
Developing Social Indicators for NPS Evaluation: 
Update and Results from a Spring 2006 Web Survey

This report highlights key results from a web-based survey of stakeholders in nonpoint source (NPS) management pro-
grams in EPA Region 5. The survey was conducted to help identify indicators for the social component of NPS evaluation. 
The selection of indicators occurred through a participatory process throughout the region, with the goal of developing 
a suite of indicators that apply to many projects and will help evaluate the impact of 319 funding. This paper presents a 
brief project description and the results of the indicator selection process. If you would like more information about the 
project and about how social indicators will be incorporated into NPS evaluation, please refer to the following website:  
http://www.uwex.edu/ces/regionalwaterquality/Flagships/Indicators.htm.

Project Background

The social component for NPS evaluation project was initiated by the NPS Program in EPA Region 5, state coordinators in 
the region, and the CSREES Great Lakes Regional Water Quality Program in response to their recognition of the need for a 
more comprehensive evaluation approach. The social component that is being developed will complement existing evaluation 
measures by more directly incorporating dimensions of human behavior into the evaluation of NPS programs. The component 
will be available to state programs in 2007. The project team is comprised of members from land grant universities throughout 
Region 5.

To ensure that social indicators reflect the many varieties of funded efforts and local conditions, the project team used a highly 
participatory process that involved approximately 300 stakeholders across the region. The process began with a series of 
workshops held in each Region 5 state in fall 2005 and concluded with a web-based survey in spring 2006. Workshop input and 
survey results greatly influenced development and selection of indicators. The fall 2005 workshops introduced concepts related 
to the “human dimension” of NPS management and generated lists of critical social factors for successful projects. From these 
initial lists, indicators were first arranged in categories, and then grouped to answer specific evaluation questions related to 
those categories. This full list was sent to all of those who had been invited to the workshops, whether they were able to attend 
or not, for ranking and refinement. This document details the draft core indicators, arranged according to category and evalua-
tion question, which resulted from this process.  

Survey Information and the Selection of Core Indicators

About 62% (175 people) of those invited to complete the web survey did so. Sixty-two people responded from Minnesota, 36 
from Wisconsin, 28 from Indiana, 23 from Illinois, 13 from Michigan, and 13 from Ohio. Responses from participants were 
thoughtful and helpful, and assisted the project team in understanding the numerical scores. Raw data from the web survey 
can be viewed at: http://www.uwex.edu/ces/regionalwaterquality/Flagships/SI-Docs/06surveyresults.pdf

To select a core group of indicators, the project team identified those ranked highest by the survey, both across the region and 
within individual states. The team then ranked these indicators on five criteria: clear and understandable, measurable, practical 
in terms of accessibility and cost, measures the desired result, and ability to be aggregated. After this ranking, a preliminary set 
of indicators emerged. This set was presented to EPA Region 5 staff and state NPS coordinators. Project team members partici-
pated in numerous meetings and discussions to ensure that this core set was responsive to stakeholder needs, consistent with 
the literature, and would provide a well-rounded picture of progress in the social component of 319 funded projects. 

The workshops and review yielded 18 evaluation questions and 54 indicators, which were then ranked using the web survey 
responses. Through an iterative selection process, that initial set has been narrowed down to 12 indicators in four categories, 
plus several contextual measures. The project team will be providing support for collecting and using this information over 
the next year. Further development of the additional indicators will continue, and the team anticipates that these will serve as 
supplemental indicators that projects and state programs may choose to measure if and when appropriate. It is also possible 
that the core set of indicators may change slightly as the project progresses.

Following is a list of the selected indicators grouped by evaluation questions and categories:



This category addresses knowledge and awareness of water quality and related issues within a 
project’s geographic area. 

Evaluation Question: Did this project increase water quality knowledge and awareness in such a 
manner that is expected to facilitate desired behavior change?

Indicator: Awareness/knowledge of the targeted population (index)
This information can be collected through a survey before and after the implementation of wa-
ter-related education projects to measure knowledge transfer to participants. Both individual 
projects and state programs could collect this information to monitor changes in awareness 
and knowledge over time. Evaluation questions for individual projects will be tailored for the 
specific goals of the projects. 

Evaluation Question: Did the project impart a meaningful knowledge of the technical issues and/
or recommended practices?

Indicator: Ability to select appropriate practice (index)
This indicator will measure the individual’s ability to select an appropriate practice to address 
an identified water quality problem. 

Knowledge/
Awareness

This category addresses the functional capacity of agencies and organizations receiving project 
funding. 

Evaluation Question: Did the project improve the overall financial capacity of this recipient?

Indicator: Increased access to funds (Including in-kind and leveraged funds)
This indicator will measure whether the project enabled access to funds that were previously 
inaccessible. This information would be collected from local records and reported by grant 
recipients. 

Capacity

Behavior/
Adoption

This category addresses issues of actual changes in behavior and adoption and maintenance of 
practices. 

Evaluation Question: Did this project change behavior in a way that is expected to improve or 
maintain water resources?

Indicator: Critical areas practices (practices implemented in critical areas)
This indicator measures the number (or percent) of people implementing appropriate practices 
in a targeted priority area. It also assesses the number of acres covered by appropriate practices. 

This category addresses attitudes toward water quality within the project’s geographic area. The 
evaluation question demonstrates how the indicators inform project evaluation. 

Evaluation Question: Did this project change attitudes in a way that is expected to facilitate 
desired behavior change?

Indicator: Water quality-related attitudes index
This information would be collected before and after project implementation to measure at-
titudes toward water quality at the individual level, including questions about protecting water 
resources, responsibility for protection of water resources, and use of water resources. 

Indicator: Interests, motivations and constraints index
This information might be collected as part of a survey, or by a questionnaire presented at pub-
lic meetings, workshops, or training sessions. This will be measured at the individual level and 
will assess interest, motivations and constraints in regard to behavior change.

Attitudes



Other Important Contextual Data

The context in which NPS projects take place can influence their implementation and ultimate success. The measures below differ 
from the indicators above in that they are not likely to change as a result of NPS management activities. In addition to captur-
ing information about elements that have been critical to project success, the following measures would also be gathered for all 
projects that collect social indicators:

Watershed population 
Description of critical area for the project
Land uses
Target population
Land ownership characteristics of target audience
Presence/absence of a watershed plan













Evaluation Question: Did the project establish provisions to maintain behavior change beyond 
the project’s time frame?

Indicator: Continued funding available
This indicator assesses whether funding has been secured to support efforts beyond the project 
time frame. This information may be collected by a review of closed projects. 

Indicator: Availability of continued support
This indicator measures whether resources have been identified for providing landowners  
additional information and support related to adopted practices.

Indicator: Monitoring continued after project completed
This indicator measures the existence of provisions for monitoring compliance.  
This information is available through state water quality and volunteer programs, and works 
plans of projects. 

Indicator: Ordinances in place
This indicator measures the implementation of ordinances addressing NPS issues, and will be 
collected by local project staff. 

Evaluation Question: Was behavior change being maintained beyond an initial project?

Indicator: Maintenance of practices
This indicator measures whether installed structural and non-structural practices are main-
tained and continued. This information can be collected by follow-up visits and inspections,  
or post-project surveys. 

Indicator: Maintenance of watershed plans
This indicator measures whether plans are kept current, the extent to which project plans are 
used by local government, and the extent to which plans are referenced in local documents. 
This information would be collected by a post-project assessment. 

The Next Steps

The project team is developing guidance and training related to using the social component and will support state programs 
and local projects throughout 2007. Beginning in 2008, NPS projects supported by 319 funding in EPA Region 5 will be report-
ing information on social components of their management efforts. For future updates, please check the project website.

Workshops and the web survey were developed by the Regional Social Indicators Project Team. This summary was written by Ken Genskow and Kristin Floress 
and produced by UW-Madison Environmetnal Resources Center Communications. July 2006.  
For additional information and contact information, visit: http://www.uwex.edu/ces/regionalwaterquality/Flagships/Indicators.htm


