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The Tensions Series 

This series of writings was initially conceived as a series of blogs written by  

Jara Dean-Coffey, EEI Director, post-Fall 2019 Teaching Case.  

 

The thinking evolved. The context changed. 

 

We are sharing this initial thinking with our core partners first, and  

thinking through and beginning to initiate how best to share more broadly. 

 

We offer it in the spirit of transparency, trust, and a belief that  

we must be more honest and human in this work if we are to create a world of 

healing, justice, equity, and liberation.   

 

 

April 19, 2020 

 

 

 

 

 

  

http://www.equitableeval.org/
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     Introduction 

Practicing what we preach – not pursuing perfection 

This is an updated version of the post written here. Rather than change it we opted to 

reframe and post as part of the updated series.  When this series was written it was 

2019. Things were both very different and very much the same.  

  

One thing we consistently ask of those interested in becoming part of EEI is to get 

COMFORTABLE exploring and sharing how they are feeling, what they are thinking and 

how they are doing their work differently.  As we all embark upon bringing the three 

principles named in the Equitable Evaluation Framework™ (EEF) to life, we are immersed 

in the why, what for, and to what end of the work. We talk about how not to let the 

pursuit of perfect words get in the way of writing what is timely and relevant.   

 

In general, EEI is still ruminating on what’s best to share broadly, mindful that the spaces 

we create for learning and pushing paradigms are in some ways sacred and for those 

present. As I write, I realize that I have been holding that unsaid commitment along with 

a deep sense of responsibility and humility about this work. In doing so, a set of tensions 

have surfaced that are important to name. Marcia and I thought it would be useful to me 

and to the larger effort to spend some time breaking these down, so this blog serves as 

an overview of the tensions, from my perspective, with deeper dives to follow.  

 

Part of what we want to do in 2020 is expand the ways in which we communicate as we 

it is important to honor multiple ways of expression and not to privilege the written 

word. But things are as they are and so in the spirit of not waiting we offer these 

reflections in writing and in English noting the limitations of both.  

 

It is essential to be transparent that my gender, sex, ethnicity, and class play into this 

work and affect each of these tensions. I say this simply because it is true. It affects 

where I stand and sit, what I wear, who I sit next to, what I say (or don’t say) and who I 

lean on when full of joy, despair or the space in between. There are many who have led, 

who are alongside, and who are following for whom I am grateful. And yet, at times, 

there is only me. 

 

So with this as my reality, I think a great deal about generativity. What is my 

responsibility to those who I follow and those who follow or are alongside me? And how 

do I do that while also advancing practice of the Equitable Evaluation Framework™? I 

don’t have an answer as to how but the tensions below are part of what I am holding.  

http://www.equitableeval.org/
https://www.equitableeval.org/blog-main/2019/10/30/practicing-what-we-preach-not-pursuing-perfection-freshlo-teaching-case-reflections
https://www.equitableeval.org/eei-emerging-learning
https://www.equitableeval.org/eei-emerging-learning
https://www.equitableeval.org/eei-emerging-learning
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 Being in front vs Standing behind  - I deliberately leveraged my social capital to put 

the question about the “to what end and how” of evaluation in the philanthropic 

sector on the table. What are the risks of doing so?  

 

 Building a thing vs Moving a body of work - There are some realities of the 

philanthropic sector in terms of the vehicles necessary to establish credibility, 

secure resources, and to have sufficient reach. How do we fight following the 

dollars and other people’s expectations and potentially become something we 

never desired to be?  

  

 Individuals vs organizations vs systems - Each of these have an important role in 

shifting the evaluation paradigm. They touch on values, behaviors, policies, 

practices and ultimately culture. We tried to articulate this in our theory of change 

(yes we have one) and design strategies and engagements with this in mind. If this 

work continues to expand, what should be the relationship between our theory, 

action and indications of progress?  How do we balance the interplay between and 

among the moving parts? 

  

 Supporting the work of others vs Creating new tools and strategies - We know, 

and have all borne witness to, how swiftly the move to technocratic and tactical 

fixes can happen without fundamental changes in what and how we value. What’s 

the balance to strike and what and how should that be determined? And by 

whom?  

 Acknowledge those whose path we follow. By no means is this list complete. We 

are still learning and growing. It does however name those who have been most 

influential up until this moment.  

 

 Shifting the paradigm among chaos and despair (working title) - We are in the 

midst of revolution, evolution and devolution. What do we want to name, norm 

and shift?  

 

-Jara Dean-Coffey 

Director, EEI 

 

  

http://www.equitableeval.org/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1TlAo6RaMTu8mteuRCHyY1pvBWhxKISMz/view?usp=sharing
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Tension One 

Being in front vs. Standing behind 
 

As I have shared before, I decided at 45 that if at 50 I was not willing to use my capital 

(social, intellectual, financial, etc.) to make clear a point of view then I was not sure what I 

was saving all of it for (not like the United miles and Hotel.com nights I hoard). 

Remember, philanthropy was starting to move from diversity to inclusion to equity 

(approx. 2012). D5 Coalition was soon sunsetting with a set of findings and 

recommendations to the field (2015). The lid was coming off the pot of race relations in 

the United States and although not often mentioned, misogyny was alive and well.  

 

So, I did it.  

 

I figured if the field was not interested, I could say with confidence that I did what I could 

and decide what to do next. 

 

It was a moment to be seized.   

 

My darling husband, as usual, said “go be you” with an occasional check-in…“are you 

sure?” I was affirmed by people like Teri Behrens, Julia Coffman, Chera Reid, Tom Kelly, 

Hanh Cao Yu, Katrina Bledsoe, and others that there was something there that needed 

to be said. I was inspired by people who created space for others by revealing unsaid 

truths and taking the heat because they could not remain silent such as James Baldwin, 

Kimberle Crenshaw, Paolo Fréire, bell hooks, and so many others. 2016-2017 was the 

Equitable Evaluation Project. Luminare Group incubated the Equitable Evaluation 

Initiative (EEI) in 2018 and although both the Ford Foundation and The California 

Endowment resourced strategy development, not all costs were covered. We 

disentangled EEI from Luminare Group and it became a fiscally sponsored project of the 

Seattle Foundation as of November 2018 and the clock started on the 5-year initiative on 

January 1, 2019. Meanwhile, Luminare Group continued with its consulting work and 

other areas of interest. I led two things when I never really wanted to lead anything, but 

here I am. It has been A LOT. I am also super clear that this is what I should be doing 

now.   

 

EEI efforts to date have had me at the public center. The consequence being that much 

of 2018 and half of 2019 (until Marcia Coné joined as the Director of Practice Partnership 

and Engagement officially in June and public facing by August), I was the face of EEI. 

Linda Helstowski has been a key partner working with foundations who stepped into this 

http://www.equitableeval.org/
http://www.d5coalition.org/tools/state-of-the-work-final/
http://www.d5coalition.org/tools/state-of-the-work-final/
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work in 2018 and she was the lead on the Kresge Teaching Case. Jennie Armstrong has 

been with us since the EE Project and has led our communications work with Ginger 

Daniel offering strategy consulting to me and EEI at various points over the past few 

years. It has not been a solo effort no matter what it might look like.   

 

The pilot EE Teaching Case at Kresge - co-hosted by Grantmakers for Effective 

Organizations - was the first EEI offering to the field reflecting a year plus of work and a 

cast of characters coming together for the first time to do something that had not been 

done before. If I had really thought about that in the weeks or even days before 

9/24/2019, I probably would have freaked out. It was also the first time that I was not 

holding the room; It was Mindelyn Anderson who was/is remarkable. And yet I know, 

because they wrote it in the GEO registration intake, that many people were there 

because of me.  

 

I have written in other places that I am someone comfortable in my skin. I know all that it 

brings with it and I would not have it any other way. I also know that as an African-

American female in my 50’s, I am constantly navigating misogyny, racism, ageism and if I 

am really honest, classism. It means that I, like many before me, have to constantly be 

thinking about how to manage perceptions as well as structural realities designed to 

make me prove (but not too boldly, otherwise I am characterized as the angry black 

woman) myself in ways that my counterparts do not. For example, when I say I live in the 

Bay Area, there is an assumption it is Oakland. Often after a public speaking event, those 

who don’t know me, often white females and older, remark “you are so articulate.” If I am 

facilitating and the room is primarily white cis gender males, I get a lot of questions 

trying to understand how I came to be... where are you from, where did you go to 

school, how did you get in this work?  

 

If I am talking about the Equitable Evaluation Framework™, I am approached often by 

females under 40 of all ethnicities, rarely African-American females of my age or older, 

thanking me for giving their dis-ease a rationale and permission to name it in their 

schooling or places of work. And most recently I found a colleague sharing and 

(over)emphasizing my qualifications and experience to a team who I assume knew 

enough as they were the ones who initiated the meeting. I am used to it. It is at times 

exhausting. I can do it but to do it at this scale puts more than me (and my livelihood) at 

risk but the larger transformation that I believe (and others) that is so desperately 

needed.  
 

  

http://www.equitableeval.org/
https://www.geofunders.org/events/115
https://kresge.org/
https://www.geofunders.org/
https://www.geofunders.org/
https://www.jaradeancoffey.com/
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Tension Two 

Building a thing vs. Moving a body of work 
 

There are some realities of the capitalistic culture in which we live. There is a deeply held 

belief that more is, well, better. That perpetuity suggests stability and impact. In the 

philanthropic sector, this often translates into the establishment and maintenance of 

permanent vehicles necessary to establish credibility, secure resources, and to have 

sufficient reach. This dilemma is one not unfamiliar to nonprofits and efforts such as the 

Full Cost Project, TrustBased Philanthropy and voices such as Vu Le and Cyndi Suarez 

continue to push us to not only be honest about and critical of existing norms but invite 

us to boldly step into new ways of being in and doing the work of service. For me the 

question is... How do we fight following the dollars and other people’s expectations and 

potentially become something we never desired to be?  

 

When we started thinking about the role of equity in evaluation, we were an 18-month 

research project funded primarily by WKKF Kellogg with additional resources from 

Kresge, California Endowment, and California HealthCare Foundation. The primary 

purpose of that work was to explore and pose the question to the field: Now that we 

know, what do we want to do now?  The Field responded (with funding from Ford and 

California Endowment): we get it and we want to shift.  

 

In 2019, we launched the Equitable Evaluation Initiative designed intentionally for a five-

year window. We did this as we believe that for this transformation/evolution to take 

hold, it must live in the hands and hearts of those already embedded in the field. We 

have been clear and consistent about this and yet the nature of philanthropy, the role of 

consultants, and the typical work of evaluators results in some common asks: 

 

● Can you come teach/train us? 

● Can you do this? How do we do this?  

● How are you going to scale? 

● How will you know you are successful?   

o We have answers to this one - using The Strong Field Framework 

benchmarks 

● What does sustainability look like? 

 

So, how do we navigate? Well, it is ever changing and there is no single answer. But here 

is what we are learning: 

http://www.equitableeval.org/
https://www.philanthropyca.org/full-cost-project
https://trustbasedphilanthropy.org/
https://nonprofitaf.com/about/
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/author/cyndi/
https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/library/philanthropy/the-strong-field-framework-a-guide-and-toolkit-for
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● When people are invited to the space of co-creating what EEI should be (for the 

remaining 3.5+ years) they are ready, willing and able.  

 

● There is a desire, a hunger even, to be in relationship with self and others in the 

work. This connection to humanity is both freeing and a bit anxiety-producing for 

some people. 

 

● We are increasingly asking others to step-up and talk about EEI (we move to the 

side or behind) serving as a platform for others.  

 

● We are redefining our relationships with Partners so that we can better make 

connections between and among those who have stepped into an 

innovation/makers’ space.  

 

● Being honest and humble about who we are, what we know, what we can do and 

what we need will continue to drive our communications and efforts.  

 

To our current Investment or Practice Partners, if this work is about a fundamental shift 

in our belief systems, how might we and you be or do different in our partnership? What 

are ways in which the nature of our relationship could also reflect equity in both means 

and ends?  

  

http://www.equitableeval.org/
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Tension Three 

Individuals vs. Organizations vs. Systems 
 

First, I want to say that the use of “vs.” sets up a forced false choice. Humans are the 

common element across all three, and as such we must tend to the human condition in 

singularity but full of identities and intersections, in groups, organized and otherwise, 

and in the policies, practices, and processes which they (humans) embed in systems. We 

must tend in context - in this case, foundations and philanthropy (separate but related), 

with an understanding of culture. And we have to think about these in relationship to 

one another.  

 

Individuals, organizations, and systems have an important role in shifting the evaluation 

paradigm. We tried to articulate this in our theory of change (yes, we have one) and 

design strategies and engagements with this in mind and to ensure that our evaluative 

efforts keep these things central. EEI is time bound - 5 years total - and we are in the 

beginning of Year 2. This was deliberate. We know enough about the uptake of ideas 

(ideally ones that transform) and new practices that this amount of time is a meaningful 

benchmark. As with the project (2016-2017), if there is a reason for EEI to continue in 

some manner, the universe will tell it. But I am getting ahead of myself and the work.   

 

Our 5-year window is combined with a field focused orientation. This means we have to 

make choices. We must balance the desires and aspirations of individuals with the 

readiness, culture, and context of the organizations in which they sit. We have to 

understand and assess the relationship between the two and the likelihood of affecting 

the behaviors and systems which dictate or reinforce norms, often of the dominant 

culture. Our space is evaluation and evaluative practice in the 21st century, often focused 

on societal/environmental issues. We believe evaluative practice - the act of inquiry, 

sense making, and action - is part of strategy and as such should hold to a set of 

principles that ensure that it is in service more than learning and accountability, it should 

be valid and transformational and if we (I) take it a bit further it should be a liberatory 

endeavor. We stepped through the looking glass of complicated to complex.  

  

http://www.equitableeval.org/
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://drive.google.com/file/d/1TlAo6RaMTu8mteuRCHyY1pvBWhxKISMz/view?usp%3Dsharing&sa=D&ust=1594420704084000&usg=AFQjCNHUfvQuH0OHzr4C8h5gadvxHjrJkw
https://www.fordfoundation.org/work/learning/research-reports/influencing-funder-practice/
https://irvine-dot-org.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/64/attachments/strongfieldframework.pdf?1412656138
https://www.equitableeval.org/ee-framework
https://www.equitableeval.org/ee-framework
https://newstories.org/essential-knowledge/cynefin-framework/
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What have we learned so far: 

 

● When given the opportunity to tap in to (or back in to) their humanity, people are 

energized and activated to be and do different with regard to evaluation practices.   

(Individual) 

 

● An organizing and advocacy frame with the individual as the point of origin seems 

to resonate. Unseen possibilities and allies begin to surface. 

(Individual/Organization) 

 

● Something about evaluation (knowledge, evidence) trips up organizations who 

have done racial/equity work and they default back to the dominant paradigm. 

(Organization) 

 

● Most of the self-identified foundation people engaging with this paradigm shift are 

white and under 50. (Individual) 

 

● Most of the non-foundation people are of the global majority and under 40. 

(Individual) 

 

● Most EEI Partners (Investment and Practice) have commitments to equity or racial 

equity and see the Equitable Evaluation Framework ™ as a natural extension of 

interrogating all their practices and systems for alignment and integrity to their 

stated values and outcomes. (Individual/Organizations) 

 

● Funders are starting to regionally self-organize to support one another as they 

move towards adoption of the Equitable Evaluation Principles. 

(Organizations/Systems) 

 

This work, at this stage, requires innovators and yet early and majority adopters are 

needed for the Equitable Evaluation Framework™ to embed and transform evaluative 

practice (Individual/Organization/System) 

 

By no means do we have this figured out. We also don’t feel like we have to. This is OUR 

collective work – those who opt in. We see ourselves as a platform. Our Practice Partner 

Portal (CommonGrounds) that launched in February is a virtual space where we hope to 

touch the individual, to affect the organization to move the systems to shift the 

paradigm.  

http://www.equitableeval.org/
http://sphweb.bumc.bu.edu/otlt/MPH-Modules/SB/BehavioralChangeTheories/BehavioralChangeTheories4.html
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Tension Four 

Technical approaches vs. Creating conditions for change 
 

When I first conceptualized this series, I realized I defaulted to the how too quickly. We 

know, and have all borne witness to, how swiftly the move to technocratic and tactical 

fixes can happen without fundamental changes in what, whom, and how we value. 

What’s the balance to strike and what and how should that be determined? And by 

whom?  

 

We at EEI have taken a position that before we move to method (as an expression of 

methodology) we must stop, look around, and check our assumptions, know our history, 

understand deeply our context and bring our humanity and curiosity to evaluative work. 

Philanthropy more than any other sector is uniquely positioned to be different and do 

differently. The other actors in the ecosystem take their cues (and monies) and will 

adjust accordingly, for better or worse (e.g., Eyes Wide Open, Response to Strategic 

Philanthropy for a Complex World). 

 

As the EEI team evolves through strategy execution and ever-changing context, the 

following can be said: 

 

● We are in the unknown driven by what we hold as core, hopeful about where we 

want to be, and comfortable with exploring multiple how’s.  

 

● We deliberately reject the notion that as consultants we are experts (the most 

important ones) and have the answers. There is collective and different expertise 

needed to get to someplace new.  

 

● We seek partnership on multiple levels - individual, organizational and systemic. 

The innovation, prototyping and testing is happening in the field.  

 

● We know that we (EEI) are but a piece of the puzzle and that others have started 

this work and have said many of the same things we are saying.   

 

● We are temporary. We aspire not for perpetuity but obsolescence. 

 

  

http://www.equitableeval.org/
https://www.evaluationinnovation.org/publication/eyes-wide-open-learning-as-strategy-under-conditions-of-complexity-and-uncertainty-2/
about:blank
about:blank
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Tension Five 

Acknowledging those whose path we follow 

The American roots of rugged individualism run deep and manifest in a myriad of ways. 

It shows up in two ways that we think have implications for our work which focuses on 

the philanthropic ecosystem: the new idea and the personality. We, in philanthropy, like 

to think that our ideas are the best and that our approaches to the work are novel as 

opposed to a continuation or evolution of thinking of others (10 Places Where Collective 

Impact Got it Wrong). We tend not to learn from others (either from their challenges or 

successes) and often are incapable of even learning from our own efforts (CEI 

Benchmarking Foundation Practices 2020). We also like to hold up the one. U.S. 

Philanthropy has historically been based on the accumulation of wealth of the one (Ford, 

WKKF, AECF, Gates, etc.), so it is no surprise that it gravitates towards people or personas 

who position themselves as experts or who have a unique perspective of the world. Add 

to this a history of preventing women and non-whites from claiming and protecting their 

intellectual property, typically in service of monetizing and perpetuating the status quo 

power structure.  

 

How you do fight that tide?  It is not easy. But rather than talking about us, we decided to 

use this space to give our deep appreciation to those whose work, hearts and minds 

inform the Equitable Evaluation Framework and the ways in which the Equitable 

Evaluation Initiative is conceptualized, and strategy executed: 

 

Angela Glover Blackwell  •  Audrey Jordan  •  bell hooks  •  Chicago Beyond  •  

Chimamanda Nigozi Adichie  •  Cindi Suarez  •  Crystal Hayling  •  David Kirkland  •  Donna 

Mertens  •  Ernie House  •  Fiona Cram  •  Hallie Preskill  •  Hazel Symonette  •  Heather 

Krause  •  James Baldwin  •  James Powell  •  Jennifer Greene  •  Joan LaFrance  •  Julia 

Coffman  •  Karen Kirkhart  •  Katrina Bledsoe  •  Leon Caldwell  •  Kien Lee  •  Maria 

Rosario Jackson  •  Mario Segone  •  Meredith Minkler  •  Paulo Friére  •  Tanya Beer  •  

Tom Wolf  •  Tony Morrison  •  Rosalie Torres  •  Rodney Hopson  •  Stafford Hood 

 

 

 

 

http://www.equitableeval.org/
https://www.gjcpp.org/en/resource.php?issue=21&resource=200
https://www.gjcpp.org/en/resource.php?issue=21&resource=200
https://www.evaluationinnovation.org/publication/cei_benchmarking2020/
https://www.evaluationinnovation.org/publication/cei_benchmarking2020/
https://digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1040&context=jgspl
https://digitalcommons.wcl.american.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1040&context=jgspl
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Tension Six 

Shifting the paradigm among chaos and despair 

(working title) 

 

In process in my heart and head – not yet my hands. 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.equitableeval.org/

