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L A B O R I N G  O V E R  T H E 
W R O N G  T A S K S ?

Labor Day reminds us of the value of 
work, but in evaluation the bigger 
question is often whether we are 
working on the right things. Hours 
can disappear into tasks that look 
productive yet do little to create 
meaningful progress. The goal is to 
recognize which activities actually 
move the evaluation forward and 
which set the evaluation back. A clear 
focus protects time, reduces rework, 
and anchors decisions to evidence.

The first step is to distinguish 
between high impact and low impact 
tasks. High impact tasks are those that 
directly connect to your evaluation’s 
goals, such as building clear survey 
questions, gathering data in a timely 
way, or analyzing results to answer 
outcome-related questions. Low 
impact tasks, on the other hand, may 
feel important in the moment but do 
not ultimately change the findings or 
how they are applied. 

Not all tasks deserve the same level 
of attention. The Eisenhower Matrix, 
also known as the Urgent-Important 
Matrix, provides a useful way to 
prioritize evaluation work. Tasks that 
are both urgent and important, such 
as responding to a time-sensitive 
request from funders, should be 
addressed right away. Important 
but not urgent tasks, like planning a 
future survey or refining an interview 
protocol, can be scheduled. Urgent 
but less important tasks, such as 
formatting tables or chasing minor 
details, are better delegated if 
possible. Using this framework, tasks 
that are neither urgent nor important 
can often be set aside entirely. Using 
the Eisenhower Matrix can help 
ensure time and energy are focused 
where they will make the greatest 
contribution to the evaluation.

In the same vein, pausing to reflect 
on priorities helps evaluators avoid 

C O N T I N U E D  O N  P A G E  2

E V A L U A T I O N E V A L U A T I O N 
M A T T E R SM A T T E R S

A  U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  N E V A D A ,  R E N O A  U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  N E V A D A ,  R E N O 
-  E X T E N S I O N  P U B L I C A T I O N-  E X T E N S I O N  P U B L I C A T I O N

C H R I S T O P H E R  J .  C O P P
N A J A T  E L G E B E R I

I N  T H I S 
I S S U E

L A B O R I N G  O V E R  T H E 
W R O N G  T A S K S ?

F o c u s  y o u r  t i m e  o n  t h e 
t a s k s  t h a t  a c t u a l l y  m a t t e r 
s o  y o u ’ r e  n o t  p o u r i n g 
e n e r g y  i n t o  l o w - i m p a c t 
w o r k .

L A Z Y  E V A L  - 
S T R E A M L I N I N G  A N D 
S I M P L I F Y I N G  Y O U R 

P R O C E S S

U s e  s m a r t e r  w o r k f l o w s  a n d 
s i m p l i f i e d  p r o c e s s e s  t o 
m a k e  y o u r  e v a l u a t i o n  m o r e 
m a n a g e a b l e .

K E E P I N G  Y O U R 
E V A L U A T I O N  O N  T R A C K

D e v e l o p  h a b i t s  a n d 
c h e c k p o i n t s  t h a t  k e e p  y o u r 
e v a l u a t i o n  m o v i n g  f o r w a r d 
w i t h o u t  l a s t - m i n u t e 
s c r a m b l e s .



2

Evaluation takes effort, but it does not always have to feel 
like heavy lifting. Small choices in how you set up your work 
can make the difference between a process that drains time 
and one that runs smoothly. “Lazy evaluation” is not about 
cutting corners. It is about reducing wasted effort and 
allowing you to spend more time interpreting results and 
less time wrestling with logistics.

Automation can lighten the load, especially in survey 
management. Qualtrics  allows you to schedule invitations, 
reminders, and thank you messages in advance. Setting 
these up from the start saves you from sending messages 
one by one and ensures that participants receive timely 
communication without you having to remember every 
step. Once in place, the system quietly does the work 
while you focus on analysis. It also reduces your cognitive 
burden, since you no longer need to track every follow-up 
or reminder yourself.

A simple strategy is to standardize your tools. If you routinely 
create surveys in Qualtrics, design reports in Word, or run 
analyses in Excel or SPSS, develop consistent setups that 
you can return to again and again. By working from familiar 
starting points, you reduce the need to troubleshoot new 
processes every time, and you create a smoother path for 
yourself and others who may use your materials later.

getting trapped in the urgent-but-not-
important quadrant. It is easy to become 
absorbed in details that feel pressing in the 
moment yet add little to the larger purpose. 
Rushing to polish graphics that don’t influence 
decision-making, spending hours formatting 
tables that few stakeholders will read, or 
chasing down every minor data point when 
the key trends are already clear might create 
a sense of progress, but these efforts rarely 
change the conclusions or the practical value 
of an evaluation. By deliberately weighing 
whether a task supports the overall goals, 
evaluators can keep their time and energy 
focused on what matters.

Another strategy is to use your logic model 
as a guide. A logic model is essentially your 
program’s blueprint, showing how resources 
connect to activities, outputs, and outcomes. 
By mapping each task on your to-do list 
against this structure, you can see what clearly 
supports your outcomes and what tasks might 
be unnecessary. Just as builders return to 
blueprints throughout a project to confirm 
that each step matches the design, evaluators 
benefit from revisiting the logic model to 
ensure their activities continue to support the 
larger purpose.

A final consideration in focusing on the right 
tasks is communication with stakeholders. 
Clear conversations about goals, expectations, 
and priorities help ensure that effort is 
directed where it will be most useful. Without 
this clarity, evaluators may spend significant 
time producing products that do not meet the 
needs of the audience or answering questions 
no one is asking. Engaging stakeholders early 
and returning to them throughout the process 
helps clarify which outputs and outcomes 
deserve the greatest attention, guiding 
evaluators toward work that has lasting value.

As we pause this month to reflect on the 
meaning of work, it is worth remembering 
that the value of our labor comes not just from 
how much we do, but from what we choose to 
focus on. In evaluation, directing effort toward 
the tasks that align with your goals and 
generate meaningful insights ensures that 
your work supports learning and strengthens 
programs. Labor is most rewarding when it 
leads to progress that matters.

“Using the Eisenhower 
Matrix can help ensure time 
and energy are focused 
where they will make the 
greatest contribution to the 

evaluation.”
R E T R I E V E D  F R O M : 
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You can also work smarter by 
building analyses that grow with 
your data. Instead of running 
a new analysis each time you 
collect novel data, think ahead 
about how your process can be 
reused. Refreshable pivot tables 
in Excel can be designed once 
and then updated instantly with 
additional data. Similarly, saving 
syntax files in SPSS lets you 
rerun the same analyses with 
updated data in seconds. These 
approaches reduce repetitive 
work and make it easier to 
expand your evaluation without 
multiplying effort.

Charts and visuals are an area 
where evaluators often spend 
unnecessary time. Rather than 
making each Excel plot from the 
ground up, format one plot to your 
liking and save it as a template. 
By applying the same design to 
all new charts, you not only save 
time but also ensure that your 
reports look professional and 
uniform. Consistent visuals make 
it easier for readers to follow your 
story, and they reinforce your 
credibility by showing attention 
to detail. Further, clear visuals 
often do more than lengthy 
explanations. A picture is worth 
a thousand words, and simple 
diagrams, flowcharts, or tables 
can convey results quickly and 
reduce the time spent drafting 
long descriptions. Using visuals 
not only saves you time as the 
writer, it also saves time for your 
audience, who can interpret 
findings more efficiently.

It is also important to take 

good reminder notes. When 
you make a decision about how 
you defined a variable, why 
you dropped a case, or which 
method you used, record it in a 
place you might revisit, such as 
a Word document for notes or a 
notebook dedicated to project 
information.   These small details 
can prevent hours of retracing 
your steps later. Notes serve as 
a reminder to yourself and as a 
guide for anyone else who may 
pick up the project after you.

Finally, consider how you 
collaborate with others. Emailing 
drafts back and forth is slow 
and often leads to confusion. 
Working simultaneously in 
shared documents allows 
multiple people to review, edit, 
and make decisions in real time. 
This approach reduces the delays 
of sequential editing, keeps 
conversations focused, and 
ensures that everyone is literally 
on the same page.

Streamlining evaluation is about 
making smart decisions so 
that you can avoid redoing the 
same work later. By automating 
routine steps, standardizing your 
tools, designing analyses that 
grow, streamlining chart design, 
taking good reminder notes, 
and collaborating efficiently, you 
can create more space for the 
parts of evaluation that matter 
most. Lazy evaluation is not 
about avoiding effort, but about 
being intentional in setting 
up processes that make your 
work easier, clearer, and more 
impactful.

Automation Standardization Refreshable 
Analyses

Saved 
Syntax

Visual 
Elements

Reminder 
Notes

Chart 
Templates Collaboration

L a z y  E v a l u a t i o n
C h e a t  S h e e t

Evaluations rarely fall apart because of one big 
mistake. More often, they drift off course little by little 
until deadlines loom and panic sets in. The best way 
to avoid a last-minute scramble is to build habits and 
systems that keep your work moving steadily from the 
start. Staying on track is less about rigid adherence to 
a schedule and more about working with intention, 
using clear structures that guide progress from 
beginning to end.

One of the most important practices is to set clear 
goals and checkpoints. Goals establish the direction 
of your evaluation, while checkpoints provide specific 
moments to assess whether progress is being made 
as planned. These checkpoints function as scheduled 
markers in time, prompting you to pause, review 
progress, and decide whether any adjustments are 
necessary. By setting both long-term objectives and 
interim markers, you create a structure that keeps 
the project oriented toward its intended outcomes. 
These checkpoints also provide natural opportunities 
to engage stakeholders, ensuring their priorities are 
reflected before too much time has passed.

Another way to stay on track is to break large tasks 
into smaller steps. While checkpoints help you gauge 
progress at key moments, smaller steps focus on the 
day-to-day actions that move the project forward. 
Large assignments often feel overwhelming and easy 
to put off, but smaller, concrete tasks are easier to 
start and complete. For example, instead of setting 
out to “analyze all survey data,” you might begin by 
running descriptive statistics, examining a few key 
relationships, or producing a set of initial plots. These 
manageable steps build momentum and prevent 
tasks from piling up into a last-minute rush.

Building routines for consistency can also make a 
difference. Evaluation often involves recurring tasks 
like data entry, analysis, or writing. Setting aside fixed 
times each week for these activities prevents backlog 
and helps establish a rhythm. Treating these times as 
non-negotiable creates forward motion and ensures 
that evaluation work is not continually pushed aside 
for other demands. Over time, these habits reduce the 
need for constant planning, since the work becomes 
part of a regular pattern.

Tracking tasks visibly keeps everyone oriented to the 
same priorities. Tools like Monday, Trello, or Microsoft 
Planner allow teams to see what has been done and 
what still needs doing. Gantt charts are useful for 
showing timelines and dependencies across tasks. 
Making progress visible encourages accountability, 
reduces confusion about responsibilities, and helps 
prevent bottlenecks from forming unnoticed. Tracking 
tasks can make it easier to address roadblocks 
early. Small issues such as delayed data, unclear 
instructions, or competing responsibilities can easily 
grow into major problems if left unattended. Tackling 
these challenges early not only prevents delays, 
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it also reduces frustration among 
team members. Making a practice of 
discussing difficulties openly builds 
trust and allows solutions to emerge 
more quickly.

Finally, keep evaluation information 
visible so that the purpose and 
progress remain front of mind. Posting 
evaluation questions in a shared 
workspace, keeping summary notes 
accessible, or maintaining a calendar 

of important dates ensures that goals 
stay in sight. Visibility helps anchor day-
to-day activities to the bigger picture 
and reduces the risk of losing focus 
as new tasks and priorities emerge. 
When information is easy to access, it 
strengthens accountability and keeps 
momentum from dissipating.

Keeping an evaluation on track 
requires structure, but not necessarily 
complexity. Clear goals, small steps, 

consistent routines, visible progress, 
timely responses to challenges, and 
constant reminders of purpose all 
contribute to steady forward movement.

By building these practices into your 
work, you create a process that is 
manageable, predictable, and far less 
stressful. The result is an evaluation 
that reaches the finish line on time and 
provides findings that matter.

Sharpen your evaluation skills and your puzzle-solving skills with this 
month’s word search! Each hidden word connects back to concepts we use 
in evaluation. 

Find and cross off all the evaluation-focused terms in the list. 

Words may appear horizontally, vertically, diagonally, or backwards.

After you’ve found them all, the remaining letters will spell out a hidden quote. 
 
Identify who said the quote and be one of the first three people to email 
the correct answer to Najat (nelgeberi@unr.edu).

Winners will receive a gift for their office!
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A N D  P E C U L I A R 
P A R A D O X E S

Some datasets  are  t r ick ier 
than they appear.  Learn 
how spook y surpr ises  l ike 
S impson’s  Paradox can 
haunt  your  results . . .  i f 
you’re  not  careful .

WORK SMAR TER 
TOGE THER

Col laborat ion doesn’t 
have to  be scar y. 
Streamline roles,  tools , 
and communicat ion when 
work ing on evaluat ion 
with a  team.

C R E E P Y 
C O N F I D E N C E 

I N T E R V A L S

Confidence inter vals 
may seem haunting,  but 
they ’re  ac tual ly  prett y 
s imple.  Let ’s  ta lk  about 
what  they are,  how to 
interpret  them,  and how 
to avoid gett ing tr icked in 
your  results .
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