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Understand Program Operations

How the Office of Refugee Resettlement and Office of Planning,
Research, and Evaluation used new and existing data to learn
more about the Voluntary Agencies Matching Grant Program

Lisa Kim and Sarah Catherine Williams

Programmatic data—or systematically collected information used to
monitor the implementation and performance of a program—can
provide a valuable window into program operations and outcomes.
These data have many purposes, such as enabling users to assess or
monitor program operations, guiding program improvements, and
informing evidence-based decisions. But federal program offices
sometimes have learning questions that programmatic data alone
cannot answer. In these cases, federal programs might need to
conduct additional research to supplement programmatic data.

The Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR) faced this obstacle when
studying the Voluntary Agencies Matching Grant (MG) Program.
Working with the Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation
(OPRE) and the Administration for Children and Families (ACF)
Evidence Capacity Support project, ORR sought to understand how
organizations in the MG Program establish and use partnerships to
meet the grant program’s requirements. However, the existing
program data were not designed to answer these questions.

This spotlight describes the challenges of relying solely on
programmatic data and provides recommendations for federal
offices facing similar issues. Child Trends led the work on behalf of the
Evidence Capacity Support project, with support from Mathematica.

About this spotlight series

Through the MG Program, ORR
provides grants to refugee
resettlement agencies to help
eligible families integrate and
achieve economic self-
sufficiency in their communities.
The MG Program is designed as
a public—private partnership,
enabling communities to
directly assist families through
donations and in-kind support,
such as material goods,
volunteer hours, or job
opportunities. Grant recipients
agree to match the funds
provided by ORR via cash or in-
kind contributions from the
community, and they submit
data about their activities and
outcomes to ORR.

Building and using evidence can require federal agencies to develop solutions for novel and complex challenges.
Evidence describes the knowledge gained from systematic efforts to understand the effectiveness or efficiency of an
organization’s work, or to understand the context or commmunities in which an organization conducts its work. This series
highlights aspects of work conducted by OPRE to extend and deepen evidence capacity among program offices at the
Administration for Children and Families (ACF). The ACF Evidence Capacity Support project, led by Mathematica and its
partner Child Trends, supports this work by helping offices develop evidence-building plans, conducting needs
assessments, and analyzing administrative data, among other tasks.
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The challenge: Answering targeted questions using programmatic data collected for
reporting purposes

Organizational partnerships play an integral role in the effectiveness of many, if not all, ORR programs. By
working with employers, local faith-based or commmunity organizations, and other interested groups,
resettlement agencies and local affiliates can provide high-quality services to refugees as they pursue
economic self-sufficiency. Given the importance of partnerships, ORR wanted to know how resettlement
agencies and their local affiliates use partners to meet client needs.

Grant recipients are responsible for collecting and reporting programmatic data to ORR. The Evidence
Capacity Support team analyzed the data to identify common matching approaches, partnership types,
and the extent of community engagement with the MG Program. The required narrative reporting reduces
burden on organizations by allowing for a range of relevant responses. At the same time, this means that
inconsistencies in the level of detail and breadth of information available in narrative reports, shaped how
much could be learned from analyzing this information across MG grant recipients.

To supplement the information available from programmatic data about organizational partnerships, the
Evidence Capacity Support team interviewed nine resettlement agencies and nine local affiliates. The
interviews shed additional light on how the agencies develop and maintain partnerships and explored the
degree to which affiliates think the program reporting requirements accurately capture their efforts. The
team also scanned the literature for examples of successful public—private partnerships in other contexts
that could inform MG grant recipients in expanding or deepening their own partnerships.

The solutions: Supplementing program data with targeted data collection

When federal offices have learning questions that may not be fully answered in the programmatic data
they collect, they can design a well-defined and targeted data collection to produce actionable information.
For example, offices can:

e Conduct an inventory of existing programmatic data, including which data come from each
source. When future programmatic questions or information needs arise, federal offices can consult the
inventory to determine whether the existing data meets its needs before launching a new data
collection. The inventory can include details such as data format, method, and frequency of data
collection or other relevant metadata. Reviewing current programmatic data can help offices make
informed decisions about how to approach and optimize additional data collection.

e Explore research and practice literature to identify relevant resources. Federal offices can review
research and practice literature to see what is already known about their questions of interest, such as
how other programs measure key outcomes, which can then inform their approaches. For example,
they could review relevant reports and publications from other federal agencies, search the academic
literature, and scan industry publications. If they still need more information, they can look for it in
existing program data or conduct a new data collection.

¢ Engage grant recipients in additional data collection. Conducting interviews, supplemental surveys,
or other data collection activities with grant recipients can provide valuable information not captured
elsewhere. Although programmatic data might include some details that help answer learning
guestions, targeted input from grant recipients can be a low-burden way to generate meaningful
information about program operations, such as challenges recipients face and lessons they've learned.

How this work enhanced evidence capacity at ORR

Evidence capacity encompasses the range of knowledge, skills, behaviors, and resources that support an
agency's ability to build and use evidence to inform its work. These attributes can be organized into five
domains: evidence culture, leadership, evidence infrastructure, human capital, and engagement (see
figure).
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This work focused on the evidence
infrastructure and engagement domains. The
findings are the first step in ORR's efforts to
better understand the use of partnerships in
the MG Program and find ways to supplement
existing program data, ultimately to answer
meaningful questions about program
operations and outcomes. Engaging with
grant recipients provided a unique
opportunity to delve into experiences and
perspectives not fully captured in the program
data, thus improving ORR'’s overall evidence
infrastructure. The activities also fostered
internal engagement among resettlement
agencies and local affiliates through peer-to-

of
peer sharing of successful matching and -
partnership strategies, improved program EVIDENCE

operations and effectiveness. CAPACITY

For more information about the key
dimensions of evidence capacity, see the Evidence Capacity in Organizations: A Literature-Informed
Framework, published by OPRE.

dimensions
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