 
analytic comments that summarized 
the researchers’ personal impressions 
and reflections of what occurred at the 
meetings. Site researchers sat with their 
laptop computers in an effort to capture, as 
much as possible, what people were saying 
and doing at these meetings and events.

Field notes were subsequently coded 
using a computer software program. The 
program allowed for the coding of the field 
notes into major categories (e.g., resident 
involvement, government relations) and the 
quick extraction of all notes relevant to a 
particular code or topic. 

2The proposal development phase occurred 
in 1990, the planning phase from 1991-1993, 
the demonstration phase from 1993-1997, 
and sustainability occurred when the projects 
received sustained funding beginning in 1998.
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economic Analysis

the final major component of the Bet-

ter Beginnings research was its economic 

analysis. several different kinds of econom-

ic analysis of a project can be undertaken. 

the kinds of analyses one hears about 

most frequently are cost-benefit analysis 

and cost-effectiveness analysis. Cost-bene-

fit analysis involves looking at the program 

costs and outcomes using the same units 

(usually dollars). this allows one to deter-

mine whether a program’s costs outweigh 

its benefits. Cost-effectiveness analysis also 

involves looking at a program’s outcomes 

in relation to its costs, but in this type of 

analysis, a program’s outcomes are not in 

the same units as its costs. For example, 

it would be difficult to put the outcomes 

of a program designed to enhance mental 

health in terms of dollars and cents.

Critical to both cost-benefit and cost-effect-

iveness analyses is a detailed accounting of 

a program’s costs. Consequently, one of 

the major data collection activities of each 

Better Beginnings site was the documen-

tation of how costs were incurred, broken 

down by major program activity. these 

records, in combination with records of 

how many children and families partici-

pated in project programs, allowed for a 

calculation of the average costs per child 

and family involved. All Better Beginnings 

projects also kept a record of service-in-

kind expenses, the amount of unpaid time 

donated by the projects’ many volunteers.

whaT evidenCe 
do we have 
ThaT Better 
Beginnings, 
Better Futures 
worked?

in This seCTion we Provide 

a brief overview of The 

ouTCome resulTs from The 

demonsTraTion Phase, as well 

as The Three differenT Time 

Periods in whiCh measures 

were ColleCTed for The 

longiTudinal sTudy — when 

The Children were in grades 

6, 9, and 12. 

During the demonstration phase, children 

in the Better Beginnings sites showed 

decreases in over-anxious emotional 

problems as rated by teachers, as well as 

improvements in social skills, as rated by 

both parents and teachers. For example, 

children at the Better Beginnings sites 

showed a 7% decrease in anxiety compared 

to a 45% increase in anxiety for children liv-

ing in the matched comparison sites. Chil-

dren also showed a 3% improvement in 

self-control compared to a 9% decrease for 

the comparison children. Improvements in 

social-emotional functioning as rated by 

teachers were stronger in sites One and 

two, where school-based programming 

was more intense, because of the use of 

Outcomes for 
children

Demonstration phase

classroom assistants, than in site three. 

site two showed particularly good results; 

at this site there was a direct connection 

between the program and the parents in 

the project group via regular home visits 

by Better Beginnings staff. Also, teachers 

at this site were trained to provide a social 

skills program in their classrooms. 

there were no greater improvements, how-

ever, on any of the measures of cognitive 

development or on measures of reading or 

mathematics achievement in children from 

the Better Beginnings sites than in children 

from the comparison sites. One reason for 

the difficulty in demonstrating improved 

cognitive and academic achievement was 
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In order to assess children’s functioning 

across diverse situations (home, school, 

neighbourhood), we obtained ratings 

from multiple informants at each follow-

up assessment. At Grades 6, 9, and 12 we 

obtained ratings from parents and the chil-

dren or youth themselves. In Grades 6 and 

9 we also received teacher-reported ratings. 

Improvements in social functioning among 

children from Better Beginnings sites were 

most evident at the Grade 6 follow-up, 

when children were entering early adoles-

cence. the results indicated a number of 

positive impacts: Better Beginnings chil-

dren showed more prosocial behaviours, 

had greater numbers of close friends, and 

showed greater self-control and better 

conflict management at school. the size of 

these outcome effects was similar to those 

reported in other prevention programs. At 

Grade 6 we also observed higher academ-

ic achievement in mathematics and fewer 

suspensions from school among Better 

Beginnings youth. 

Longitudinal results

that all children in project and comparison 

schools received regular primary school 

education programs throughout the imple-

mentation period. In order for a positive 

effect to appear, programs would have 

had to improve academic achievement 

over and above that being accomplished 

by regular Kindergarten and Grade 1 and 

2 educational activities. It is unlikely that 

any of the Better Beginnings programs 

designed to improve cognitive/academic 

performance was intensive enough to pro-

duce such an effect. 

It is possible that the improvements we 

observed in the social domain at Grade 

6 contributed to the pronounced effects 

on school functioning that we observed 

at Grade 9, when youth had reached mid-

adolescence. the improvements in school 

functioning associated with Better Begin-

nings at Grade 9 included fewer special 

education services, less grade repetition, 

better adaptive functioning/behaviour at 

school, better preparedness to learn in the 

classroom, and potential to go further in 

school according to teachers. At Grade 9, 

Better Beginnings parents viewed their 

child’s conflict resolution skills and num-

ber of people important to the child more 

positively than parents of children from 

the comparison sites. However, the youths 

saw themselves as getting along with their 

friends less easily than did youths from the 

comparison sites, and they rated them-

selves as having more emotional prob-

lems and lower self-esteem than did their 

counterparts in the comparison sites. these 

latter findings may have resulted from the 

improved academic and school perform-

ance of the Better Beginnings children 

being associated with increased concern 

and anxiety about doing well at school.

At Grade 12 we found that Bet-

ter Beginnings youth were more 

likely to engage in regular exer-

cise than were comparison youth  

(81% vs. 72%). the average grade of 

young people from the Better Begin-

nings sites (75%) was higher than that of 

youth from the comparison sites (73%), 

based on their most recent year in high 

school. A lower percentage of youth from 

the Better Beginnings sites used special 

education services than youth from the 

comparison sites based upon informa-

tion from youth (13% vs.  19%) and from 

the Ontario Ministry of education rec-

ords (15%  vs.  23%). Better Beginnings 

youth were less likely than the compari-

son youth to be involved in committing 

property offences (29% vs. 40%). 

Demonstration phase, cont’d

Improved parent ratings of their chil-

dren’s general health status were found 

in all three project sites. Also, in both 

sites One and three, a general pattern of 

improvements occurred on variables deal-

ing with illness prevention and health pro-

motion, including reduced child injuries, 

more timely booster shots, more parental 

encouragement to wear a bicycle hel-

met, and an increase in parents’ sense of 

control over their children’s health. there 

was, however, a higher than average per-

centage of children who were overweight 

in all project and comparison sites. this 

remained unchanged throughout the dem-

onstration phase. In the Better Beginnings 

sites, particularly at one site, there was a 

general increase in children’s intake of all 

nutrients over the first two years of the 

project. Parents had increased access to 

food through emergency food cupboards 

and other food resources set up in each 

site, and all three sites set up one or more 

snack or meal programs before, during or 

after school as well as offering food in all  

child-related programs.
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Outcomes for parents and families

the rates for adults being overweight were 

considerably higher in all the research sites 

for males (52% to 76%) and females (42% to 

57%) compared to Ontario averages of 48% 

for males and 28% for females of compar-

able age. there were no changes in any sites 

over the course of the demonstration phase. 

At all three sites, there was reduced smok-

ing by mothers and others in the home. the 

reduction in maternal smoking and smokers 

in the home was an important outcome since 

smoking levels are high in disadvantaged 

communities and often are considered the 

leading health problem in Ontario. 

there was a positive impact of participation 

in Better Beginnings on parents’ social sup-

port at Grades 6, 9, and 12. Despite a posi-

tive impact on marital satisfaction observed 

at Grade 9, there was no significant 

improvement on this measure at the other 

time periods. Although there was a nega-

tive effect found on the measure of family 

functioning at Grade 3, there was a clear 

and consistent improvement in family func-

tioning at both the Grade 6 and Grade 9  

follow-up periods. the observed differ-

ences in family functioning were similar to 

those reported in other reviews. there was 

no significant effect found at Grade 12 on 

family functioning. 

Other family and parenting outcomes were 

not positively influenced by Better Begin-

nings. In fact, on some of these outcomes, 

Better Beginnings families fared worse than 

those in the comparison sites.  When the 

children were in Grade 6, Better Begin-

nings parents reported significantly more 

stressful life events, tension (for those who 

were unemployed), and hostile-ineffective 

parenting. It is possible that as the children 

Demonstration phase

Longitudinal results

the only improvements in parenting meas-

ures occurred at site two, where there 

were increases on measures of consistent 

parenting and satisfaction with the parent-

ing role, and also a large decrease in hos-

tile/ineffective parenting. these improve-

ments at site two provide further evidence 

for the strong impact that the Better 

Beginnings programs had on parents in 

that site. At site two, there was a general 

pattern of improvement in parents’ level of 

stress, depression, and social support, in 

addition to the general improvements in 

marital satisfaction and domestic violence 

reported in all sites. this was the only site 

that focused exclusively on the research 

project group with respect to program-

ming — home visits were provided only to 

parents of children in the research project 

group.3

grew older, the parenting strategies that 

parents had learned and/or used with their 

children when they were younger were no 

longer age-appropriate or effective, as Bet-

ter Beginnings parenting programs were 

developed for parents of children aged 

between 4 and 8 years old. It is also pos-

sible that the sites did not select the most 

effective parenting programs based on 

available research. Fortunately, none of 

the negative impacts on families and par-

enting were significant at Grade 9, nor at 

Grade 12.

At Grade 12, fewer Better Beginnings 

parents were considered to be clinically 

depressed (18%) than comparison site par-

ents (27%). Parents from the Better Begin-

nings sites reported drinking alcohol less 

frequently than parents from the com-

parison sites. Also, although there were 

no differences in parents’ rates of smok-

ing in Better Beginnings versus compari-

son sites, fewer Better Beginnings parents 

(25%) than comparison-site parents (33%) 

reported that there was at least one other 

smoker in the home.

3 The other sites did provide home visits; 
however, Site Two was the only site that 
focused the home visits entirely on the parents 
in the project group. Site visits at the other 
sites were provided to any eligible families in 
the community with children between the ages 
of 4 and 8 years, not just those in the research 
project group.
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Neighbourhood and community outcomes 

economic outcomes

In all three Better Beginnings sites, there 

was an increase in parents’ satisfaction 

with the condition of their personal dwell-

ings, particularly at site two. there was a 

large increase in children using neighbour-

hood playgrounds in sites two and three. 

General neighbourhood satisfaction rose 

modestly across the sites. At site two, par-

ents showed improved ratings concerning 

both their child’s teacher and school, again 

underscoring the potential value of pro-

grams designed to actively forge parent-

school connections and involvement.

As the first economic analysis of a Can-

adian early childhood prevention study, 

the result is good news indeed. A conserv-

ative cost-savings analysis based on direct 

government costs and excluding projected 

costs (e.g. preventing youth from a life-

time of crime) shows that the overall cost 

per family for 19 government services was 

at least $7,560 less for Better Beginnings 

families than for families from the com-

parison sites. therefore, considering the 

At Grade 6, the Better Beginnings fam-

ilies showed significantly higher levels of 

parental involvement in neighbourhood 

activities, a greater sense of commun-

ity involvement, and a pattern of greater 

neighbourhood satisfaction than parents 

from comparison sites. At Grades 6 and 9, 

significant positive effects on neighbour-

hood satisfaction were evident. the Bet-

ter Beginnings projects became a focus 

for community pride and solidarity among 

Demonstration phase

Longitudinal results

Principal’s reports from 1992 to 1997 

showed decreasing percentages of stu-

dents identified for special education 

instruction in sites two and three, and 

increasing percentages in the two com-

parison sites. It is possible that the in-

classroom supports provided through the 

Better Beginnings programs from JK to 

Grade 2 in both of these sites may have 

contributed to reducing the percentage 

of students requiring special education in 

these schools.

families and agencies, and contributed to 

the capacity of local service organizations 

in a variety of ways. In addition, the Better 

Beginnings projects created new commun-

ity resources that may also have enhanced 

parents’ satisfaction with their neighbour-

hoods. there were no other statistically 

significant effects of Better Beginnings on 

other community outcomes at Grade 9.  

At Grade 12, two measures showed 

more positive outcomes associated with 

average of $2,991 spent per family for the 

four years of participation in Better Begin-

nings programs, the government saved 

approximately $4,569 per family by Grade 

12 on other services, including education 

and social services. thus, for every dol-

lar invested by the government in Better 

Beginnings, there was a reduction of $2.50 

in costs for other government services.

the  Better Beginnings neighbourhoods: 

1)  Parents from the Better Beginnings 

sites rated their neighbourhoods as more 

cohesive; and 2)  Better Beginnings youth 

viewed their neighbourhoods as safer, less 

deviant places to live than did comparison 

site youth, in terms of drug use, violence, 

and theft.
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researCh resulTs: 
ConClusions

the medium- and long-term findings pro-

vide solid evidence that a universal, com-

prehensive, community-based prevention 

strategy, based on an ecological model of 

child development, can successfully pro-

mote the long-term development of young 

children and their families from disadvan-

taged neighbourhoods, at a modest cost, 

and with the potential to begin to return 

the investment within a period as short 

as seven years after program completion. 

the main messages from the research are 

these: the initiative was good for the chil-

dren and families, it saved the government 

money, and, having been tested in Canada, 

it is applicable to the Canadian context. 

researChing and 
evaluaTing your 
own CommuniTy-
based PrevenTion 
ProjeCT

in This seCTion we disCuss 

some of The ConsideraTions 

in researChing and evaluaTing 

your own CommuniTy-

based PrevenTion ProjeCTs. 

The Better Beginnings 

iniTiaTive was meanT To be 

a longiTudinal researCh 

ProjeCT designed To inform 

PoliCy aT The governmenT 

level. we realize ThaT noT all 

CommuniTy-based PrevenTion 

iniTiaTives will inClude suCh 

a large researCh ComPonenT. 

noneTheless, we do believe 

ThaT lessons have been 

learned in imPlemenTing This 

researCh ThaT Can helP oThers 

evaluaTe Their own iniTiaTives.

It is essential that the stakeholders involved 

in your program or project understand the 

importance of research and evaluation and 

how it can help your community-based 

prevention initiative. Project development 

research, sometimes referred to as forma-

tive or process research, can help you to 

determine how well your programs are 

developing and what is working well and 

what is not. It can also help assess how well 

a particular program was implemented 

and answer some key questions, such as: 

Were the target populations reached? Are 

people receiving the intended services? 

Are staff adequately qualified and trained? 

Process evaluation involves observing 

who, what, how, and when program com-

ponents are implemented. It allows you 

to determine if the program was imple-

mented in the way that it was designed, 

which will inform you about whether pro-

gram components may have contributed 

the importance of  
research and evaluation

to observed changes in outcomes. Better 

Beginnings researchers were able to pro-

vide the sites with important information 

on how well they were doing in a number 

of different areas. this process information 

is invaluable when it comes to interpreting 

findings from the outcome evaluation. It 

can help you understand why you saw the 

impacts or outcomes that you did — or 

why not. 

Outcome evaluation will help you deter-

mine if you reached your goals. It can 

also help you determine any unintended 

impacts or outcomes. the outcome evalu-

ation is critical in knowing if what you did 

worked — or how it can be improved so 

that it can work more effectively. this type 

of research and evaluation is often required 

by funders. It can also help you raise addi-

tional funds if your outcomes are positive. 
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the Better Beginnings project was 

designed as a research project intended 

to provide information that would inform 

policy. the research was well resourced. 

We realize that other community-based 

prevention initiatives may not have that 

same advantage. Nevertheless, our recom-

mendation would be not to short-change 

your project’s research/evaluation budget. 

some service providers may find it difficult 

to allocate dollars to research and evalua-

tion that they think would be better used 

for programming. However, we would 

argue that the research and evaluation 

you conduct will provide you with import-

ant information — not only about whether 

you achieved your goals — but what it was 

about the program that got you there.

sufficient resources

Expectations of the government or 

foundation you will be applying to.

•	 If expectations are vague, 

then you may need the help 

of a researcher to review the 

guidelines and read between 

the lines about what the 

expectations are. 

If a more complex evaluation is 

expected, you can expect to spend 

approximately 10-15% of your 

budget on research/evaluation.

If a more straightforward 

evaluation is expected, then you 

will probably spend less — but 

this will be dependent upon your 

evaluation plan. 

Your evaluation plan should include:

•	 the type or types of data 

you collect (i.e., quantitative, 

qualitative, mix of both, data 

for outcomes purposes, data for 

process evaluation purposes).

•	 the amount of data you collect 

(i.e., how many different people 

or stakeholders you collect from, 

how many measures you use).

•	 How often you collect your data 

(i.e., at one point in time, several 

points in time). 

How much money you will need to evaluate your initiative will depend on a 

number of issues:
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the design that you select for your evalua-

tion will be dependent upon government 

or funder requirements, the budget you 

have, and the questions that need to be 

answered. You may require the help of 

an evaluation consultant or community 

Developing your research design  
and selecting measures

Evaluation design and components:

•	 You will need to decide what 

components you will be including 

in your evaluation — outcome, 

process, and/or economic analyses.

•	 You need to determine the 

necessary resources and expertise 

you will require for each of the 

components.

•	 You will need to decide how often 

data are collected and at what 

points in time.

Program logic model:

•	 A program logic model will help you 

to determine the intended goals or 

impacts of your initiative and will help 

in developing your evaluation plan. 

•	 If you do not have a program logic 

model we suggest you develop 

one; you may need to consult 

others, look on-line for resources 

(see Appendix A), and/or enlist the 

expertise of a consultant. 

More information on developing a 
program logic model can be found in 
Chapter 2: Developing Your Program 
Model.

Assessing impacts and outcomes:

•	 Methods of assessing impacts or 

outcomes can be quantitative  

(i.e., close-ended questions;  

ratings of various items), qualitative 

(i.e., open-ended questions), or 

both. 

•	 Quantitative data could include 

the administration of standardized 

measures or you could develop the 

outcome questions yourself. 

•	 standardized measures have the 

advantages of being both reliable 

and valid.

•	 Questions developed by 

stakeholders have the advantage of 

being tailor-made to your initiative. 

•	 You may wish to include both 

standardized measures as well 

as questions developed by 

stakeholders.

•	 the amount of data you collect 

will depend on your budget 

and resources. Qualitative data 

require more time to analyze than 

quantitative data; consequently 

it may be more costly than 

quantitative data. 

•	 Do not collect more data than you 

are able to review, analyze, and 

report upon.

Assessing process:

•	 Methods for assessing the process  

or implementation could include field 

notes and analytic comments taken 

by evaluators at key meetings and 

events, interviews and focus groups, 

administration of tools designed to 

assess implementation, and review of 

internal documents such as minutes 

of meetings, brochures, operations, 

and manuals. 

•	 Again, the amount of material you 

collect will be dependent upon your 

budget and resources — some of 

these methods are more costly than 

others. Having evaluators present to 

collect field notes and write analytic 

comments is more costly than any of 

the other methods. However, their 

insights may be very helpful to the 

formation of your programs, or in 

identifying how well the initiative 

was implemented. 

•	 Just as in assessing outcomes, do 

not collect more data than you are 

able to review, analyze, and report 

upon.

researcher to help you design your evalu-

ation and select appropriate measures. 

there are also some on-line tools that 

can help you in the development of your 

evaluation plan (see suggested list in 

Appendix A). 

Above and beyond the budget you will need to evaluate your initiative, other issues to consider in the development of your 

evaluation plan include the following:
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Economic analysis: 

•	 there are different economic 

analyses that you can conduct. Most 

frequently these analyses take the 

form of either a cost-benefit analysis 

or a cost-effectiveness analysis. 

•	 A cost-benefit analysis involves 

looking at the program costs and 

outcomes using the same units 

(usually dollars), whereby, one can 

determine whether a program’s 

costs outweigh its benefits. 

•	 A cost-effectiveness analysis also 

involves looking at a program’s 

outcomes in relation to its costs, but 

in this type of analysis, a program’s 

outcomes are not in the same units 

as its costs. For example, it would 

be difficult to put the outcomes of 

a program designed to enhance 

mental health in terms of dollars and 

cents.

•	 Better Beginnings conducted 

a cost-benefit (or cost-savings) 

analysis to assess whether or not 

the government investment in the 

program communities resulted 

in a savings of other government 

services used.

•	 to conduct this analysis, the 

program sites were required to 

document the costs for each 

major program activity. they were 

also required to keep records of 

how many children and families 

participated in project programs 

to allow researchers to calculate 

an average cost per child and per 

family. 

•	 researchers also collected 

information on a variety of 

government services (e.g., health, 

education, social) from both the 

Better Beginnings and comparison 

group families and calculated the 

costs associated with those services. 

•	 All of this information allowed the 

researchers to then calculate if there 

were any cost savings for the Better 

Beginnings families — that is, was 

the cost of the programs worth it in 

terms of economic savings in other 

government services. 

•	 If you wish to incorporate an 

economic analysis into your own 

research or evaluation plans, you 

may need to enlist the support of a 

researcher with expertise in this area. 

Community resident participation: 

It is important that you work in 

partnership with your community 

and ensure community residents are 

engaged in the evaluation process. 

But how will you include them? 

•	 As consultants in the development 

and implementation of the 

evaluation plan?

•	 As research assistants in the 

collection of data?

•	 As writers and/or reviewers of 

research reports?

•	 As presenters who help 

communicate research findings to 

other community members, the 

public, academic audiences, and 

policy makers?

Resources will need to be devoted 

to ensuring that community residents 

are supported in this process.
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chALLEnGES
Challenges of 
evaluaTing a 
CommuniTy-based 
PrevenTion ProjeCT 
and sTraTegies To 
address Them



20  Research and Evaluation  A Toolkit for Building Better Beginnings and Better Futures

Start-up

From the outset of the Better Beginnings, 

Better Futures initiative, the government 

estimated that it would take approximately 

one year for the project sites to develop 

to the point where the outcome research 

could be implemented. However, one of 

the lessons we learned was that it took the 

sites much longer to become fully oper-

ational. It was very challenging to com-

plete all the tasks necessary during the 

start-up period. In fact, it took the Better 

Beginnings sites approximately two and 

a half years to meaningfully involve resi-

dents, cultivate and nurture partnerships 

with other service providers, develop their 

organizational structure, hire staff, and 

implement all of their core or main pro-

grams. to the government’s credit, they 

allowed the sites this additional time to 

ensure that the programs were sufficient-

ly developed before beginning to collect 

outcome data.  to have pushed the sites 

to be up and running in one year, and then 

to start collecting data at that time, would 

have been a disservice to both the com-

munities and the research. 

the researchers were involved at each of 

the Better Beginnings sites from the out-

set. Having the researchers there attending 

meetings, taking field-notes, describing 

how decisions were being made, how con-

flicts were being resolved, and how the 

developmental phase of the projects were 

going in general, was instrumental in learn-

ing how long it can take for these projects 

to develop to the point where outcome 

data can be collected. We were able to 

provide the government with information 

on the enormous undertaking at each of 

the project sites and all that was involved 

in getting these programs up and running.

•	 It is important that funders are 
aware of the length of time it may 
take before your community-based 
prevention project is developed to 
the point where outcome data can 
then be collected. 

•	 From the outset, ensure a realistic 
time frame for the evaluation — do 
not collect outcome data too early in 
the development of your project.

•	 Keep your funders informed of 
your progress and the issues and 
challenges you are facing during 
start-up and try to negotiate for 
additional time, if required, for 
outcome data collection to begin.

STrATEGIES
•	 Keep residents and other stakeholders 

informed as well to ensure that 
everyone is aware of the data collection 
timeline. 

•	 If possible, researchers or evaluators 
should be involved from the beginning, 
collecting process evaluation data that 
documents the formation of the project, 
provides feedback to the stakeholders 
to aid in the process of development, 
and provides information to funders on 
the progress being made. 
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Getting residents and other 
stakeholders involved 

the essence of participatory research 

is that community members, and other 

stakeholders, are at the table through-

out the research process; this involve-

ment is distinct from community members’ 

involvement in program activities. How-

ever, in Better Beginnings, getting resi-

dents involved in research was challenging 

initially. residents were unfamiliar with 

research and some found the idea of get-

ting involved with such a venture intimidat-

ing. the amount of time it took to actively 

involve residents varied from site to site. By 

the time the research was being planned 

and developed, the sites had had time 

to actively recruit community residents 

in their initiatives. the planning phase 

began in January 1991 and site research-

ers began attending meetings to take field 

notes at the sites as early as the spring of 

1991. Although the full and comprehensive 

research plan had not yet been developed, 

there was a framework, and it was agreed 

that the researchers needed to be docu-

menting the important start-up phase.

It was during this time that the sites were 

working diligently to involve more resi-

dents in their planning processes — and 

they were having success. More and 

more residents were becoming involved. 

As researchers were attending various 

planning meetings, stakeholders, includ-

ing community residents, were getting 

to know the researchers and learning a 

little bit more about what the research 

was all about. By the time the rCU had 

developed more of the research details — 

for example, the suggested measures and 

processes for the quantitative piece — the 

researchers had been visiting the sites for 

several months or more. therefore, when 

it came time to start recruiting for the 

research Committees, it was easier for the 

site researchers and site Liaisons to get 

residents involved in the research process. 

there were already a few residents who 

were intrigued by the research and wanted 

to become more engaged. 

Getting other stakeholders involved in the 

research process was also sometimes chal-

lenging. For example, the involvement of 

teachers, principals, and other school staff 

was important for the research as the pro-

grams were school-based. the sites had 

varying degrees of success, at least initial-

ly, in involving these stakeholders in the 

research process. 

In time, however, both groups were 

involved in the research. residents and 

other stakeholders participated as vol-

unteers on the projects’ research Com-

mittees. As committee members, they 

reviewed research measures and provided 

feedback on what measures and questions 

they thought would work best. Commun-

ity members were also hired as research 

Assistants to help recruit participants for 

the research, conduct parent interviews, 

and collect information from children. 

Finally, community residents participated 

in individual and focus group interviews. 

Although this last practice may not be con-

sidered strictly “participatory”, it allowed 

the individuals to talk about their often life-

changing experiences in being involved in 

Better Beginnings. the interviews were 

often very empowering and powerful 

for those involved. And, it was exciting 

for them when they saw their own words 

reflected in subsequent research reports.

Not only were residents represented in the 

research, but their participation also facili-

tated communication about the research 

to other community members. research 

team members and research Committee 

members spread the word in the commun-

ity about the research and encouraged 

residents to get involved. residents also 

worked with us to communicate findings 

about the research in both oral and written 

formats.  At one site we held a research 

party at the school gymnasium that includ-

ed many parents of children involved in the 

research in order to tell them about the 

findings. researchers and residents also 

presented short-term findings to govern-

ment officials when the project held edu-

cation and advocacy sessions designed to 

maintain the funding of the project. Finally, 

written summaries of the research were 

also provided to community members.

•	 Assure that researchers are present 
at the project site so that residents 
and researchers can get to know 
each other. relationship building in 
the early phases will be important 
in getting residents interested and 
involved in the research process.

•	 use many of the strategies discussed 
in Chapter 4: Community Resident 
Participation to get to know 
residents and encourage their 
involvement (e.g., chatting with 
residents, participating in informal 
and social events, keeping jargon to 
a minimum, and being welcoming 
and friendly). 

•	 Involve residents in different ways 
— as committee members, as 
research assistants, as participants in 
interviews and focus groups, and in 
presentations. 

STrATEGIES
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Developing trusting 
relationships

Developing trusting relationships with 

community members is critical for par-

ticipatory community research — and the 

development of those relationships was 

challenging at times. In one site residents 

had previous negative experiences with 

researchers: individuals had come in and 

collected data on their community, but 

those residents involved in that process felt 

that data or research results never bene-

fited the community. they were not active 

participants in the research; rather, they felt 

“under the microscope”. therefore, it took 

time and patience for residents at that site 

to trust the Better Beginnings researchers 

to do research in a different, participatory 

way.  

through our experiences in Better Begin-

nings we learned about the importance 

of the researcher as a person. While 

research training emphasizes methodo-

logical and technical skills, community 

members relate to researchers as people, 

not as experts in research approaches. to 

develop trusting relationships, research-

ers must have a regular presence in the 

setting. For many years we were part of 

the routine functioning of the project, 

attending meetings and gatherings of the 

project — sometimes on a weekly basis. 

We listened to everyone and formed rela-

tionships with a large number of people, 

and we continue to be friends with some 

project members.

•	 Arrange for researchers to have a 
regular presence at the community-
based prevention project. 

•	 Ensure residents are involved in any 
research or evaluation decision-
making to demonstrate to them that 
they are partners in the research 
process. This will go a long way in 
developing trust.

•	 researchers should acknowledge 
their subjectivity and document 
their experiences with the research 
process.

•	 have researchers share their 
interpretation of research findings 
with the community. 

STrATEGIES

the subjectivity of the community 

researcher is an important part of partici-

patory community research. According 

to conventional wisdom, the researcher 

is assumed to be a detached, objective 

expert. But detached objectivity reinforces 

the power imbalance that typically exists 

in the relationships between researchers 

and community members. Just as there is 

value in objectivity, so there is value in sub-

jectivity, the human and relationship side 

of the research. Community researchers 

should acknowledge this subjectivity, share 

the interpretation of research approaches 

and findings with community members, 

and write about their experiences of the 

research process.
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Playing multiple roles and  
dealing with conflicts and issues

As researchers at the Better Beginnings’ 

sites, we were part of — yet separate from 

— the project. everyone knew us and we 

developed relationships there, as described 

above, yet we were neither staff nor resi-

dents and were not there on a daily basis. 

through our experiences of interviewing 

stakeholders, and through our role as con-

sultants, we sometimes uncovered conflicts 

or unresolved issues. this was challenging 

at times as we struggled with our role and 

the issue of subjectivity vs. objectivity; the 

lesson learned of the value of subjectivity, 

as described above, was one that was hard-

fought and learned over time.  

We learned that participatory community 

research is complex and challenging, and 

that researchers play multiple roles in this 

type of research. the traditional role of the 

researcher is to formulate the research, 

gather the data, and analyze, interpret, and 

report the findings. We did all that, but in 

a very collaborative way with project stake-

holders. We also played a number of other 

roles. As community researchers we played 

the role of research consultants. We helped 

the projects to clarify the goals, activities, 

and logic of the programs that they were 

developing. We also assisted with advo-

cacy by providing information that could be 

used to argue for continued funding.

•	 researchers/evaluators may need to 
play multiple roles. 

•	 Information gathered during the 
planning or start-up phase can 
help stakeholders clarify their 
goals, activities, and the logic of 
the programs they are developing. 
Ensure that researchers play the 
role of consultant and convey this 
important information.

STrATEGIES
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Working with community residents as 
research assistants

As researchers we also found it challen-

ging, at times, to work alongside com-

munity residents as our research assist-

ants. the residents had no formal training 

or education in research or evaluation, nor 

in interviewing or collecting data. We had 

to provide extensive training and support 

— often on a weekly basis. some were 

unfamiliar with working outside of the 

home and had to receive training in work-

place practices (e.g., showing up on time, 

informing us if they were unable to make 

appointments). Because some of the resi-

dents lacked work experience they often 

took any perceived criticisms to heart; we 

had to ensure a lot of positive feedback — 

which was not difficult as we found most to 

be very earnest and diligent. Nonetheless, 

we did experience some turnover in the 

position — mainly due to research assist-

ants’ discomfort in going into people’s 

homes and often hearing some personal 

details of their lives. 

Although employing community resi-

dents as our research assistants was some-

times challenging, it was well worth the 

effort — the advantages were many. the 

advantages for the research included hav-

ing researchers who were intimately fam-

iliar with the community, which helped in 

many regards, particularly in facilitating the 

recruitment of families for the longitudinal 

research. Potential research participants 

responded better to fellow community resi-

dents than they would have to “outsider” 

academic researchers. As well, having resi-

dents employed as researchers also helped 

•	 hiring residents as research 
assistants in your data collection can 
benefit both the research/evaluation 
and the community residents 
themselves.

•	 Advertise for the position through 
word-of-mouth as well as through 
the local community newspaper or 
on local bulletin boards, and have 
as a requirement that candidates 
should reside within the community. 

•	 Include residents on your hiring 
committee — they can help you 
determine how comfortable others 
will be with the resident research 
assistants hired.

•	 In your hiring process, be sure to 
question the residents on how 
comfortable they will be going into 
others’ homes — if, indeed, this will 
be necessary for data collection. 

STrATEGIES

in the recruitment of resident members 

for the research Committee — they were 

great ambassadors for the research and for 

the project. there were also advantages 

for the residents hired: they earned extra 

income and gained employment skills. 

the flexibility and convenience of working 

within their communities, and on their own 

schedules (for the most part), was particu-

larly helpful as many were mothers with 

their own young families. 

•	 As part of the hiring process you will 
also need to ensure that research 
assistants will be comfortable dealing 
with other service providers who 
may be crucial in the recruitment of 
residents or in securing space for data 
collection purposes. 

•	 once research assistants are hired, 
be sure to build in sufficient time 
for training and support. We found, 
initially, that we had to meet weekly 
with the research assistants to review 
their progress and to help them 
resolve any issues they were having 
in achieving their goals in terms of 
recruitment and data collection. 

•	 Keep these support/training meetings 
informal and light and ensure a 
positive work environment.  
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GuIdInG prIncIpLES
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1 . Allow sufficient time for project 
development before beginning to 
collect outcome data . 

 - All stakeholders and funders 
should have an understanding, and 
appreciation, that sufficient time 
is needed to meaningfully involve 
residents, cultivate and nurture 
partnerships with others, develop 
an organizational structure, plan 
and develop programs, and hire 
and train staff. 

 - open communication is necessary 
among all stakeholders and funders 
about progress being made, and 
any issues or challenges being 
faced during the planning and 
start-up phase. Timelines for the 
collection of data may need to be 
revisited and revised based upon 
this progress. 

2 . It is important to involve researchers/
evaluators from the beginning .

 - It is important that the research is 
integrated into the community-
based prevention project from the 
outset and that researchers are 
involved from the beginning.

 - The research or evaluation should 
be understood by all involved. 

 - The formative or process research 
can help guide the planning and 
development of programs.

3 . It is important to involve residents, 
and other stakeholders, in the 
research process .

 - collaborate with the residents, and 
other stakeholders, on the research 
process.

 - residents and other stakeholders 
need to be partners in developing 
the research design, the measures, 
reviewing and interpreting findings, 
and presenting results.

4 . Relationships and subjectivity are 
important aspects of participatory 
community research . 

 - developing trusting relationships 
with community members is 
critical for participatory community 
research; to develop such 
relationships, researchers must 
have a regular presence at the 
project. 

 - The subjectivity of the community 
research is an important part of 
participatory community research. 
detached objectivity reinforces 
the power imbalance that typically 
exists in the relationships between 
researchers and community 
members. 

 - community researchers should 
acknowledge their subjectivity and 
share it with the community as 
well as with other researchers, by 
writing and speaking about their 
experiences in the participatory 
community research process.

5 . Sharing decision-making power with 
community residents is an important 
aspect of participatory community 
research .

 - In participatory community 
research, researchers and 
community residents share power 
and decision-making.

6 . Researchers play multiple roles in 
participatory community research .

 - The traditional role of researcher 
in formulating the research, 
gathering the data, and analyzing, 
interpreting and reporting the 
findings is important. This role 
should be carried out in a very 
collaborative way with project 
stakeholders.

 - The community researcher, in his/
her traditional role, also needs to 
ensure that project stakeholders 
understand the need for the 
research and the value it adds to 
their project.

 - The community researcher should 
also play the role of consultant in 
helping project stakeholders to 
clarify their goals, activities, and 
logic of the programs that are being 
developed, and of advocate in 
providing information that could be 
used to argue for continued funding.

7 . Qualitative research is a valuable 
addition to research on community-
based prevention programs .

 - Qualitative formative research 
provides a great deal of valuable 
information about how a 
community-based project is 
formed, including the development 
of the program model and the 
different program components, 
developing an organizational 
and management structure, and 
partnering with residents and other 
service providers.

 - This qualitative formative 
information can help interpret 
quantitative outcome findings. 

 - Qualitative outcome data (i.e., 
interviews or focus groups with 
residents and participants) can be 
potent additions to quantitative 
outcomes found. The quantitative 
outcome data are important for 
demonstrating the impact of a 
project; accompanying those data 
with the words of the people whose 
lives have been transformed or 
positively impacted by a project 
can be powerful.

Guiding Principles for Participatory Community-Based  
research and evaluation 
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Implementation/evaluation 
Checklist

 o Are you and your partners clear about the importance of 

project development, outcome and economic research 

and evaluation, and how it can help your community-

based prevention initiative?

 o do you have sufficient time to allow the project to 

develop before beginning to collect outcome evaluation 

measures? can you negotiate more time if needed?

 o Are you ready to involve researchers/evaluators from the 

beginning (or as early as possible)?

 o do you and your partners understand the importance of 

involving residents, and other key stakeholders, in your 

research process?

 o do you have a good understanding of what it means to 

use a participatory community research process?

 o have you and your partners openly addressed the value 

of researcher subjectivity and relationship building?

 o how will research-related decisions be made?

 o do you have sufficient resources (e.g., funding/

budget, human resources) to adequately research your 

community-based prevention initiative?

 o have you considered what research design and 

measures will work best for your initiative? 

 o Is there some flexibility in the roles people will perform 

in the process of research/evaluation?

 o do you have plans for knowledge transfer?

8 . An economic analysis is also a valu-
able addition to research on com-
munity-based prevention programs .

 - The ability to demonstrate a cost-
savings to government in funding 
a community-based prevention 
program can be compelling to both 
the government and other funders. 

9 . Knowledge transfer is important .

 - There are multiple ways of 
communicating research findings 
and transferring knowledge to 
various audiences. 

 - communicating research findings 
to the community is critical and may 
be done with newsletters, word-of-
mouth, community forums, formal 
reports, etc. 

 - The transfer of knowledge to 
government is key in informing 
policy decisions in the future.

 - Sharing the lessons learned in 
your project with other community 
members can help them to start 
or enhance their own project and 
programs.
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On-line resources and Abstracts

On-line resources:

aPPendix a:

1. http://www.bbbf.ca 
Better Beginnings website

2. http://ctb.ku.edu/en/default.aspx 
community Tool Box:  
The community Tool Box is a global resource for free information on essential 
skills for building healthy communities. It offers more than 7,000 pages of practical 
guidance in creating change and improvement, including developing logic models 
and conducting research.

3. http://www.wmich.edu/evalctr/home/  
The Evaluation center

4. http://www.community.net.nz/how-toguides/community-research/publications-
resources/Empowerment-Evaluation.htm 
Empowerment Evaluation

5. http://www.cbcrp.org/community/CRCPartnershipAssessmentTools.pdf 
Tools for assessing community partnership 

6. http://www.uwex.edu/ces/pdande/index.html 
For issues related to data management, the program development & Evaluation 
tools may be useful
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Abstracts
Kaplan, S. A., & Garrett, K. E. (2005). The use of logic models by community-based 
initiatives. Evaluation and Program Planning, 28, 167-172.

Many grant programs now require community-based initiatives to develop logic mod-

els as part of the application process or to facilitate program monitoring and evalua-

tion. This paper examines three such programs to understand the benefits and chal-

lenges of using logic models to help build consensus and foster collaboration within 

a community coalition, strengthen program design, and facilitate internal and exter-

nal communication. The paper concludes with recommendations for how to make 

the logic model development process more useful for community-based initiatives.  

© 2005 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

nelson, G., pancer, S.M., hayward, K., & peters, r.deV. (2005). Partnerships for 
prevention: The story of the Highfield Community Enrichment project . 
Toronto: University of Toronto Press. chapters 2, 11-14.

Better Beginnings was a research demonstration project. In Chapter 2 we describe the 

overall framework for the research and the research components and methodology. To 

implant a research project within an emerging community development, prevention initia-

tive in a low-income, culturally diverse community that is hosted by a school and school 

board requires a highly participatory and collaborative approach. In Chapter 2 we provide 

an in-depth description of the research process and discuss our roles and experiences 

with the project, the community, and the school.

In Chapters 11 through 13 we describe the impact of the Better Beginnings initiative on 

the children, the parents and families, and the school and community, at one site. Each of 

the three chapters is based on data gathered from the quantitative and qualitative com-

ponents of the research. In Chapter 14 we review what we have learned from the Better 

Beginnings, Better Futures initiative at this one site. Included in that chapter are lessons 

learned about participatory community research in prevention and promotion.
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Abstracts, cont’d

peters, r.deV., Bradshaw, A.J., petrunka, K., nelson, G., herry, Y., craig, W., Arnold, r., 
parker, K.c.h., Kahn, S., hoch, J., pancer, S.M., Loomis, c., Bélanger, J.-M., Evers, S., 
Maltais, S., Thompson, K., & rossiter, M. (2010). The Better Beginnings, Better Futures 
Project: An ecological, community-based prevention approach — Findings from Grade 3 
to Grade 9 . Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Development, 75(3), 1-176.

Although comprehensive and ecological approaches to early childhood prevention are 

commonly advocated, there are few examples of long-term follow-up of such programs. 

In this monograph, we investigate the medium- and long-term effects of an ecological, 

community-based prevention project for primary school children and families living in 

three economically disadvantaged neighborhoods in Ontario, Canada. The Better Begin-

nings, Better Futures (BBBF) project is one of the most ambitious Canadian research 

projects on the long-term impacts of early childhood prevention programming to date. 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of human development informed program planning, 

implementation, and evaluation. Using a quasi-experimental design, the BBBF longitud-

inal research study involved 601 children and their families who participated in BBBF 

programs when children were between 4 and 8 years old and 358 children and their fam-

ilies from sociodemographically matched comparison communities. The researchers col-

lected extensive child, parent, family, and community outcome data when children were 

in Grade 3 (age 8–9), Grade 6 (age 11–12),and Grade 9 (age 14–15).

The BBBF mandate was to develop programs that would positively impact all areas of 

child’s development; our findings reflect this ecological approach.We found marked posi-

tive effects in social and school functioning domains in Grades 6 and 9 and evidence of 

fewer emotional and behavioral problems in school across the three grades. Parents from 

BBBF sites reported greater feelings of social support and more positive ratings of mari-

tal satisfaction and general family functioning, especially at the Grade 9 followup. Positive 

neighborhood-level effects were also evident. Economic analyses at Grade 9 showed BBBF 

participation was associated with government savings of $912 per child. These findings 

provide evidence that an affordable, ecological, community-based prevention program can 

promote long-term development of children living in disadvantaged neighborhoods and 

produce monetary benefits to government as soon as 7 years after program completion.
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Evaluated a community-based, universal project designed to prevent emotional and 

behavioral problems and promote general development in young children, while also 

attempting to improve family and neighborhood characteristics, to link effectively with 

existing services, and to involve local residents in project development and implementa-

tion. The research involved 554 4-year-old children and their families living in 3 disadvan-

taged neighborhoods in Ontario, Canada. Longitudinal analyses of changes over the first 

5 years of project operation indicated significant improvements in children’s and parents’ 

social–emotional functioning and physical health, parenting behaviors, and neighbor-

hood and school characteristics. The findings from the Better Beginnings, Better Futures 

Project are encouraging and provide unique evidence for the extent to which a univer-

sal, comprehensive, community-based prevention strategy can promote the longer term 

development of young children, their families, and their neighborhoods.
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