
What core value 
drives the work of 
your nonprofit 
organization?
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menti.com | use 
code 3286 
9969
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Two organizations. One family, and a missing question.

Hours of operation:

Doors open Monday 
through Friday from 9 to 
5. 

The last intake is at 4 
p.m. 

No appointment 
needed.

The standard bell 
schedule for Wake 
County elementary 
schools is 9:15 a.m. to 
3:45 p.m.



How do you know you are 
making a difference?

Action Research Methods + Data 
Tools to Improve Nonprofit Impact

Meghan Manfra Matt Elliott 
Marshall Worth



Follow along resources

https://tinyurl.com/ncnpc25data





Your turn 
What’s one issue, challenge, 
or question
[in your business or 
organization]
that you are passionately 
curious about understanding 
more deeply?





Action Research

Action research is 
an inside-out, 
practitioner-driven 
approach that 
empowers those 
closest to the work 
to systematically 
study and improve 
their own practice.



Action Research drives innovation and 
sustainable organizational change

“People support what 
they help create.” – 
Marvin Weisbord



Action Research + Data Builds Better Nonprofits 

Empowers Employees 

Increases Adaptability 

Builds Internal Capacity

Connects Action with 
Impact 



Picturing a Nourished Community: Strengthening Food Security in Appalachia with the Help of 
PhotoVoice
By Laura Johnston, activist and member of the AppalFRESH (Appalachian Food Research for 
Equity, Sustainability, and Health) Collaborative



The Action Research Cycle

ASSESS

PLAN
LEARN



Turning Research into Real-World Action

Women's Independence Scholarship Program



Assess: Grounds action in evidence

ASSESS



Whole group activity: Nominal group technique 

Whole group brainstorming and ideation 
(Divergent  and creative thinking 

encouraged) 

Idea clarification
(Classification, 

organization and 
synthesis)

Prioritization
(Polling and

convergent  thinking) 

https://www.mentimeter.com/app/presentation/aln3tu5gmouoqh52y6o7w7g3384uqupv/present?question=4vivumfvvxm1


Whole group activity: Nominal group technique

For example:
1. Return to our values from opening activity
2. Share values and organize by type
3. Prioritize values as a whole group 

How can you integrate this strategy into your practice?





Your turn: Suggested prompts

➢ "What do you believe is the biggest barrier preventing us from achieving 
greater impact in our community?”

➢ "What are the most important factors that would help our stakeholders (e.g., 
clients, funders, partners) feel more engaged in our mission?“

➢ "If we could improve just one internal process to better serve our clients or 
community, what should it be?“

➢ "What unmet needs do you see in the community that we are not yet 
addressing but could?“

➢ "What aspects of our operations are the most challenging to coordinate 
effectively across teams?"



Plan: Transforms insight into action  

PLAN





ADD TDB slide “Making Data Work for your Mission”



You turn: Developing your theory of change 

1. What new idea(s)/strategy(ies) will you 
implement to address your issue(s)?

2. What values and assumptions guide your 
work?

3. What additional data would you like to 
collect?

4. When can you collect the data?
5. Who can you enlist as a critical partner in 

this work?



Learn [by doing]:  Transforms experience into insight 
by reflecting on outcomes, identifying what worked 
and why, and applying those lessons to drive 
continuous improvement and future success. 

LEARN



Leveraging new AI tools strategically and responsibly 

● You probably already have access: Microsoft 
Copilot, Google Gemini, ChatGPT 

● Security first: Remove names/identifiers, use 
aggregate data, check your organization's IT policy

● Your new research assistant: Ask questions of your 
data, eliminate routine admin tasks 

● The "messy data" problem-solver: Clean formats, 
find patterns, spot trends

● Translation layer: Turn numbers into stories 



Your turn: A call to action

How can you start today?
➔ Run one action research cycle in a small area
➔ Lead internal change efforts
➔ Empower your colleagues and employees
➔ Start small, stay curious, track learning



Connect with us 
Dr. Meghan Manfra 

meghan_manfra@apl-research.com

ww.linkedin.com/in/meghan-manfra

Matthew Elliott

matt.elliott@thedatabull.com

https://www.linkedin.com/in/mhelliott/

Marshall Worth

marshall.worth@thedatabull.com

https://www.linkedin.com/in/marshall-worth/
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mailto:matt.elliott@thedatabull.com
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Two new AI focused workshops for small to midsize 
business and nonprofit organizations

https://www.actioninprofessionallearning.com/book-online

https://tinyurl.com/AIworkshop2026


