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Preface



Over the years since the first edition of this book, we have had the privilege of hearing and learning from many of our readers and students and have watched the evaluation profession grow and prosper. While much of what we wrote in both the first and second editions still holds true, we decided it was time to update specific areas of this book. Partly this came from some reviews of the literature on evaluation and human resource development. The changes include increased interest in developing evaluator competencies, the profession’s commitment to cultural competency, new theories and approaches to evaluation, increasing use of technology in all aspects of the work, and continuing interest in building evaluation capacity. During the past decades, each of us has not only been involved in conducting program, process, and product evaluations in a wide variety of organizations and communities, but we have also been teaching and training others about evaluation. In these efforts, we have always used many different resources, primarily because no one book has addressed the history and theory of evaluation as well as its practice in sufficient detail. Finally, we decided that it was time to address all of these issues, and this book is the culmination of years of reading, research, teaching, consulting, and training.


Evaluation means many things to many people, and in this book we will try to show how evaluation practice can effectively inform decision-making and action within organizations around issues of learning, performance, and change. However, the content of the book reflects general evaluation practice and consequently should be helpful within other kinds of organizational contexts, including governmental agencies, foundations, communities, nonprofit organizations, and educational institutions. The philosophy and ideas that have influenced our writing, thinking, and practice are grounded in certain assumptions and beliefs we have about doing good evaluation work. These suggest that evaluation should be:






	Learning oriented


	Process as well as product oriented







	Integrated with daily work practices


	Contextual







	Inclusive


	Dynamic







	Stakeholder focused


	Systems oriented







	Change oriented


	Improvement oriented







	Sustainable


	Collaborative







	Participatory


	Responsive







	Useful


	Holistic







	Focused on capacity building


	Adaptive and flexible







	Grounded in organizational reality


	Meaningful








Many organizations have begun to tap evaluation’s potential but do not always recognize its many benefits. Thus, as you read this book, you will find the knowledge and inspiration to conduct useful, high-quality, and meaningful evaluations within your organization.


This book is intended to help practitioners be more effective evaluators in all aspects of their work. We strongly believe that evaluation is important enough to be integrated into the daily work of organizations; all employees should understand evaluation’s purpose, processes, and uses. Specifically, however, we believe this book will be of particular interest to trainers, managers, organization development specialists, human-services professionals, nonprofit agency staff, teachers, management-consultant professionals, community organizers, and others interested in understanding the effects of learning, performance, and change interventions or initiatives.


As you read this book, you will likely notice that we often advocate using a participatory and collaborative evaluation approach. While there will be many situations where such an approach may not be possible or even appropriate, we believe that involving stakeholders in an evaluation’s design and implementation significantly affects the extent to which, and the ways in which, evaluation findings are used. To this end, we strongly believe that evaluations be conducted with a clear intention to use the findings.


While individual chapters of the book can be read on an as-needed basis, we do recommend reading the book from beginning to end if possible. Since we provide a systematic and comprehensive approach to the theory and practice of evaluation, reading the book cover to cover will provide you with a more holistic understanding of the evaluation enterprise. In the first six chapters, we describe what evaluation is, where it came from, how it has evolved over the years, and the politics and ethics of evaluation practice. These six chapters provide the necessary context for understanding not only the theory of evaluation, but why and how it is practiced. Since there is no “one size fits all” for any evaluation, these first chapters set the stage for making critical decisions about an evaluation’s design and implementation.


Revisions to Chapter 1 highlight the fact that evaluators are continuing to discuss the meaning of evaluation. Chapter 2 discusses the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation and the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2015, resulting in the push for scientifically based decisions. In addition, new approaches to evaluation—including culturally competent evaluation, blue marble evaluation (BME), and context-based evaluation—are included. Chapter 3 describes new developments in human resource development (HRD) and HRD-related evaluation work that have appeared in Human Resource Development Quarterly and Advances in Developing Human Resources. Chapter 4 elaborates on the various research and evaluation projects, as related to the four levels of the Kirkpatrick taxonomy. Chapter 5 discusses issues related to the politics involved in evaluation work. Chapter 6 presents an updated version of the Guiding Principles from the American Evaluation Association (AEA), as well as the Program Evaluation Standards. In addition, other international evaluation association standards and guidelines are mentioned.


The next nine chapters (Chapters 7 to 15) focus on what needs to be known about designing and implementing an evaluation, from how to focus the evaluation to selecting an evaluation design, data collection methods, validity and sampling issues, and methods of data analysis. Chapter 7 provides some of the authors’ more recent work on the topic of focusing the evaluation. Chapter 8 introduces issues related to the validity of evaluation designs, including the construct of multicultural validity. The chapter discusses several different designs, including the regression-discontinuity design, and it provides citations to studies using the respective designs. Chapter 9 remains similar to the first edition, presenting issues related to data collection. Chapter 10 focuses specifically on archival data. In addition to the material in the earlier edition, it introduces some suggestions concerning analysis of existing databases available from organizations and government agencies. Chapter 11 discusses observational data collection and remains similar to the earlier edition. Chapter 12 also retains much of the same content, but it addresses the design and use of web-based surveys and online tools. Chapter 13, on interviewing, includes discussion of the use of web conferencing. Chapter 14, on sampling, remains similar to the earlier edition. Chapter 15 includes more information about the uses of descriptive statistics and approaches to qualitative data analysis, as well as discussion of available software tools.


The remaining five chapters (Chapters 16 to 20) address how to communicate and report the evaluation’s activities and findings; how to plan, budget, and manage an evaluation; how to evaluate an evaluation; and, finally, how to integrate evaluation into the organization. These chapters describe issues that are present throughout an evaluation and should be considered from the very beginning of an evaluation effort. Chapter 16 now includes recent technological advances that can be used for communicating and reporting. Chapter 17 represents a more thorough discussion of planning. Chapter 18 remains relatively similar to the second edition, along with some software suggestions. While Chapter 19 remains similar to the first and second editions, Chapter 20 includes additional strategies for implementing evaluation; evaluation capacity building (ECB) is also addressed.


Evaluation can be viewed as a catalyst and an opportunity for learning what works and what does not work, learning about ourselves and our organizations, and learning about how to improve what we do in the workplace. It can provide new understandings and insights into our programs, processes, products, and systems. Furthermore, evaluation can provide us with the confidence we need to make decisions and take actions that ultimately help employees and organizations succeed in meeting their goals. We wish you much success as you go forth and evaluate!
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Chapter 1



Defining Evaluation




• What Evaluation Is and Isn’t


• The Relationship Between Evaluation and Research


• What Can Be Evaluated?


• Why Evaluate?


• Top Ten Reasons Evaluation Is Neglected


• Kinds of Evaluations


• The Logic of Evaluation


• Evaluation Use


• Internal and External Evaluation




The word evaluation means many things to many people. You can see that if you ask people to draw something that represents evaluation for them. For some it means viewing a phenomenon more clearly to gain a better understanding of its properties. Images such as a pair of glasses, a microscope, binoculars, a light bulb, and a magnifying glass come to mind for those who see evaluation with this lens. Others think of evaluation in terms of testing and assessment. Images of exams, report cards, checklists, and people standing around with clipboards are often associated with this view. Others think of evaluation as involving measurement. Pictures of a scale, ruler, or thermometer often reflect this. Evaluation also reminds people of audits or statistics. In many cases, evaluation is associated with performance appraisal or performance management and, more often than not, perceived to be a dreaded and sometimes threatening activity.


One of our goals in this book is to demystify and clarify what evaluation is and isn’t, and explain how evaluation can be conducted in ways that provide useful information within any organizational context. For too long, organizations have neglected integrating evaluation into their work processes and activities. We believe this is due, in part, to a lack of understanding of the full range of possibilities that evaluation can offer an organization and what skills and knowledge are necessary for doing quality evaluation work. When evaluation is viewed as a form of inquiry that seeks to improve organizational decision-making, learning, and action, images such as a puzzle with interlocking pieces, employees working together, a spiderweb, or a question mark may evoke more useful and meaningful images of evaluation’s potential.


What Evaluation Is and Isn’t


A myriad of evaluation definitions have been offered over fifty years. One of the earliest was offered by Michael Scriven: “Its goals always include the estimation of merit, worth, value, etc.” (1967, p.42). He later elaborated:




Evaluation refers to the process of determining the merit, worth, or value of something, or the product of that process. Terms used to refer to this process or part of it include: appraise, analyze, assess, critique, examine, grade, inspect, judge, rate, rank review, study, test.… The evaluation process normally involves some identification of relevant standards of merit, worth, or value; some investigation of the performance of evaluands on these standards; and some integration or synthesis of the results to achieve an overall evaluation or set of associated evaluations. (1991, p.139)





The “something” Scriven refers to is called the evaluand, the object of the evaluation. In judging “the merit of something, one is judging its inherent value, but when one judges the worth of something, one is judging its value within a particular context, and the two judgments might be quite different” (Mathison, 1994, p.469). For example, an organization may create a career development system considered cutting-edge and meritorious for its intent. But if the organization is experiencing significant financial challenges, the cost to implement such a program may be prohibitive.


Another definition, which stems from evaluation’s long history with social programs and takes on a social science research perspective, comes from Rossi et al. (2004): “Program evaluation is the use of social research procedures to systematically investigate the effectiveness of social intervention programs to improve social conditions” (p.18).


Also viewing evaluation from a social betterment lens, Mark et al. (2000) see evaluation as “assisted sensemaking” and suggest that




the primary role of evaluation is to enhance and supplement the natural sensemaking efforts of democratic actors as they seek social betterment. In other words, evaluation consists of a set of activities developed to help correct, support, and extend the way that people, individually and collectively, naturally make sense of policies and programs implemented to meet human needs. Evaluation aids sensemaking by providing systematic information about such things as the outcomes or valued effects of a social program, the causes of program success or failure, and the degree to which policy directives are being followed. (p. vii)





A fourth definition used by many today is from Patton and Campbell-Patton (2022), who emphasize the use of evaluation findings: “Program evaluation is the systematic collection of information about the activities, characteristics, and results of programs to make judgments about the program, improve or further develop program effectiveness, inform decisions about future programming, and/or increase understanding” (p. 4).


Preskill and Torres (1999a) offer still another definition, but theirs focuses on evaluative activities specifically conducted within organizations for the purpose of organizational learning and change: “We envision evaluative inquiry as an ongoing process for investigating and understanding critical organization issues. It is an approach to learning that is fully integrated with an organization’s work practices, and as such, it engenders (a) organization members’ interest and ability in exploring critical issues using evaluation logic, (b) organization members’ involvement in evaluative processes, and (c) the personal and professional growth of individuals within the organization” (pp. 1–2).


In an effort to distinguish evaluation from other forms of inquiry, Fournier (2005) offers the following definition:




Evaluation is an applied inquiry process for collecting and synthesizing evidence that culminates in conclusions about the state of affairs, value, merit, worth, significance, or quality of a program, product, person, policy, proposal, or plan. Conclusions made in evaluations encompass both an empirical aspect (that something is the case) and a normative aspect (judgment about the value of something). It is the value feature that distinguishes evaluation from other types of inquiry, such as basic science research, clinical epidemiology, investigative journalism, or public polling. (pp. 139–140)





Indeed, Gopai and Preskill (2014) also focus on differentiating evaluation from other related activities. They begin by defining evaluation as “a systematic and intentional process of gathering and analyzing data (quantitative and qualitative), to inform learning, decision-making and action” (para. 2).


Then, they specifically indicate what evaluation is not:




• Research


• Just about measuring impact


• Always done by an external third party


• Always expensive (para. 6)




But while Gopai and Preskill (2014) emphasize the differences between evaluation and research, Mertens (2020) states that “research and evaluation intersect—when research provides information about the need for, improvement of, or the effects of programs or policies” (p. 50).


Another focus for a definition involves the criteria applied to the term evaluation. The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) developed a revised set of criteria for evaluation efforts. These include relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, impact, sustainability, and coherence (OECD & Development Assistance Committee [DAC] Network on Development Evaluation, 2019).


Although each definition takes a slightly different view of evaluation, there are important commonalties among them. First, evaluation is viewed as a systematic process. Evaluation should not be conducted as an afterthought; rather, it is a planned and purposeful activity. Second, evaluation involves collecting data regarding questions or issues about society in general and organizations and programs in particular; it is not focused on evaluating people or employees. Indeed, personnel evaluation contains its own set of processes and standards (e.g., Gullickson & Howard, 2009). Third, evaluation is seen as a process for enhancing knowledge and decision-making, whether the decisions are related to improving or refining a program, process, product, system, or organization, or to determining whether to continue or expand a program. In each of these decisions, there is some aspect of judgment about the evaluand’s merit, worth, or value. Finally, the notion of evaluation use is either implicit or explicit in each of the above definitions.


The importance of using what was learned from the evaluation is critical. Insofar as evaluation constitutes a significant allocation of time and resources, organizations cannot afford to engage in evaluation activities unless the findings are used in some way. Ultimately, evaluation concerns asking questions about issues that arise out of everyday practice. It is a means of gaining better understanding of what we do and the effects of our actions in the context of society and the work environment. A distinguishing characteristic of evaluation is that, unlike traditional forms of academic research, it is grounded in the everyday realities of organizations and society at large.


Evaluation’s origins, methods, theories, and contexts are related to many different disciplines and thus has been called a “transdiscipline” (Scriven, 1991). Scriven (1991) explains, “Transdisciplines such as statistics, logic, or evaluation are disciplines whose subject matter is the study and improvement of certain tools for other disciplines.… Transdisciplines often have several semiautonomous fields of study connected with them (for example, bio-statistics, formal logic)” (p. 364). Scriven (1991) also uses the analogy of an estate to explain: “Transdisciplines are the utilities—electricity, water, gas, sewers, telephone, data lines or microwave systems, cable or satellite televisions, radio, roads, and public transportation.… Transdisciplines thus exist to serve” (pp. 15, 17). Thus, evaluation as a transdiscipline serves many fields and is a tool of learning and decision-making for many kinds of organizations.


Because there is often confusion among the terms data, information, and knowledge, we think it is important to clarify what these terms imply, especially as they relate to evaluation. Data can be thought of as facts and statistics (Oxford English Dictionary, n.d., loc. 175593). Data may be in the form of sales figures, ratings on a post-course training evaluation survey, or comments made during an interview. Information has its root in Latin and means “to give form to, to form an idea” (Allee, 1997, p. 42) or to find patterns in the data (O’Dell & Grayson, 1998). Turning data into information requires a process of interpretation that gives meaning to the data. Knowledge, however, occurs when information intersects with a user. As O’Dell and Grayson (1998) point out, “We are awash in information, but until people use it, it isn’t knowledge” (p. 4). Consequently, information becomes knowledge when it focuses on actions or decisions that imply change. Though organizations have reams of information documented on paper or in their information systems, until someone uses that information, it cannot become part of a knowledge base. Knowledge exists within the context of the individual and results from cognitive processes that convert that data into information. That information is then evaluated by an individual to produce action, thus creating knowledge from which action can result. Evaluation, therefore, collects data, which are turned into information that, when used, becomes knowledge at the individual level. If shared with others in the organization, that knowledge may then lead to organization-level learning.


So, what isn’t evaluation? Well, evaluation isn’t merely a survey designed the night before a training workshop. Nor is it catching a few people in the hallway to see what they think about the new process or system. And, to the surprise of many, evaluation is not exactly the same as research.


The Relationship Between Evaluation and Research


The terms evaluation and research are used interchangeably in many organizations. As described in the previous section, evaluation is a form of inquiry that seeks to address critical questions concerning how well a program, process, product, system, or organization is working. An evaluation is typically undertaken for decision-making purposes and should lead to a use of findings by a variety of stakeholders. Research, on the other hand, is often seen as “a truth-seeking activity which contributes to knowledge, aimed at describing or explaining the world, conducted and governed by those with a high level of proficiency or expertise” (Coryn, 2006, p. 1). The question, “What is the difference between evaluation and research?” has been posed periodically on the American Evaluation Association’s listserv, EVALTALK, throughout the last decade. For example, in her review, Mathison (2008) found 178 messages in response to this question in 1998 alone. She suggests that this question continues to be asked since evaluation is “a discipline [which] draws on other disciplines for its foundations, and especially the social sciences for its methods” (p. 183). Although there are some clear similarities between the two forms of inquiry, we believe it’s important to consider the ways in which evaluation differs from research.


FIGURE 1.1  Relationship Between Evaluation and Research
















	 


	Evaluation


	Research







	Purpose


	
Provides information for decision-making and learning (intention is use)


Seeks to describe particular phenomena


Is undertaken at the behest of a client: is service oriented



	
Develops new knowledge


Seeks conclusions


Seeks new laws, new theories


Topic is determined by researcher








	Audience


	Clients (internal and external)


	Other researchers







	Focusing the study


	
Identifies background of evaluand, evaluation rationale, and purpose


Identifies evaluation stakeholders


Develops key evaluation questions



	
Develops theory-based hypotheses and/or research questions


Identifies terms and definitions


Identifies variables to be studied








	Designing the study


	
Naturalistic/qualitative


Experimental/quantitative


Often bounded by organization’s and stakeholders’ time-frame requirements and by funding



	
Naturalistic/qualitative


Experimental/quantitative


Is based on researcher’s timeline and available funding








	Collecting data


	Tests, surveys, observation, interviews, records, documents, unobtrusive measures


	Tests, surveys, observation, interviews, records, documents, unobtrusive measures







	Ensuring reliability and validity


	
Pilot testing, member checks, controlling variables through design, triangulation, test/retest reliability measures


Is rooted in values and politics


Generalizability of findings not a major goal or concern



	
Pilot testing, member checks, controlling variables through design, triangulation, test/retest reliability measures


Attempts to be objective and value-free


Seeks to establish generalizable findings








	Analyzing data


	
Inferential and descriptive statistics


Content analysis/grounded theory



	
Inferential and descriptive statistics


Content analysis/grounded theory








	Reporting results


	
Makes evaluative conclusions


Reports results to evaluation stakeholders and clients


Makes recommendations relevant to evaluation questions


Rarely publishes the results



	
Makes empirical conclusions


Reports results to other researchers and practitioners


Makes suggestions for future research


Often publishes study’s findings









As can be seen in Figure 1.1, although the two forms of inquiry employ the same data collection and analysis methods, they differ significantly in at least three ways:




1. They are often initiated for different purposes.


2. They involve and respond to different kinds of audience or client questions and needs.


3. They communicate and report their findings in different ways and to different groups.




Therefore, even though evaluation and research both provide information about questions of interest and can use similar methods for data collection and analysis, they are typically undertaken for different reasons. Summarizing these distinctions, Mathison (2008) writes:




Evaluation and research are different—different in degree along the dimensions of particularization-generalization and decision-oriented-conclusion-oriented, the most common dimensions for making distinctions. But, evaluation and research are substantively different in terms of their methods; evaluation includes the methods of data collection and analysis of the social sciences, but as a discipline has developed evaluation-specific methods. And, they are substantially different in how judgments of their quality are made. Accuracy is important in both cases, but the evaluation discipline uses the unique criteria of utility, feasibility, propriety, and inclusion of stakeholders. (p. 195)





Although it is important to understand the difference between these two forms of inquiry, we hesitate to debate these terms with our clients who are used to referring to evaluation as “research.” What matters most is that when we engage in evaluation, we strive to conduct our work in ethical and professional ways that produce high-quality processes and findings that are used by the organization and its members.


What Can Be Evaluated?


In this book, we will talk about how evaluation can be applied to many aspects of organizational work, with specific emphasis on learning, performance, and change initiatives. Programs, for example, can be evaluated. A program can be thought of as a “set of planned activities directed toward bringing about specified change(s) in an identified and identifiable audience” (Smith, 1989). In the learning and performance arena, programs may be thought of as courses, seminars, or modules (either face-to-face, hybrid, or online) that make up a content area (e.g., a twelve-week customer service training program or an e-learning course on safety procedures).


Evaluation can also focus on specific initiatives, processes, strategies, products, and systems within organizations. For example, organization members may have questions about the ease of use of an online training registration system, or the effectiveness of the process for hiring outside consultants, or employees’ satisfaction with the new flex-time work plan, or the extent to which a new marketing approach is achieving its objectives. When we choose a restaurant, buy a car or computer, or determine which movie to see, we are doing a product evaluation. Scriven (1994), suggests that product evaluation is “probably the best-developed and oldest practice within evaluation” (p. 46). The data that result from any of these evaluations should provide organization members with information needed to make minor adjustments or totally change course if necessary.


This book does not address employee performance evaluation. In every organization, the means to evaluate employee performance range from the simple to the complex. A plethora of books have been written on how to develop employee performance appraisal and management systems. However, when we evaluate programs, processes, systems, products, or services within organizations, it is impossible and irresponsible to ignore the human element. Therefore, in this book we treat the individual as one component or characteristic of any program’s success, but we do not focus on how to develop performance appraisal systems per se.


Why Evaluate?


Evaluation is not arcane or inaccessible. Actually, we continuously engage in evaluation processes. For example, we evaluate what we will wear, what we will eat, which road to take to work, how people will respond to our ideas, and so on. Evaluation is part of what we do in the normal course of everyday living. However, the systematic and professional conduct of evaluation is undertaken when there is some decision to be made or some form of learning is necessary in order to take action in the short or long term. It is conducted when there is sufficient evidence that the answers to evaluative questions are important enough to warrant expending resources to undertake a formal or systematic approach versus an informal, ad hoc kind of judgment. For example, would you agree to undergo surgery based on a doctor’s statement, “I have a hunch that this may help you”? Most likely, you would seek additional information or a second opinion. Or think about all of the organizational change processes that have been implemented over the years. Would the board of directors or executive leadership of an organization implement a program just because it sounded like a good idea? Okay, that was a trick question; this happens all of the time, unfortunately. But just think about the money that has been wasted because “good ideas” are not evaluated or, just as often, are considered failures! The important point here is that systematic and professional evaluation adds value to the organization and the work of its members. Therefore, we believe that evaluation should be integrated into an organization’s work practices for the following reasons (see Figure 1.2). Each of the benefits described depends on the evaluation findings being used.


Evaluation Can Contribute to Improved Quality


When an evaluation focuses on issues related to program or product quality, for example, both internal and external customers or clients may be more confident in using, participating in, or purchasing the program or product. The data collected for the evaluation provide evidence of quality according to some predetermined set of standards. For example, a training program vendor might use the evaluation results of specific workshops to advertise the quality of its programs in its marketing brochures.


Evaluation Can Help Prioritize Resources


Given the multiple demands placed on organization members today, there are usually more needs for services and programs than can possibly be met with available personnel and financial resources. Evaluation can help identify the programs, services, and products that are most critical to the organization’s success. It can also help prioritize things that the organization needs to pay attention to sooner rather than later. As a decision-making tool, evaluation helps determine what is worth developing or continuing. In short, evaluation makes good economic sense (Kelley et al., 1984). For example, many organizations have small training and organization development or performance improvement departments that can’t meet all the organization’s needs at once. To help prioritize what to do first, a trainer may conduct a needs assessment to better understand the organization’s priorities for improving performance. Then she can develop a plan for implementing a variety of learning, performance, and change initiatives in the coming year. Without the needs assessment data, the trainer would only be guessing in regard to designing and offering appropriate and timely training (Altschuld & White, 2010).


FIGURE 1.2  Reasons to Evaluate




Evaluation can contribute to improved quality.


Evaluation can help prioritize resources.


Evaluation helps plan and deliver organizational initiatives.


Evaluation helps organization members be accountable.


Evaluation findings can help convince others of the need for or effectiveness of various organizational initiatives.


Evaluation can contribute to increased knowledge among organization members by building their evaluation capacity.


Experience with evaluation is fast becoming a marketable skill.




Evaluation Helps Plan and Deliver Organizational Initiatives


Evaluation can be used to plan, design, develop, and implement various organizational initiatives (Abildgaard et al., 2016). Data collected from an evaluation can identify areas of opportunity as well as strengths and weaknesses of the organization that would inhibit or support new organizational ventures (Abildgaard et al., 2016; Marsh, 2012). Thus evaluation can be used as a diagnostic process before any organizational change or learning intervention. For example, let’s say your organization is considering a reorganization of its core functions that would require employees to work in cross-functional teams. This would represent a significant change in how work is accomplished. You could be asked to evaluate the organization’s readiness for team-based work. You might conduct interviews with employees at various levels, observe current work practices, and survey a sample of employees to ascertain their knowledge, attitudes, and skills regarding team-based work. Based on the evaluation’s results, you would be able to recommend a series of strategies that will help employees shift to working in teams.


Evaluation Helps Organization Members Be Accountable


Evaluation can be used as a means for showing the value certain efforts add to the organization (Griffen & Panofsky, 2021). In days of cost cutting, layoffs, and outsourcing, organization members must be able to show the impact and consequences of their work if they are to be part of the organization’s long-term strategy. Without evaluation data that provide evidence of the usefulness of this work, organization members remain vulnerable to decisions made without data. Evaluation findings can help clarify what and how certain programs, processes, and products promote the organization’s mission and goals. They provide the necessary accountability that many funders and leaders are requiring. For example, consider an organization that is experiencing a significant downturn in profitability. Its first instinct is to cut its customized training programs that are offered through the learning and performance department. When confronted with this scenario, the department gathers the evaluation data that have been aggregated and stored in a knowledge management database and shows how the department’s efforts have actually improved employees’ performance. In addition, it is able to demonstrate that cutting training programs during difficult economic times contradicts what the literature suggests about productivity and profitability.


Evaluation Findings Can Help Convince Others of the Need for or Effectiveness of Various Organizational Initiatives


Often we find ourselves lobbying for additional time, resources, personnel, or materials to do our jobs better or to provide more effective services. Without data to back up our requests, we have little to support our arguments. Evaluation findings can be used to illustrate the effects of a program, process, or initiative on employee morale, learning and motivation, organizational culture and climate, productivity, sales, or efficiency. For example, a nonprofit housing agency has been piloting a mentoring program with a sample of new employees and volunteers as a means to acculturate them to the organization and help them develop a career path. The evaluation of this pilot program has found it to be highly successful. One of the important indicators is that the turnover rate has been significantly reduced, resulting in great cost savings. In addition, new employees and volunteers express satisfaction with their job, feel connected to the organization’s mission, and say they plan to stay with the organization for at least three years. The manager of the mentoring program uses the evaluation data to lobby for additional funds to expand the mentoring program’s activities.


Evaluation Can Contribute to Increased Knowledge Among Organization Members by Building Their Evaluation Capacity


Evaluation leads to increased knowledge among organization members in at least two ways (Sardjono et al., 2021). First, those who participate in the evaluation come to know and understand the evaluand more fully. Second, they learn about good evaluation practice if they are involved in the design and implementation of the evaluation and thus might be more willing and able to facilitate future evaluations. For example, program staff in a nonprofit agency who have had limited involvement in formal evaluation activities learn that the program is having a significant impact on one set of clients but is missing the mark on another segment. For a long time, the employees had thought this might be true, but now the evaluation confirms this situation. As a result, they are able to discuss the specifics of the program’s logic and identify strategies for revising the program. They also learn that evaluation does not have to be a threatening activity and they should be developing plans for one or more evaluations during the year.


Experience with Evaluation Is Fast Becoming a Marketable Skill


In spite of many organizations’ reluctance to engage in systematic and ongoing evaluation work in the past, there is a growing recognition that evaluation skills and knowledge are increasingly important to a wide variety of jobs. For example, typing the words “program evaluation” into any major job search website will yield thousands of jobs with evaluation responsibilities. Graduate students who take one or more courses in program evaluation or practitioners who have taken several workshops on evaluation-related topics from reputable organizations are finding that they have a distinct advantage over other applicants who know little about evaluation.


The results from the Fleischer and Christie (2009) survey of AEA members and members of the Evaluation Use Topical Interest Group provide further evidence of evaluation’s benefits at an organizational level. More than 60 percent of the respondents believe that evaluation fosters the following organizational outcomes:




• Contributes to an organization’s ability to learn from its experiences


• Can provide a powerful planned change strategy


• Helps intended users question basic assumptions about their practice


• Increases users’ evaluative thinking


• Enhances group learning


• Enhances individual learning




Fleischer and Christie (2009) report that these beliefs have increased significantly over the ten years since the previous similar survey (Preskill & Caracelli, 1997).


Top Ten Reasons Evaluation Is Neglected


Over the years, we’ve probably heard every reason why evaluation can’t be done. We list them here to acknowledge that conducting evaluations is sometimes an uphill battle but definitely one worth fighting (Figure 1.3):




10. Organization members misunderstand evaluation’s purpose and role. Many people within organizations have not had formal training or experience with evaluation and thus lack an understanding of what evaluation is and can do for the organization. Often their assumptions about evaluation are faulty and lead to negative expectations for evaluation work.


9. Organization members fear the impact of evaluation findings. Some organization members worry that an evaluation’s findings will lead to their being fired or laid off or some other form of punishment. This fear may be grounded in organizations where there is a culture of distrust and/or unwillingness to support individual, team, or organizational learning. Indeed, one of the authors experienced a situation in which a chief financial officer stated that “we can use the evaluation results to lay off some folks.” In addition, some members do not wish to be held accountable for their actions.


8. There is a real or perceived lack of evaluation skills. In some situations, organization members would like to conduct evaluations, but they lack the necessary evaluation knowledge and skills. They may not be aware of what specific skills are needed; they just know that they and their colleagues can’t do it in a way that would be considered competent or credible by the intended users of the evaluation results.


7. No one has asked for it. When we wrote the first edition of this book, we cited this as the number one reason for neglecting evaluation. However, in the past few years, this situation has been changing. While many organizations are now requiring their employees to conduct evaluations, much of this demand has been brought about by funders requiring evaluations or by executives wondering about the effectiveness of certain programs. However, we still meet many learning, performance, and change practitioners who say they don’t do any evaluation or, at best, administer post-course evaluation surveys. We still wish to challenge these practitioners by asking, “Can you and your organization afford not to evaluate?” How much does it cost to not know how well certain programs, services, or products are doing, or what effect they are having? How much does it cost to make the same mistakes repeatedly? How much does it cost to limit a program’s positive effects to only a few in the organization when many more could benefit? Though these questions may sound flippant, they are critically important if we are serious about having an impact in our organization.




FIGURE 1.3  Top Ten Reasons Evaluation Is Neglected
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6. Organization members don’t believe the results will be used, or data are collected and not analyzed or used. Most people in organizations at one time or another have been asked to complete an organizational culture or climate survey, or have responded to an organization development consultant’s interview questions, or have been observed performing various work tasks. Usually they are told that managers are very interested in employees’ opinions and that the results will be used in some way. However, the employees rarely hear or learn about the findings or see any tangible changes resulting from their feedback. Repeated experiences such as these may affect organization members’ trust in evaluation efforts. Employees may wonder why they should participate if they don’t believe their feedback will be considered and used.


5. Organization members view evaluation as a time-consuming, laborious task. In organizations where planned and systematic evaluations have not been conducted, and there is a lack of evaluation knowledge and skills, employees tend to view evaluation as one more thing to do that is not central to their daily work. When viewed this way, evaluation is often relegated to the back burner and rarely done. Good evaluation takes time and energy but does not have to consume months and years. Some evaluations that are limited in scope can be conducted in a few weeks; other evaluations that seek to answer more complex and critical issues may take several weeks to six months or more. Given that evaluation is used to inform decision-making and learning, it must be conducted in timely, cost-effective ways.


4. The perceived costs of evaluation outweigh the perceived benefits. Because evaluation is often thought to be a lengthy process involving outside consultants, there is a related belief that the benefits of evaluation cannot possibly outweigh such costs. This view is often linked to organization members’ previous history with evaluation efforts that did not lead to use of the findings. However, engaging clients in early discussions about how the results will be used can resolve this issue. Costs for a systematic evaluation can be compared with the benefits that are likely to be realized if changes are made based on the evaluation findings. Another related issue that inhibits organizations from evaluating is the short-term nature of organizational decision-making. In many cases, the short-term costs of evaluation need to be balanced with the long-term benefits of whatever changes are made based on the evaluation results. For example, an evaluation might have a high cost, yet the impact of the changes made as a result of the evaluation will not benefit the organization for several months to a year. Given management’s impatience for results, this is a significant challenge to evaluation work.


3. Organizational leaders think they already know what does and does not work. We often hear managers say that they don’t need to conduct evaluations because they already know what employees think, or that they have a good handle on how to solve the issues at hand. They’re satisfied with the information they collect informally and thus view formal, systematic evaluation activity as a waste of time. How accurate their perceptions are may vary considerably.


2. Previous experiences with evaluation have been either disastrous or disappointing. In these cases there may have been (1) broken promises that the findings would lead to certain changes, (2) blatant misuse of the findings or the evaluation process, (3) reports that were written but unread and unused, (4) critical issues that were totally ignored, or (5) implementation of “easy” recommendations only. Organization members will not want to engage in further evaluation efforts if they feel that it is a waste of time. These previous experiences have promoted a culture of “why bother?” when it comes to evaluation.


1. Organization members don’t value evaluation. This number one reason is an aggregate of all the other reasons we believe evaluation is often neglected. When organization members don’t understand what evaluation is, when they don’t have evaluation knowledge and skills, when they don’t make time for evaluation, when they perceive it as too time-consuming, or when leaders think they know the answers before asking the questions, it is because they have yet to truly understand the value of evaluation. As evaluators and learning, performance, and change practitioners, we must be more mindful of the need to change attitudes toward evaluation while we are also building the knowledge and skill capacity for engaging in evaluation work.




Kinds of Evaluations


Though we often think of evaluations taking place at the end of some experience or program, evaluations can and should occur at various times throughout the life cycle of a program or an organization (Archibald et al., 2012). The following section describes how evaluation may provide different kinds of information depending on when it is implemented.


Developmental Evaluation


In the mid-1990s, Patton (1994) introduced the term developmental evaluation to “describe certain long-term, partnering relationships with clients who are, themselves, engaged in ongoing program development” (p. 312). He developed this construct to call attention to the fact that evaluators were increasingly being asked to provide evaluative data during a program’s design process and to be a part of the design team. The developmental evaluator sits side by side with the designers, providing feedback that can be used to increase the likelihood that the program will be successful when implemented. Patton (1994) emphasizes that developmental evaluation is not a model; rather, it is a “relationship founded on a shared purpose: development” (p. 313). It supports innovation development to guide adaptation to emergent and dynamic realities in complex environments (Patton, 2011, p. 1). Questions a developmental evaluation might address are:




• What are the right set of activities and strategies for this program?


• What is the best design?


• What are the appropriate goals and objectives?


• What and whose needs is this program addressing?


• What processes should be in place to make implementation effective?


• What criteria or standards are being used to design this product?




Developmental evaluation has some similarities with the practices of beta testing, pilot testing, or other kinds of program design processes that involve collecting information that is fed back into the design process.


Development Evaluation


Donaldson et al. (2013) and the DAC Network on Development Evaluation discuss the importance of evaluation of development projects throughout the world. Accordingly, “evaluation is widely recognized as an important component for learning and improving development effectiveness. Evaluation responds to public and taxpayer demands for credible information” (OECD, 2016, para. 1). Based on the work of the network (OECD, 2016) in identifying the key components of an evaluation, questions for a development evaluation include:




• What are the programming requirements and limitations?


• What evaluation tools exist or must be created?


• How can quality be ensured?


• What must be done to build evaluation capacity?


• How can participation be ensured and enhanced?


• What are the optimal ways to disseminate the evaluation findings?


• How can the evaluation findings be used and the knowledge shared?




Formative Evaluation


Scriven (1967) was the first to coin the terms formative and summative as ways of describing evaluation’s main purposes or functions. He explains that formative evaluation is typically conducted for the purposes of program or product improvement by in-house staff. However, many formative evaluations are also conducted by external evaluators. The findings from formative evaluations are fed into an improvement-focused process that further develops, refines, or revises the object being evaluated. The reports that result from a formative evaluation typically remain internal to the organization. Examples of questions that formative evaluation might address include:




• How well is the program being implemented?


• What are the barriers to implementation?


• How effective are the program’s strategies and activities?


• How might the product be improved to appeal to a larger audience?


• To what extent is the staff prepared to implement the program’s objectives?


• How might the process be refined to make it more user-friendly?


• What aspects of the service are working well?




Summative Evaluation


Summative evaluation is implemented for the purpose of determining the merit, worth, or value of the evaluand in a way that leads to a final evaluative judgment. It “is conducted after completion of the program (for ongoing programs, that means after stabilization) and for the benefit of some external audience or decision maker (for example, funding agency, oversight office, historian, or future possible users)” (Scriven, 1991, p. 340). Examples of decisions made based on summative evaluations include the granting of continued funding for the program, the expansion of the program to other sites, the elimination of a program that has outlived its usefulness or is not meeting the current needs of participants, grades in a course, or a decision of which vendor to use. Summative evaluations are often conducted by external evaluators (though not always). Robert Stake (quoted in Scriven 1991) is credited with helping us understand the difference between formative and summative evaluations with the following analogy: “When the cook tastes the soup, that’s formative; when the guests taste the soup, that’s summative” (p. 169). Questions a summative evaluation might address include:




• To what extent did the program meet its goals?


• What were the learning outcomes?


• Were the results worth the project’s costs?


• What components of the program are reproducible in other locations?


• In what ways did participants benefit from the program?


• To what extent is the product viable?


• To what extent has the process improved employee productivity?




Summative evaluations come in a variety of shapes and sizes. The following are four common kinds.


Monitoring and Auditing


Monitoring typically occurs when a program is well established and ongoing and is often associated with the need to communicate the success of a program or program components; it is also a means for checking on the program’s implementation, for fine-tuning, and to account for resources (Owen, 2006). It involves an assessment of a program’s progress on a continuing basis (United Nations [UN] Development Programme Evaluation Office, 2002). A monitoring evaluation might involve the development of a system for tracking performance indicators (standardized measures such as a percentage, index, or rate monitored at regular intervals) (Mathison, 2005) or focus on the extent to which program administrators are using funds and staff resources appropriately. A monitoring evaluation is typically undertaken for accountability purposes and serves as a means to prove that the program is being implemented as designed and approved (Rossi et al., 2019). However, internal auditors are increasingly looking at program effectiveness in addition to costs (Abdelrahim & Al-Malkawi, 2022). Auditing evaluations are specifically focused on the program’s financial or legal accountability and are implemented to investigate the degree to which a program has used its funds appropriately (Scriven, 1991) and whether program results established by an authorizing body are being achieved (Schwandt, 2005).


Outcome Evaluation


Outcome measurement “is the process and set of procedures for assessing, on a regular basis, the result of an agency’s programs for its participants” (United Way of America, 1996). An outcome-focused evaluation seeks to “gauge the extent of success in achieving specific outcomes, assesses the reasons for achievement or non-achievement, validates the contributions of a specific organization to the outcomes, and identifies key lessons learned and recommendations to improve performance” (UN Fund for Population Activities, 2004, p. 8). Its purpose is to understand intended changes in knowledge, skills, attitudes, practices, and policies that result from a program or project’s intervention. In so doing, it collects information on the inputs, activities, and outputs of the program (Smith et al., 2015). In essence, outcomes refer to “benefits or changes in participants’ knowledge, attitudes, values, skills, behavior, condition, or status” (Plantz et al., 1997, p. 17).


Impact Evaluation


“Impact evaluation is used to assess the effects of a settled program” (Owen, 2006) and focuses on what happens to participants because of the intervention or program. Sometimes called impact assessments or summative evaluations, “they typically try to make a causal [sic] reference that connects the evaluand with an outcome” (Bickman, 2005). The primary question for an impact evaluation is: What would have happened to those receiving the intervention if they had not received the program? Information generated by impact evaluations may be used to inform decisions on whether to expand, modify, or eliminate a particular policy or program and can be used in prioritizing public actions (Gertler et al., 2016).


Performance Measurement


Newcomer (1997) explains that “performance measurement is the label typically given the many efforts undertaken within governments and in the nonprofit sector to meet the new demand for documentation of results” (p. 5). Similarly, the UN Fund for Population Activities (2004) defines performance measurement as “a system for assessing the performance of development interventions, partnerships or policy reforms relative to what was planned in terms of the achievement of outputs and outcomes” (p. 8).


Performance measurement has been promoted in the United States for more than thirty years and has received increasing attention as the public’s distrust of government has grown. Canada has been implementing performance measurement evaluations since the mid-1970s, as has Australia since 1984 (Winston, 1999). In the 1990s, performance measurement became a rallying cry within the U.S. government arena as a means to hold local, state, and federal agencies accountable. The result was the Government Performance and Results Act of 1993 (GPRA), which “requires each federal program to identify indicators of outcome for major programs, to provide targets at the beginning of each fiscal year for each indicator, and to report on the actual values for each outcome indicator within six months after the end of the fiscal year” (Hatry, 1997, p. 32).


GPRA focuses specifically on government performance “in terms of planning, budgeting, measurement, monitoring, and evaluation. The Act’s intent is to focus government activity on results, rather than on inputs or process” (Wargo, 1994, p. 65).


Fluid Design


Developmental, formative, and summative evaluations are not necessarily linear in their implementation. Rather, they should be viewed as circular, interwoven, and fluid. For example, if an evaluator worked with a design team to develop a program and used evaluation to help guide the program’s design (developmental evaluation), the team might decide later to conduct a formative evaluation of the program to see how it’s working. A few months or years later, it might decide to conduct a summative evaluation to determine the continued need for or expansion of the program. These results might lead to a new program design, which may again call for a developmental evaluation. Some evaluations may also address formative and summative kinds of questions at the same time. For example, an evaluation might focus on questions related to improving certain elements of a program’s implementation (formative), while also including a question that asks, “Should the program be expanded to additional audiences?” (summative).


The Logic of Evaluation


Evaluation is said to have a particular logic that influences its process and makes it a unique enterprise. This logic refers to the specific principles of reasoning that underlie the inference processes in the field of evaluation (Scriven, 1995). Most often the logic of evaluation relates to understanding how one determines the processes and impact of a program. As Fournier (1995) explains, the logic of evaluation involves (1) establishing criteria (on what dimensions must the evaluand do well?), (2) constructing standards (how well should the evaluand perform?), (3) measuring performance and comparing with standards (how well did the evaluand perform?), and (4) synthesizing and integrating evidence into a judgment of worth (what is the worth of the evaluand?).


We believe that evaluation logic also includes the development of recommendations for future action. However, evaluation theorists differ significantly on this point. Some suggest that external evaluators do not have the experience or authority to make such recommendations (Bourgeois & Maltais, 2022). Others would argue that it is the evaluator’s responsibility to make recommendations. Still others believe that the evaluator and clients together should develop recommendations based on the evaluation’s findings (Shadish et al., 1995). In an effort to develop and use recommendations more systematically, Iriti et al. (2005) have developed a decision-making framework for assessing the appropriateness of making recommendations in various contexts. An outcome of their research is a very useful list of key variables and questions to consider when making recommendations.


An example of applying evaluation logic might go like this, if we were to evaluate the ability of an organization’s website to motivate people to register for a particular training workshop:


Establishing criteria.  Here we would ask, What are the criteria of a good website? Is it readability, color, interactivity, navigability? These criteria might come from subject matter experts or the research literature.


Constructing standards.  Here we are concerned with how well the website should perform. What are our expectations for offering this website? What constitutes a rating of effectiveness? For example, we may set a standard that if a thousand people per day visited the website and 25 percent signed up for a training course, it would be deemed successful.


Measuring performance and comparing with standards.  Based on the standards we’ve outlined, the question here is, How well is the website accomplishing its goal of attracting trainees? Does the website attract a thousand visitors per day or more and lead to 25 percent of them registering?


Synthesizing and integrating evidence into a judgment of worth.  Based on what we learn from the evaluation relative to the criteria and standards we’ve set forth, we learn that the website attracts on average seven hundred visitors per day, and 15 percent of them register for a training course. The question then becomes, Is it worth it for the organization to continue offering and supporting this website?


Developing recommendations.  Based on the determination of worth, the evaluator might decide that the cost of the website, as currently designed, is not worthwhile and might recommend either redesigning the site to attract more visitors or eliminating the site and developing another process for attracting and registering trainees.


Developing the logic of evaluation addresses the steps one undertakes to come to an evaluative judgment about the merit, worth, or value of the evaluand.


Evaluation Use


Evaluation should always be conducted with the intention of using the results. If there is no clear intention to use the findings, then an evaluation should not be undertaken. When evaluations are conducted and there is no concerted effort or intention to use the results, then organization members may wonder why they participated in the evaluation. If the results are not used, then everyone who participated in the evaluation has been cheated, and the organization has missed a critical opportunity to learn about its practices. Reflecting on the realities of evaluation, Patton (1997) asserts that “the central challenge to professional [evaluation] practice remains—doing evaluations that are useful and actually used!” (p. xiv). In fact, Patton (2008) and Patton and Campbell-Patton (2022) label this approach to evaluation “utilization-focused evaluation”; it focuses on intended use by intended users (p. 98).


Our strong commitment to use has resulted from many years of working in the learning, performance, and change professions and with evaluation clients who, when asked about what kinds of evaluation activities they’ve been involved with, proudly point to piles of surveys on desks and floors and filing cabinet drawers packed tight with several years’ worth of surveys. Yet when asked what they have learned from the results of these surveys or how they have used the findings (typically post-course reaction forms), they somewhat guiltily admit, “Not much.” However, many point out that the surveys are reviewed for problems, and these often lead to follow-up with concerned individuals if names are provided. Although collecting these surveys is certainly an evaluation act, it is incomplete. When the data are not aggregated, analyzed, and reported, the evaluation has failed to achieve its full potential.


Use of Findings


For over forty years, evaluation researchers have been studying the topic of evaluation use, utilization, and influence (e.g., Alkin et al., 1979; Bourgeois & Whynot, 2018; Cousins & Leithwood, 1986; Fleischer, 2007; Fleischer & Christie, 2009; Henry & Mark, 2003; Kirkhart, 2000; Leviton & Hughes, 1981; Patton, 1978; Patton & Campbell-Patton, 2022; Preskill & Caracelli, 1997). One theme of this research has been to better understand how evaluation findings may be used to make program-related decisions (e.g., changes) as well as to influence policy (Hingst et al., 2021). We usually think of evaluation use in terms of actively employing the findings in tangible, observable ways. This is known as instrumental use and refers to the direct application of what has been learned from the evaluation. The effects of use can be seen, heard, or felt in some way.


For example, in evaluating a knowledge management system, the designer learned that those who were using the system were confused about how to navigate through the site to find the information they needed. As a result of evaluating how organization members used the system (through interviews and observation), she redesigned the cues guiding people to the information they sought. She immediately used the findings from the evaluation to improve the system’s design and implementation. Formative evaluation such as this often leads to instrumental uses of evaluation findings.


Evaluation findings can also be used to clarify an individual or group’s conceptualization or perception of the evaluand. This type of use is called conceptual or knowledge use and usually occurs as a result of hearing an oral presentation or reading the evaluation report or executive summary. The individual may not be in a position to immediately apply the results (instrumental use) but may come to a better understanding of the issues the evaluation raises. In effect, the person’s schema or thinking changes after learning the findings. Again, although individuals may not use the evaluation information to make instrumental changes or actions, a decision they make later on might be influenced by the evaluation’s findings.


A third type of use is known as political, symbolic, or persuasive use. It walks a fine line between legitimate use and misuse (see Chapter 5 for how politics may influence the misuse of evaluation findings). Many evaluations are conducted in response to external requirements to evaluate or to symbolically demonstrate that the program has been evaluated. For example, an evaluation may be conducted to solicit governmental or foundation funding, to renew funding, to meet accreditation requirements, or to show that the program is functioning as intended. If the evaluation is rigorously designed and implemented and the findings accurately reported, then this type of use is perfectly justifiable (AEA Evaluation Policy Task Force, 2022; Greenfield et al., 2021; Kumar et al., 2022).


Often an evaluation attends to all three types of use. When considering all types of use, Fleischer and Christie’s (2009) survey of AEA members (n = 887) found that more than 80 percent believe the following factors influence use:




• Planning for use at the beginning of the evaluation


• Identifying and prioritizing intended users of the evaluation


• Identifying and prioritizing intended uses of the evaluation


• Involving stakeholders in the evaluation process


• Developing a communicating and reporting plan


• Communicating findings to stakeholders as the evaluation progresses




Discussing how the evaluation results might be used when focusing the evaluation ensures that conflicting goals for the evaluation are negotiated and managed. This topic will be further discussed in Chapter 7.


Process Use


In the past few decades, various evaluators have noticed that a participatory and collaborative approach to evaluation often involves another type of use (Cousins, 2020; Cousins & Earl, 1992; Cousins et al., 2004; Patton, 1997; Preskill & Torres, 1999a, 1999b; Russ-Eft et al., 2002). Being involved in the evaluation increases participants’ knowledge and skills about their programs and evaluation practice. This type of learning is different from what individuals learn from the evaluation findings. Patton (2008) coined the term process use to explain this phenomenon, and defines it as:




Individual changes in thinking, attitudes, and behavior, and program or organizational changes in procedures and culture, that occur among those involved in evaluation as a result of the learning that occurs among those involved in evaluation. Evidence of process use is represented by the following kind of statement after an evaluation: “The impact on our program came not just from the findings but from going through the thinking process that the evaluation required.” (p. 154)





This topic was the subject of an entire issue of New Directions for Evaluation published in late 2007. This volume includes an overview of the research on process use, an empirical study of evaluators’ familiarity with the concept, and several examples of process in various evaluation contexts. Amo and Cousins (2007) concluded, however, that “almost a decade after the concept was coined, there remains much opportunity to study, question, and substantiate process use” (p. 21). Harnar and Preskill (2007) also found a great deal of confusion over the term, especially with regard to the word “process,” and suggest that more research be conducted on how to translate process use into evaluation capacity building, where learning would be more intentionally explicit. Preskill and Boyle’s (2008b) “A Multidisciplinary Model of Evaluation Capacity Building” attempts to articulate the variables that contribute to the intentional nature of capacity building.


Challenges to Evaluations Being Useful


As you’ve probably observed so far, evaluation is not a simple endeavor. Consequently, it’s helpful to consider some of the challenges evaluators face when conducting an evaluation that may impede the evaluation findings’ usefulness.


Changes in clients during the evaluation or limited involvement of these clients.  As we will discuss in more detail in Chapter 7, it is important to involve those who have a vested interest in the program being evaluated in the design and, if possible, the implementation of the evaluation. These individuals help determine the evaluation’s questions and are often those who will make the greatest use of the evaluation’s findings. However, there are situations where such individuals leave the organization or are transferred to another part of the organization and lose their connection with the evaluand and the evaluation. When this happens, the likelihood of use is diminished since they are not around to use the findings. Use is also limited when we don’t include the full range of individuals who could potentially apply the findings in some way.


Changes in the evaluand during the evaluation.  Organizations are not static entities; they are constantly changing. We have observed situations when, for example, during a program’s evaluation a new instructor is hired or the population being served changes or the program is summarily discontinued. Each of these situations changes the program in a way that might not have been accounted for in the evaluation’s design. As a result, the evaluation may be collecting data on something that no longer exists or may be so changed that the original evaluation questions are no longer adequate. This situation severely limits the usefulness of whatever evaluation results are then generated.


Evaluator’s credibility is compromised.  The evaluator’s credibility is usually earned as a result of a consistent pattern of work. People come to respect evaluators for their expertise, professionalism, and honesty. In other words, they trust that the evaluator will act in ways that are appropriate and ethical. However, there may be times when organization members question the evaluator’s credibility. This may result from an evaluator’s response to an ethical dilemma, how much expertise he or she is perceived to have, or the evaluator’s position within the organization relative to the current political environment. If the evaluator’s credibility is questioned, then the evaluation process and its results may be suspect. If this happens, organization members are less likely to have confidence in the evaluation and will be less inclined to use the findings.


Changing political winds.  Because evaluation is a political act, it is subject to a wide variety of internal and external political influences. Therefore, how the evaluand is viewed at any given time may change during the evaluation, depending on what political forces are at play. For example, a new mentoring program has been developed and made visible by a respected manager. Sometime during the data collection phase, this individual changes his views toward the program because of some political influence within the organization (such as another new program that is highly regarded by the CEO and diverts his attention and interest from the current program’s evaluation). If this happens, use of the evaluation’s findings will likely be diminished.


Insufficient communication channels within the organization.  For evaluation findings to be used, they must be made available to all clients and relevant audiences in a variety of formats (how to communicate and report evaluation findings is discussed in Chapter 16). This requires that the organization have open channels for communication and systems for disseminating and accessing the evaluation findings. When an evaluation report or summary of findings goes no further than the program staff, the organization misses an opportunity for other members and constituents to learn from and about the evaluation and its results.


Timeliness of the evaluation information.  Part of the success of any evaluation effort is the timeliness of the evaluation findings. If evaluations are undertaken to resolve some issue or to understand some problem or concern more completely, then there are usually time requirements for this information. Sometimes these are related to the budgeting cycle, a deadline for a request for funding, a production and delivery launch date, or a “need to know” before taking other actions. When evaluations miss these deadlines, their findings may be of limited use.


In general, whether we are discussing how to identify the questions that will guide the evaluation, how to develop an effective survey, or how to communicate evaluation findings, the issue of use should always be part of the conversation.



Internal and External Evaluation


Today’s evaluators reflect a wide variety of academic and professional backgrounds. Though management review and internal auditing functions have been present in government agencies for many years, most program evaluators have been external to the programs they’ve evaluated. That is, they have responded to a request for proposals by one of the federal or state government agencies to evaluate a project or program.


Most external evaluators are university-based professors, independent consultants, or staff members of consulting firms that specialize in research and evaluation. More and more, however, individuals within organizations are being asked to conduct evaluations of their own internal programs, processes, systems, products, and projects.


Internal Evaluation


Perhaps one of the most exciting developments over the last several years is the increasing number of organizations that are creating internal evaluation units or teams. To illustrate this growth, Sonnighsen (2000) observes the following trends in internal evaluation:




• Lengthy program evaluations will be replaced by shorter, management-issue-oriented studies.


• Increased client focus will drive the internal evaluation process.


• Analysis, not compliance or accountability, will become the focus of evaluative efforts.


• Cooperative relationships with program managers will become necessary.


• More marketing efforts by evaluators will be required.


• Additional tasks for evaluation staff will be necessary for their survival.


• Measuring and evaluating performance will become primary tasks for internal evaluators.




In an informal survey reported by Sonnighsen (2000), internal evaluation was found to be increasing across the world. The survey results estimate that in Korea, for example, nearly 95 percent of all evaluations are internal. In Canada and France, it’s close to 75 percent, and in the United Kingdom and United States, it’s about 50 percent (p. 40). It was recently estimated that internal evaluation now accounts for between half and three-quarters of all evaluations conducted in North America (Love, 2005). Although some of these internal evaluators have experience with evaluation, most have limited education and training in the field. As interest in conducting evaluations grows, evaluation is fast becoming a core competency for many jobs in a variety of organizations. Though the practice of evaluation is essentially the same for internal and external evaluators, each role brings with it certain nuances and challenges. Before beginning any evaluation, consider whether the evaluation should be conducted by (1) an external evaluator, (2) an internal evaluator or team, or (3) a combination of internal and external evaluators.


These trends symbolize an action-oriented, participatory, pluralistic, and utilization-focused approach to evaluation. There are, however, a number of advantages and challenges in conducting internal evaluations. In terms of advantages:




• There is a greater likelihood that the evaluation will be tailored to the information needs of organization members.


• There will be greater access to data.


• Organization members can develop evaluation expertise.


• There is a greater chance of evaluation becoming a sustained, institutionalized practice that is integrated with other work tasks and strategic planning.


• The evaluation results have a greater probability of being used for decision-making and action.


• Knowledge of the organization and its members may provide greater insight into the evaluation’s design, implementation, and results.




At the same time, internal evaluators face very real challenges. The internal evaluator may face more resistance to evaluation if the organization has little experience with it. In addition, organizational politics may be more likely to impede the conduct of evaluation and the use of its results. Internal evaluators may not have the credibility or clout to conduct the evaluation and may lack the technical skills to conduct a competent evaluation.


How an internal evaluator defines her role is critical to how evaluation is represented within the organization. For example, Love (1991, 1998) points out that if an internal evaluator assumes or projects the role of spy, hatchet person, number cruncher, organizational conscience, or organization memory, she will not be successful. If, however, the internal evaluator assumes the role of management consultant, decision-support specialist, management information specialist, systems generalist, expert troubleshooter, advocate, or systematic planner, then she may be much more successful in implementing useful evaluations. Likewise, Morabito (2002) suggests that internal evaluators who play the roles of educator, consultant, facilitator, and counselor have greater potential to increase the likelihood that the evaluation process will have influence on an organization and its members.


External Evaluation


As Sonnighsen’s (2000) study suggests, there will always be a place for external evaluators, though their role may shift in the coming years. Instead of being primarily responsible for the majority of evaluation work, they may take on auditing, summation, or evaluating capacity building. For example, a study of the American Evaluation Association’s membership found that of the 49 percent (n = 2,657) who responded to an online survey, 57 percent provide technical assistance, 54 percent engage in evaluation capacity building, and 48 percent train others on evaluation (AEA, 2008). At the same time, there are situations when an external evaluator may be preferable to an internal evaluator. Advantages to employing an external evaluator may include:




• Increased evaluation expertise


• Greater independence


• Ability to see the whole picture and provide a different perspective


• Less susceptibility to co-optation


• Timelier completion of the evaluation


• More honesty from organization members because evaluator is an outsider


• Greater credibility of the findings




At the same time, external evaluators (1) may be limited by their lack of knowledge about the organization’s policies, procedures, systems, and culture; (2) are often dependent on the cooperation of internal organization members to gain access to data and individuals within the organization; and (3) may be more expensive. To leverage the expertise of external evaluators, they may be used more frequently to train internal evaluators, add expertise to evaluative efforts, bring outside perspectives to the organization, and analyze and critique internal evaluation staff work (Rogers et al., 2019).


Conley-Tyler (2005) states that internal or external evaluation represents a fundamental choice. Because internal and external evaluators bring unique strengths to an evaluation, consider using a mixed-team approach whenever possible, especially if the program being evaluated is controversial or consumes significant resources. Miller et al. (2006) recommend a model they call “insourcing” to capitalize on the benefits of both internal and external evaluation.


Keep in Mind…


Evaluation:




• Is a systematic process, a planned and purposeful activity


• Is a mechanism for collecting data on questions or issues


• Is a process for enhancing knowledge and decision-making


• Is a means of judging the evaluand’s merit, worth, or value


• Is not the same as research


• Should be conducted with the intention of using the results


• May be developmental, formative, summative, or any combination of these


• Can be conducted by internal or external evaluators
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Chapter 2



The Evolution of Evaluation




• Evolving Nature of Evaluation


• The (Really) Early Days of Evaluation


• Types of Evaluation Models and Approaches


• Conducting Cross-Culturally Competent Evaluation


• The Role of Evaluation in Today’s Organizations




Evolving Nature of Evaluation


Evaluation has probably been around since the beginning of the human race. We all evaluate things every day, most often informally. Evaluation as a planned, formal, and professional practice, however, is an evolving phenomenon and profession. In this chapter, we present an overview of how evaluation has become a means for providing information for learning, decision-making, and action. We believe this context is critical to understanding current forms of evaluative theory and practice and the value of evaluation for learning, performance, and change professionals. As such, evaluation is a dynamic field that continues to evolve.


The (Really) Early Days of Evaluation


The concept and practice of evaluation has been around for centuries. Some writers suggest that evaluation goes back to the Chinese dynasties that used examinations to consider individuals for membership in professional and civil service jobs (De Weerdt, 2020; Guba & Lincoln, 1981; Mathison, 1994; Worthen et al., 1997). Some even suggest that Socrates and other Greek teachers in the fifth century acted as evaluators when they introduced questioning practices into the learning process (Fitzpatrick et al., 2003; Mareš 2019, 2022; Stufflebeam & Shinkfield, 1985).


Modern-day conceptions of evaluation are closely linked with efforts to test students in public education, owing to the public’s dissatisfaction with educational programs. The first cited instance of wide-scale assessment of student achievement came in the 1840s, when Horace Mann and the Boston board of education introduced essay examinations as a replacement for oral examinations and recitation in grammar schools. Later, in 1897, Joseph Rice’s study on the effects of spelling drills with thirty-three thousand students was the first to use a comparative research design to assess the quality of educational programs. Rice was concerned that the school curriculum was “bogged down, with most of the pupil’s time going into drill on a few basic skills” (Cronbach et al., 1980, p. 26), so he studied the extent that time spent on spelling drills made a difference in students’ spelling performance.


Large-scale surveys employed in the early part of the twentieth century grew out of the use of quantitative surveys used during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that measured mortality and health (Fitzpatrick et al., 2003). It was also during the early twentieth century that the business community became devoted to making its work more efficient. One example appears in the work of Frederick W. Taylor (1911), an American engineer and efficiency expert. He sought to optimize industrial efficiency by performing time and motion analysis to optimize employees’ skills and maximize labor output. Management became mechanized as it developed an extensive structure to organize and supervise employees to minimize individual responsibility to maintain an efficient and uniform manufacturing process.


A few years after Taylor (1911) introduced his scientific management, mental tests were developed to screen and classify personnel for military induction for service in World War I (1916–1919). The first group intelligence test was developed during this time by the American Psychological Association (APA) at the request of military leaders. At the same time, a movement toward accrediting U.S. universities and secondary schools was underway. Throughout the 1920s, norm-referenced testing in schools became commonplace for measuring students’ performance (Fitzpatrick et al., 2003). A study conducted in 1933 by Gertrude Hildreth of the University of Minnesota identified more than 3,500 mental tests and rating scales. By 1945, the number of tests and scales had increased to more than 5,200 (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). With the focus on measurement and assessment during this period, evaluation was more of a technical endeavor, where the evaluator’s role was that of a technician concerned with research design and statistics.


It was during these years that America’s interest in and reliance on test-score data became synonymous with evaluation. During the 1930s, Ralph Tyler at the University of Chicago conducted an eight-year study on the differential effects of traditional and progressive high schools. Tyler (1949) wrote that “the process of evaluation is essentially the process of determining to what extent the educational objectives are actually being realized” (p. 69). His study was unusual because instead of making judgments about the impact of different educational experiences based on test scores or accumulated credits (as was the norm of the day), he suggested that students’ attainment of educational objectives should be the object of measurement. His work denoted a shift from focusing on individual student outcomes in relation to test norms to making evaluation a “mechanism for continuous curricular and instructional improvement” (Guba & Lincoln, 1981, pp. 5–6). Tyler’s work later led to the development of criterion-referenced testing as a replacement for norm-referenced testing (Worthen et al., 1997). Because of his emphasis on measuring the attainment of objectives and being the first to do so, Tyler is often referred to as the “father of educational objectives” (Fishbein & Tyler, 1973, p. 55).


Around this time, as a result of the Great Depression and President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal programs, numerous government services and agencies were established. Social science researchers employed by these organizations began to study a wide variety of issues associated with these programs. Although a few used the terminology of evaluation, most researchers approached their work with a strict social science research orientation.


World War II (1939–1945) brought with it an intense need to evaluate individuals’ ability to perform various wartime tasks and thus precipitated another surge in the use of mental and personality tests. For example, U.S. Air Force psychologists explored and developed new methods for testing aptitude and ability. Similar efforts were later conducted by Israeli psychologists Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman with officers of the Israel Defense Forces in the early stages of that country’s foundation (Lewis, 2016). Additionally, most education assessment efforts were beginning to focus on developing standardized tests, using quasi-experimental designs to compare programs, educational surveys, and accreditation. Educators were also being trained on how to develop explicit, measurable behavioral objectives that could guide their teaching and assessment activities. From 1945 and until 1957, there was a major expansion of education thanks to postwar optimism and new tax resources. Madaus et al. (1983) refer to this period as the “Age of Innocence,” or alternatively the “Age of Ignorance,” in that there is little evidence to suggest that “data were used to judge and improve the quality of programs or even that they could have been useful for such a purpose” (p. 10).


More Recent Evaluation Activities


Throughout the 1950s and into the early 1960s, evaluation was mainly focused on educational assessment. It was conducted by social science researchers in a small number of universities and organizations. “Almost all systematic evaluative studies were privately supported and pretty much in the spirit of basic research, or else they were carried out as part of an internal management of a governmental unit, safely insulated from political storms” (Cronbach et al., 1980, p. 30). That changed, however, with the launching of Sputnik by the Russians in 1957. For the first time, another country had issued a scientific challenge to the United States, resulting in new and significant efforts to increase the educational requirements of America’s public school children, particularly in the areas of math and science.


President Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty and Great Society programs in the 1960s spurred a large investment of resources in social and educational programs. Programs to improve education and mental health and to reduce unemployment, crime, urban deterioration, and welfare were developed as innovations and demonstrated throughout the country. In particular, the National Defense Education Act (1958) provided millions of dollars of funding for curriculum development projects. Project Talent and the Program for Learning in Accordance with Needs (Project PLAN) were implemented as the first large-scale, longitudinal studies that sought to understand what factors led to students’ choosing particular occupations.


The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965 provided compensatory education to disadvantaged children through federal grants to local schools, state and regional agencies, and universities (Fitzpatrick et al., 2003). This bill stimulated large-scale evaluation studies. Senator Robert Kennedy, concerned about the bill’s outcome on underrepresented populations, delayed the legislation on the fears that the money would be misspent. His concerns ensured the inclusion of “an evaluation clause… to the bill” to confirm that federal funds benefited the most vulnerable recipients (House, 1993, p. 17). Some saw Kennedy’s motivation as a way for parents to hold schools accountable for educating disadvantaged and underprivileged children (McLaughlin, 1975). The resulting legislation required the local education agency to submit an evaluation plan and the state agency to provide a summary report. This report had to describe how the money was spent and defend the effectiveness of the program based on objective measures of student achievement that resulted from the money provided (Cronbach et al., 1980). Consequently, evaluation requirements became part and parcel of every federal grant from then on (House, 1993; McLaughlin, 1975; Rossi & Freeman, 1985). For example, between 1968 and 1978, “more than 100 federal statutes called for evaluation in the area of education alone. Many of these mandates were accompanied by funds specifically appropriated for evaluation” (Shadish & Luellen, 2005, p. 185).


Early evaluations “were primarily experimental, quasi-experimental, or survey in methodology, utilizing quantitative outcome measure to meet the demand for surrogate measures of economic growth” (House, 1993, p. 5). These approaches were expected to illuminate the causes of social problems and identify the clear and specific means to fix them. Also during this time, various government officials suggested that educational and social programs be evaluated by conducting cost-benefit analyses that would lead to decisions for continuing and eliminating various programs. Without question, the impact of federal social and educational program legislation stimulated an unprecedented interest in evaluation. By 1978, it was estimated that $140 million was spent on evaluating federal social programs (Levitan & Wurzburg, 1979). As House (1993) explains, “After 1965, the field resembled the early California gold camps, with large numbers of individuals from many disciplines straggling in to offer their ideas about how evaluation should be done. In addition to measurement specialists, there were psychologists, sociologists, economists, administrators, and even a few philosophers. Although the field was dominated initially by a psychometric view of research, a new brew of people, ideas, and problems simmered” (p. 2).


With the influx of funding and interests in program evaluation by a host of scientists and practitioners in different fields, “evaluation research”—previously considered academic and practical—“in the words of Wall Street, had become a ‘growth industry’” (Rossi & Freeman, 1985, p. 26). However, it was soon realized that many of these early evaluations were poorly conceived, implemented, and administered. Up until this time, social science researchers who were primarily trained in quantitative social research methods were conducting evaluations. Their efforts were mainly focused on determining what worked and didn’t work. Donald Campbell is considered by many to be the most influential individual in helping found modern-day program evaluation. He suggested using experimental designs to study the impact of social programs, as well as continually test the effectiveness of these programs to determine their influence on social change (Campbell, 1969). Yet as an increasing number of evaluations were conducted, evaluators and program staff realized that evaluations could do more than make judgments of worth or value; they could lead to program improvement (Patton, 1978).


Other researchers began to question the leap of faith needed when undertaking an impact evaluation. Wholey (1976a, 1976b, 1979) recommended that evaluators undertake some initial steps prior to conducting an impact or summative evaluation. He urged evaluators to begin the evaluation process by identifying the program’s logic using if-then statements. For example, if a federal program receives funding, then that funding is distributed to the states. If a state receives funding, then the money is distributed to local agencies. If the local agency receives money, then it serves clients. By identifying and mapping the program’s logic, the evaluator could begin the evaluation by determining whether the outcomes could possibly be achieved. Thus, a federal program that receives no funding cannot be expected to obtain its stated objectives. Such a process could also identify ways in which a program could be evaluated if the initial work determined that an impact evaluation was feasible.


As evaluation grew and dissatisfaction emerged with the constraints imposed by a strictly social science view of it, new theories, models, and strategies began to emerge. Some of these efforts led to evaluation approaches that did not rely on social science experimental designs but focused on more naturalistic, ethnographic, and qualitative case study designs. An outgrowth of the burgeoning need for evaluation was the establishment of evaluation centers at various universities (e.g., the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, Northwestern University, and Western Michigan University), where several evaluation researchers and theorists were located. These centers not only carried out many federally funded evaluations with faculty and graduate assistants but also developed a curriculum that educated and trained future evaluators.


The Transformation of Evaluation into a Profession


As the number of people who conducted evaluations grew, two U.S.-based professional evaluation associations that drew evaluators from all over the world emerged in 1976. One, called the Evaluation Network, consisted mostly of university professors and school-based evaluators. The other, the Evaluation Research Society, attracted mostly government-based evaluators and some university evaluators. In 1985, these two organizations merged to form the American Evaluation Association (www.eval.org).


The 1980s saw huge cuts in social programs resulting from President Ronald Reagan’s emphasis on less government. He saw to it that the requirement to evaluate was removed from or lessened in federal grants (House, 1993; Weiss, 1998a). However, evaluators and evaluation researchers continued to hone their craft. In terms of evaluation’s history, House (1993) refers to the 1980s as “the quiet decade” (p. 3). During these years, organizations such as school districts, universities, private companies, state departments of education, the FBI, the Food and Drug Administration, and the Government Accountability Office (GAO) developed internal evaluation units (House, 1993). These organizations, such as the GAO, continue to periodically publish guidance on how to conduct evaluations (GAO, 2021). Until the 1980s, external evaluators generally conducted evaluations. However, with the emergence of internal evaluation units, the role of internal evaluators was created.


The 1990s saw the evaluation profession evolve even further, and a significant shift began occurring within the federal government. Increased emphasis on government program accountability and organizations’ efforts to be lean, efficient, global, and more competitive led to more urgent calls for evaluation. Although many evaluations were still being conducted by government-funded programs, evaluation in the 1990s moved into every type of organization.


Evaluation in the Twenty-First Century


The first decades of the twenty-first century have brought some challenges as well as new directions and aspirations for evaluation. In many ways, we are seeing two sides of the same coin. On one side are those who are most concerned with scientifically based research practices and accountability; on the other side are evaluators who are experimenting with innovative and creative qualitative methods, as well as approaches that push the boundaries of traditional evaluation practice (Brewington & Hall, 2018).


First, we address the U.S. federal government’s emphasis on program accountability. In the first decade of the twenty-first century, the government instituted a variety of evaluation policies and processes to ensure that federally funded programs provide significant scientific evidence of impact. Words like “evidence based,” “gold standard,” and “RCTs” (randomized control trials) have permeated evaluation discourse.


For example, in 2002 the PART (program assessment rating tool) was developed by the George W. Bush administration as an outgrowth of the Government Performance and Results Act of 1993 and was managed by the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) (Dull, 2006). The program was later discontinued during the Barack Obama administration. PART mandated the development of a system for assessing performance of all government programs every five years and was aimed at helping policymakers make informed funding and management decisions regarding program effectiveness. A PART review looked at the program’s purpose and design; performance measurement, evaluations, and strategic planning; program management; and program results. The PART review then asked twenty-five general questions about a program’s performance and management. For each question, there was a short answer and a detailed explanation with supporting evidence. The answers determined a program’s overall rating.


Once each assessment was completed, a program improvement plan was developed to enable follow-up and improvement of the program’s performance (see https://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/omb/expectmore/about.html). The program ratings were posted on the then active ExpectMore.gov website. “The program rating indicates how well a program is performing, so the public can see how effectively tax dollars are being spent” (White House Archives, n.d.). During the lifetime of PART, 1,015 federal programs were assessed. The results indicate that 19 percent of the programs were effective, 32 percent moderately effective, 29 percent adequate, and 3 percent ineffective; 17 percent concluded that results have not been demonstrated (White House Archives, n.d.). One positive outcome from the PART program was that evaluators developed “new techniques to address existing questions” (Moynihan, 2013, p. 512). In addition, the availability and transparency of results gave evaluators insight into how these mandated evaluations were conducted. This also gave evaluators, both scholarly and practitioners, an idea of the length of time between program implementation and the first meaningful data showing success or failure (Moynihan, 2013).


Also in 2002, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act was reauthorized, resulting in the highly controversial No Child Left Behind legislation (Public Law 107–110), which was superseded by the Every Student Succeeds Act in 2015. According to Mills (2008), the notion of accountability has been with us for a long time. However, because the original ESSA provided little in terms of expectations for program outcomes, accountability measures were “lax” (p. 11). Thus, NCLB merely reflected an evolution of tightening up and making more explicit policymakers’ expectations for the kinds of impact federal funding should have on educational programs. Simply stated, the legislation required that schools demonstrate yearly progress via measurable objectives, and those failing to meet their targets faced certain consequences (Mills, 2008). The ESSA reflects a further evolution of accountability by shifting power to states to maintain and continually evaluate teacher ability and students’ success (Darrow, 2016).


To assist researchers and evaluators in locating “effective practices that have been scientifically validated” (Mills, 2008, p. 16), the U.S. Department of Education’s Institute of Education Sciences established the What Works Clearinghouse in 2002. This agency of the Institute of Education Sciences (n.d.) has the purpose to serve as “a central and trusted source of scientific evidence on education programs, products, practices, and policies” for scholars and practitioners examining educational data.


The controversy surrounding legislation of this type has been emotional and highly charged, particularly with the lack of full funding (Kang, 2021). Though the U.S. federal government has argued that the act is fully funded, others take issue with this and instead argue that previous and new appropriations do not begin to cover the costs required to be in full compliance and achieve the expected outcomes. The government’s emphasis on and requirements of quasi-experiments and, preferably, randomized control trials have also generated a fair amount of debate and concern among many evaluation professionals (e.g., Hedrick, 1994; Reichardt & Rallis, 1994; Rog, 2012). While acknowledging the value of such designs and the need for better and more useful data for decision-making, several evaluators believe that the pendulum has swung too far in this direction, and that we have failed to consider the usefulness of other kinds of designs—in particular, the value of mixed methods and, specifically, qualitative methods (Mertens, 2018; Mertens & Wilson, 2019). In an effort to position evaluation as a “science”—which, like medicine and other hard sciences, seeks proof, objective reality, and unequivocal evidence—we may have lost sight of the “art” of evaluation. Concerned with privileging one design over another and the limitations (and problems of feasibility) of such designs, Eddy and Berry (2008) write,




We are highly concerned that forcing an experimental design on evaluation via NCLB mandates will compromise the unique qualities in evaluation that differentiate it from both research and assessment.… These predetermined evaluation design and outcomes, and a potential decrease in autonomy, hint at the greater issue blurring the lines among research, assessment, and evaluation. Although we appreciate an increased focus on accountability and greater rigor through SBR [scientifically based research] in educational evaluation, the neglect of process and implementation monitoring is detrimental, particularly if ignoring this information prevents important feedback from reaching program managers. (p. 98)





Davidson (2006) adds that “somewhere along the way, the word ‘evidence’ has been unilaterally redefined to mean ‘quantitative data’—specifically, quantitative data derived from an experimental or at least a quasi-experimental design” (p. iii). Others have raised questions about privileging one approach and design over another and the excessive testing that has resulted from the NCLB legislation. Such concerns led to the development of two public statements from the American Evaluation Association, one focused on “high stakes testing,” and the other on “educational accountability.” Both of these can be found on the AEA website (www.eval.org).


While federally contracted evaluators and those in government have focused on developing metrics, building databases of what works according to the results of RCTs, and seeking the gold standard in evaluating educational and social programs, another very different sort of trend has been developing in organizations and communities: evaluation capacity building. Evaluators have increasingly been working with internal organization members to help them develop evaluation knowledge, skills, and beliefs. ECB has a variety of definitions, including “the intentional work to continuously create and sustain overall organizational processes that make quality evaluation and its uses routine” (Stockdill et al., 2002, p. 14). Others have defined ECB as “the ability to conduct an effective evaluation (i.e., one that meets accepted standards of the discipline)” (Milstein & Cotton, 2000, p. 1) and “the extent to which an organization has the necessary resources and motivation to conduct, analyze, and use evaluations” (Gibbs et al., 2002, p. 261). Labin et al. (2012) conducted a research synthesis reviewing the literature and developed a definition of ECB as “an intentional process to increase individual motivation, knowledge, and skills, and to enhance a group or organization’s ability to conduct or use evaluation” (p. 308). This definition was then used to create an integrative model of ECB that Labin et al. (2012) hoped would be used to provide evaluators with a framework to take further in “growth and refinement” in conducting organizational evaluations (p. 329). Clearly evaluators have an interest in and desire to properly define this construct.


ECB definitional research is also indicated in the academic examination of ECB. Based on their review of the literature, Preskill and Boyle (2008b) found that between 2000 and 2007, there were 242 AEA conference sessions that had at least one paper related to evaluation capacity building. This interest has continued with some twenty-three sessions devoted to ECB in the 2022 conference (held in person for the first time in several years). The COVID-19 pandemic saw governments relying on the ECB theory to come up with practical evaluation strategies of education delivered to the public and private sectors, and to adapt to a new virtual norm in training delivery (Lloyd et al., 2022). The birth of AEA’s Organizational Learning and Evaluation Capacity Building Topical Interest Group in 2006 is cited as further evidence of the growing interest in ECB. The current interest group has over 960 members as of 2022. As mentioned in Chapter 1, 54 percent of evaluators responding to AEA’s member survey reported that they engage in evaluation capacity building (AEA, 2008). Evaluators have continued to develop and use ECB as an evaluation tool in understanding how to increase the ability of an organization to develop, build, and sustain evaluation capabilities (Wade & Kallemeyn, 2020).


This trend points to a realization that evaluation is no longer something that should only be done by those outside of organizations; indeed, it suggests that all of us have responsibilities for asking evaluative questions, seeking information to answer those questions, making decisions based on the answers, and taking action to implement the recommendations. We believe that interest in evaluation capacity building is in large part a consequence of increased accountability demands by funders, as well as the fact that stakeholder, participatory, and collaborative approaches to evaluation are more the norm than the exception in current evaluation practice.


As we look back over the last five decades, we can see that evaluation has grown and evolved in several important ways. First, evaluation, as it is practiced today, strives not only to meet government mandates but to improve program effectiveness (seen especially during the COVID-19 pandemic), enhance organizational learning, and make resource-allocation decisions in a wide variety of both public and private organizations. Evaluation has grown from being monolithic in its definition and methods to being highly pluralistic. It now embraces multiple methods, measures, criteria, perspectives, audiences, and interests. It has shifted to emphasizing mixed-method approaches in lieu of only randomized control group designs and has embraced the notion that few evaluations are value-free and that most are, by their very nature, politically charged.


Second, the number of professionals engaged in evaluation has grown by leaps and bounds in the past twenty years. Since the AEA was founded in 1986, its membership has grown over 1,000 percent. At the time of this writing, approximately 5,100 professionals belong to AEA, representing the United States and more than eighty other countries. Interestingly, the number of evaluators who claim evaluation as their primary or secondary discipline has also grown significantly over the years. In 1989, only 6 percent of AEA members declared evaluation as their primary discipline (Morell, 1990). By 2000, 32 percent of AEA members identified evaluation as their primary discipline; by 2007, it was 49 percent (AEA, 2008). Heading into the third decade of the twenty-first century, this number is 71 percent (AEA, 2018a). Such continued growth represents a maturing of the field and refinement of the definition of an evaluator. These findings lead us to conclude that people are taking on more and more evaluation responsibilities within organizations or consulting practices and identifying themselves as “evaluators” regardless of their professional/organizational title.


Third, the maturing of the profession can be seen by the numerous professional journals and newsletters that are currently available. These include (but are not limited to) American Journal of Evaluation, New Directions for Evaluation, Evaluation, Evaluation and Program Planning, Evaluation Review, Evaluation & the Health Professions, Journal of MultiDisciplinary Evaluation, Canadian Journal of Program Evaluation, Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, Evaluation Exchange, Foundation Review, Journal of Evaluation in Clinical Practice, Studies in Educational Evaluation, Evaluation Journal of Australasia, Japanese Journal of Evaluation Studies, and Practical Assessment, Research, and Evaluation.


Interest and investment in evaluation has become a global enterprise. In the past decades, more than eighty national and regional evaluation associations around the world have been established, providing further evidence of evaluation being an international priority. To support collaboration and bring together different evaluation traditions in ways that respect cultural diversity and inclusiveness, the International Organization for Cooperation in Evaluation (IOCE) was formed and held its inaugural assembly in Lima, Peru, in March 2003 with twenty-four evaluation associations. Designed as a loose alliance of regional and national evaluation organizations (associations, societies, and networks) from around the world, the IOCE seeks to:




• Build evaluation leadership and capacity in developing countries


• Foster the cross-fertilization of evaluation theory and practice around the world


• Address international challenges in evaluation


• Assist the evaluation profession to take a more global approach to contributing to the identification and solution of world problems




As stated on its website, The IOCE’s (n.d.) mission is “to increase public awareness and globally validate evaluation, and support Voluntary Organizations for Professional Evaluation (VOPEs) in contributing to good governance, effective decision making and strengthening the role of civil society.”


If the past is any indicator of the future, there is every reason to believe that evaluation will continue to play an important role in organizations, communities, and policymaking. Furthermore, we believe that the field will develop more effective, useful, and meaningful approaches, methods, and strategies for increasing evaluation’s value in a wide range of contexts and environments.


Types of Evaluation Models and Approaches


The evaluation models and approaches that underlie much of today’s evaluation practice were developed in the late 1960s and 1970s in response to several issues that concerned evaluation researchers and theorists about the definition, design, and implementation of evaluations. These issues included a reliance on quantitative/quasi-experimental or experimental designs and methodologies, the evaluator’s role, an overreliance on objectives to guide the evaluation, the perceived lack of use of evaluation results, and the role of program decision-makers in the evaluation process (Guba & Lincoln, 1981). In this section, we briefly describe what we believe are the most influential evaluation models and approaches that have developed during the last four decades. We discuss these according to the following characteristics: (1) authors most often associated with the model/approach, (2) intended users of the evaluation findings, (3) degree of client or stakeholder involvement, (4) underlying assumptions, (5) primary methodology, and (6) the major focusing questions (see Figure 2.1).


Behavioral Objectives Approach


This approach goes back to the 1930s with the work of Tyler (1935) and later of Bloom, Engelhart, Furst, Hill, and Krathwohl (1956), Mager (1962), and Popham, Eisner, Sullivan, and Tyler (1969). An evaluation using a behavioral objectives approach concerns itself with specifying the degree to which a program’s goals and objectives have been attained. A major question guides this kind of evaluation: Is the program achieving the objectives? Is the program producing? Evaluations that follow this approach assume that the program’s goals and objectives can be identified using behavioral terms, where the evaluator then searches for examples of how and where these objectives have been achieved. Typical methods used to collect these data are achievement tests and other performance measures. The resulting test or performance data are compared with the behaviorally stated objectives to determine if they have been met.


The behavioral objectives approach to evaluation is intended to serve managers’ summative decision-making processes. In addition, the objectives approach has been influential in K–12 schools as a means for assessing student achievement. As originally designed, clients or stakeholders are not significantly involved in decisions regarding the evaluation’s design or implementation.


Responsive Evaluation


In 1967, Robert Stake wrote about the importance of portraying participants’ experiences with the program and presenting these observations through qualitative data collection methods in the form of vignettes and case studies. Stake (1983) developed the “responsive evaluation” approach in the early 1970s: “The essential feature of the approach is a responsiveness to key issues or problems, especially those recognized by people at the site. It is not particularly responsive to program theory or stated goals but more to stakeholder concerns.… Issues are often taken as the ‘conceptual organizers’ for the inquiry, rather than needs, objectives, hypotheses, or social and economic equations. Issues are organizational perplexities or complex social problems, regularly attendant to unexpected costs or side effects of program efforts” (p. 63).


FIGURE 2.1  Evaluation Models and Approaches


























	Model or Approach (Year Developed)


	Authors Most Often Associated with Model or Approach


	Intended Users


	Degree of Stakeholder Involvement


	Assumptions


	Primary Methodology


	Major Focusing Questions







	Behavioral objectives approach (1930s–1960s)


	Tyler, Bloom, Mager, Popham


	Managers


	Limited


	
Prespecified objectives


Quantifiable outcomes



	
Achievement tests


Performance data



	Is the program achieving its objectives? Producing outcomes?







	Responsive evaluation (1967)


	Stake


	
Organization members


Community members



	Moderate


	Stakeholders know what they need to know.


	Mixed methods, primarily case study using qualitative methods


	What does the program look like to different people?







	Goal-free evaluation (1973)


	Scriven


	Consumers


	Limited


	Criteria can be specified; goals and objectives are unknown to evaluator.


	
Observation


Document review


Interviews



	What are the anticipated and unanticipated effects?







	Consumer-oriented approaches (1974)


	Scriven


	Consumers


	None


	Standards of quality performance can be prespecified.


	
Checklists


Usability labs



	Would an educated consumer approve of this program or product?







	Expertise (1970s) and accreditation approaches (1800s)


	Accreditation groups, Eisner


	
Government agencies


Professional boards


Organization members



	None


	Experts know what is good.


	
Document review


Interviews


Observation



	How would professionals rate this program?







	Utilization-focused evaluation (1976)


	Patton


	
Organization members


Community members



	High


	Stakeholders know what they need to know; emphasis is on use of findings.


	Mixed methods, though often qualitative


	What are the information needs of stakeholders and what plans are there for using the findings?







	Participatory/collaborative evaluation (1987)


	Cousins & Earl, King, Greene


	
Organization members


Community members



	High


	Grounded in democratic decision-making processes with no political agenda.


	Mixed methods, though primarily qualitative


	What are the information needs of those closest to the program?







	Empowerment evaluation (1993)


	Fetterman, Mertens


	Community members


	High


	There is a political agenda underlying the evaluation to empower stakeholders.


	Mixed methods, though primarily qualitative


	What are the information needs to foster improvement and self-determination?







	Evaluation and organizational learning (1990s)


	Preskill & Torres, Cousins & Earl, Owens & Lambert


	Organization members


	High


	The organization is interested in learning from the evaluation and using the findings.


	Mixed methods


	What are the information and learning needs of individuals, teams, and the organization in general?






























	Theory-driven evaluation (1987)


	Bickman, Chen, Donaldson, Smith


	Government agencies


	Moderate


	The evaluator can help identify the underlying theory of programs.


	Mixed methods, though primarily quantitative


	How is the program supposed to work? What are the assumptions underlying the program’s development and implementation?







	
Strengths and assets-based approaches


Appreciative and positive (2000+)



	Preskill & Catsambas, Brinkerhoff


	Organization members


	High


	Understanding when the organization and its members were at their best and were most successful means more for the future than focusing on the problems and what has not worked.


	Qualitative methods, primarily interviews narrative, stories


	What were the core factors that created exciting, energizing, successful, proud moments and experiences relative to the program being evaluated? How can the organization create the conditions for more of these experiences and outcomes?







	Culturally responsive evaluation (2011)


	Thompson


	
Evaluators


Stakeholders



	Limited


	Evaluators and stakeholders are interested in the underlying cultural aspects and voices that can assist in creating a holistic frame of the program and program participants’ environment, seen and unseen.


	Qualitative methods, artistic expression, cultural artifact examinations


	What environmental or cultural factors can be used as a lens to better understand the evaluand’s cultural and contextual environment?







	Blue marble evaluation (2015)


	Patton


	Everyone


	High


	
Stakeholders see problems from a complex and global perspective.


Stakeholders have “skin in the game” and are prepared for transformative change.


Stakeholders have engagement and investment with other stakeholders before, during, and after the evaluation.



	Qualitative


	What are the boundaries that need to be leveled and which stakeholders need to be present to bring about effective, long-term change?







	Advanced data modeling (2017)


	McLinden


	Program evaluators


	Medium


	Program evaluators understand these advanced methods.


	Advanced qualitative and quantitative methods


	What advanced qualitative and quantitative data analysis methods will enhance the meaning of the collected data?







	Context-based evaluation (2017)


	Thomas & Parsons


	Everyone


	High


	These methods examine cultural aspects of the evaluand and evaluator that may influence evaluation design and results.


	Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods


	What environmental or cultural factors can be used as a lens to better understand the evaluand’s cultural and contextual environment?







	Systems evaluation (1960s, 2017)


	Bertalanffy, Renger


	Program evaluators


	Medium


	Evaluate a system or complex issue by identifying underlying relationships between subsystems and relationships between those systems.


	Used with logic models and quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods


	What is the system or complex issue, and what are the relationships among the subsystems?







	Equitable evaluation (2014)


	Dean-Coffey et al.


	Program evaluators


	Medium


	Judgment of relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, impact, and sustainability of policies and programs. Tends to focus on humanitarian settings.


	Primarily qualitative, but can also use quantitative and mixed methods


	What can be done to address and eliminate bias among evaluation stakeholders?










This approach calls for evaluators to be responsive to the information needs of various audiences, whom Stake calls “stakeholders,” as they are the intended users of the evaluation findings. It assumes that stakeholders know what they need to know. The process of conducting a responsive evaluation includes (1) talking with clients, program staff, and other audiences; (2) identifying the program’s scope and activities; (3) discovering individuals’ concerns; (4) conceptualizing the issues or problems; (5) identifying data needs and instruments; (6) collecting data; (7) developing case studies; (8) validating the data; (9) writing reports for different audiences; and (10) assembling any required formal reports. The primary question addressed through a responsive evaluation is: What does the program look like to different people? To answer this question, responsive evaluations typically use a case study approach that employs both qualitative and quantitative data collection methods. Rather than adding a new evaluation model, Stake wanted “to stretch people’s minds as to what should be considered as legitimate data to collect” (Abma & Stake, 2001, p. 8).


Goal-Free Evaluation


The goal-free evaluation approach advocated by Michael Scriven takes an opposite stance on the role of objectives, as compared to the behavioral objectives approach described earlier. Goal-free evaluation assumes that the program’s objectives and goals are unknown to the evaluator so that the program’s managers and staff do not influence the evaluator’s observations. Using this approach, the evaluator looks at program materials, observes the program’s activities and procedures, and tries to ascertain what the program’s goals and objectives might be. Data collection methods typically used are observation, interviews, and document reviews. The fundamental purpose is to infer the program’s effects from the activities of the program. As Scriven (1973) explains, “You can’t do an evaluation without knowing what it is you’re supposed to evaluate—the treatment—but you do not need or want to know what it’s supposed to do” (p. 322). Thus goal-free evaluation focuses on actual outcomes rather than intended ones. The hope is that unanticipated side effects will more likely be noticed when the evaluator has minimal contact with the program’s managers and staff and is not aware of the program’s stated goals and objectives. The major question addressed in this kind of evaluation is: What are all the effects? This evaluation approach assumes that consumers are the intended users of the evaluation results and does not include stakeholders in decisions about the evaluation.


Consumer-Oriented Approaches


Scriven has probably been the foremost advocate of using a consumer-oriented evaluation approach. As explained earlier, Scriven coined the terms formative and summative evaluation, desiring to distinguish between different kinds of decisions necessary for evaluating school programs and products. At a time when many educational products were being developed as a result of increased federal funding, he published a checklist that focused on evaluating educational products developed by federally sponsored research and development centers (Scriven, 1974). Over the years, he has vigorously advocated an approach to evaluation that is based on standards set forth and guided by consumers’ needs. The original emphasis was to help consumers choose among competing programs or products by providing information that would aid them in the purchase or adoption process. Data collection methods used in this kind of evaluation include checklists to analyze products, product testing, and usability labs. A question addressed by this evaluation approach might be: Would an educated consumer approve of this program or product? It assumes no role for stakeholders and presumes that general standards of quality performance can be prespecified and agreed to. Scriven often cites Consumer Reports as a good model for types of product evaluation.


Expertise/Accreditation Approaches


Involving experts in the evaluation of a program is considered one of the oldest approaches to program evaluation (Fitzpatrick et al., 2003). One example is the accreditation model that relies on expert opinion to determine the quality of programs. This kind of evaluation has been implemented for decades in the medical profession, K–12 and higher education institutions, and the legal profession. In this model, the program staff is usually responsible for conducting a self-evaluation before a team of evaluators arrives on-site for one to three days of data collection. During these site visits, evaluators review the self-evaluation reports and conduct numerous interviews and observations of program staff and activities. The purpose of this model is to provide professional judgments of quality, which are typically based on individual knowledge and experience and use consensus and preestablished standards to make decisions. It assumes that experts know what is good. Other, more informal professional reviews are also used under this rubric. For example, blue-ribbon panels that involve prestigious individuals or ad hoc panels that are convened when necessary provide expert testimony regarding a program’s quality. The question addressed in this kind of evaluation is: How would professionals rate this program? Stakeholders typically are not involved in the evaluation’s design or decisions about its implementation.


Utilization-Focused Evaluation


Patton’s (1978, 1986, 1997, 2008) and Patton and Campbell-Patton’s (2022) utilization-focused evaluation (UFE) has received a great deal of attention over the years (see www.betterevaluation.org/). This approach positions the evaluator as “a facilitator of evaluative decision making by intended users” rather than viewing evaluators as independent judges. It also assumes that stakeholders will have a high degree of involvement in the evaluation’s design, implementation, and use of the findings. The major question UFE addresses is: What are the information needs of stakeholders and how will they use the findings? Patton (1994) views UFE as a user-oriented approach because it focuses on people and “involves incremental improvement processes, conceptual insights, and reality-testing their assumptions or beliefs” (p. 318). He emphasizes that a utilization-focused approach to evaluation does not automatically imply the use of certain data collection methods. Rather, the evaluator and stakeholders choose an evaluation design and data collection methods based on the evaluation questions. Though Patton admits that many UFE questions imply the use of qualitative methods, a UFE approach may collect both quantitative and qualitative data. Patton (2016) sees this evaluation type as being productive for evaluation of social innovators and the programs they create.



Participatory/Collaborative Evaluation


Participatory and collaborative approaches grew out of a concern with the mechanistic and insensitive approaches to evaluation that were being used in the late 1960s (Worthen et al., 1997). Several evaluators began to stress the importance of involving participants or stakeholders in the evaluation process who have firsthand experience with the program being evaluated (Cousins & Earl, 1992, 1995; Greene, 1987, 1988; King, 1995). The emphasis in participatory/collaborative forms of evaluation is to understand and portray the complexities of a program or set of activities so that organization and community members can use the findings in their decision-making processes. As Cousins and Earl (1995) explain, “Participatory evaluation is best suited for formative evaluation projects that seek to understand innovations (programs) with the expressed intention of informing and improving their implementation” (p. 8). Thus, the major focusing question for a participatory/collaborative approach is: What are the information needs of those closest to the program? The approach assumes that stakeholders can engage in a democratic decision-making process to reach understandings about their programs’ effects and effectiveness. There is no ideological or political agenda underlying this approach. It relies on a high degree of stakeholder involvement in the evaluation’s design and implementation. Evaluations that are participatory and collaborative tend to use a mixed-methods approach but rely heavily on qualitative data that reflect the multiple realities of program participants.


Over the years, a continuum of participatory approaches has been recommended. The increasing number of participatory approaches led Cousins and Whitmore (1998) to develop a classification scheme that categorizes participatory evaluations as either pragmatic or emancipatory in their purpose. Evaluations that support program or organizational decision-making and problem-solving are called pragmatic or practical participatory evaluation. On the other hand, those evaluations that are founded on “principles of emancipation and social justice… [that seek] to empower community members or groups who are less powerful,” are called transformative participatory evaluation (p. 6). Although there are many similarities between the two strands, Cousins and Whitmore write that there are three distinguishing characteristics that influence all forms of participatory evaluation: control of the evaluation process, stakeholder selection, and depth of participation.


Empowerment Evaluation


Several evaluators have been particularly concerned about issues of social justice and fairness in program evaluation (Fetterman, 1994, 1996, 2017; Fetterman & Wandersman, 2007; House, 1993; Mertens, 1998; Sirotnik, 1990). The approach known as empowerment evaluation is most closely associated with David Fetterman, though its roots lie in community psychology and action anthropology. Fetterman (1996) explains that he developed the concept of empowerment evaluation as he explored the ways that “evaluators and social scientists could give voice to the people they work with and bring their concerns to policymakers” (p. 4). He defines empowerment evaluation as: “The use of evaluation concepts, techniques, and findings to foster improvement and self-determination. It employs both qualitative and quantitative methodologies. Although it can be applied to individuals, organizations, communities, and societies or cultures, the focus is on programs. Empowerment evaluation has an unambiguous value orientation: It is designed to help people help themselves and improve their programs using a form of self-evaluation and reflection” (Fetterman, 2001, p. 3).


Evaluations that are conducted with this purpose help program participants improve their own programs through self-evaluation and reflection. In most cases, program participants conduct the evaluations and only use evaluators as technical experts or guides. The primary focusing question for this approach might be: What are the information needs to foster improvement and self-determination? Fetterman (2001) explains that empowerment evaluation is naturally a collaborative activity and that the evaluator is not in a position to empower others. Rather, “the evaluator is a co-equal in this endeavor, not a superior and not a servant; as a critical friend, the evaluator can question shared biases or ‘group think’” (p. 7). Two characteristics that make empowerment evaluation different from other participatory evaluation approaches are that the approach “is political in that it has an agenda—empowerment,” and that “it has a bias for the disenfranchised, including minorities, disabled individuals, and women” (Fetterman, 1996, pp. 26–27). This type of evaluation would be considered an example of emancipatory participatory evaluation, according to Cousins and Whitmore’s (1998) typology.


Evaluation and Organizational Learning


Another development in the theory and practice of evaluation has to do with linking evaluation to the concept of organizational learning. In response to the need for organizations to adapt to (1) a global economy, (2) technological advances, (3) an increasingly diverse workforce, (4) increased customer expectations, (5) heightened competition, and (6) changing and new legal requirements, organizations have looked for ways to maximize the value of their employees’ intellectual capital. Many management theorists and organizational leaders have determined that the way to succeed in these turbulent times is to ensure that employees continually learn and share their learning with others in the organization. Argyris and Schön (1996) believe that organizational learning occurs when individuals inquire into a problematic situation on the organization’s behalf (p. 16). Fiol and Lyles (1985) add that organizational learning is the “development of insights, knowledge, associations between past actions, the effectiveness of those actions, and future action” (p. 811). Most theorists agree that organizational learning primarily occurs when individuals and teams engage in dialogue, reflection, asking questions, and identifying and challenging values, beliefs, and assumptions (Preskill & Torres, 1999a; Senge, 1990; London & Sessa, 2006; Watkins & Marsick, 1996; Wiewiora et al., 2020).


The collaborative nature of organizational learning and its reliance on information and inquiry has attracted the interest of several evaluation researchers. These evaluators are particularly interested in how the process of evaluation and the use of evaluation findings foster continuous improvement and change in organizations. Thus, the primary focusing question for this approach might be: What are the information and learning needs of individuals, teams, and the organization in general? In advocating for participatory forms of evaluation, Cousins and Earl “argue for a pragmatic form of participatory evaluation using principles of organizational learning as a theoretical rationale” (quoted in Shulha & Cousins, 1997, p. 199). Preskill and Torres (1999a, 1999b) propose that evaluative inquiry for learning in organizations can guide individual, team, and organizational growth and success as organizations adapt to new economic and societal requirements. They suggest that organizational learning is achieved through the social construction of knowledge and can be transformative when stakeholders alter their perceptions and understandings based on evaluation processes and findings.


Furthermore, learning from and about evaluation occurs within the context of the organization and is therefore mediated by the organization’s internal systems and structures. Thus, the role of the evaluator is somewhat different from the role advocated by earlier evaluators that often required the evaluator to be external, value-free, and independent. Within an organizational learning context, the evaluator’s role is more akin to that of a facilitator, educator, coach, mentor, trainer, and guide (Torres et al., 2005). Agreeing with those who have written about participatory and empowerment forms of evaluation, Preskill and Torres (1999a) believe that evaluation must be increasingly responsive to the evolving information and decision-making needs of organizations. However, they specifically recommend that evaluative inquiry be ongoing and integrated into all work practices rather than be enacted as an add-on activity or only as a product-oriented effort at the end of a program. Chouinard (2013) suggests the evaluator takes the role of educator during the evaluation process. Her findings indicate stakeholders learn about each other and the process under evaluation by merely being present and through interpersonal interaction. Several evaluators continue to theorize and research the role of evaluation in facilitating organizational learning (Chouinard, 2013; Cousins & Earl, 1995; Cousins et al., 2004; Forss et al., 1994; Owen, 1999; Owen & Lambert, 1995; Patton, 2008; Preskill & Catsambas, 2006; Preskill & Torres, 1999a, 2000; Taut, 2007; Torres et al., 2005). These evaluation professionals envision evaluation as a catalyst for learning in the workplace and believe that evaluation can be a social and communal activity in which evaluation issues considered most critical are constructed and acted on by a varied and diverse group of participants.


Theory-Driven Evaluation


Theory-driven evaluation was introduced in the late 1980s in response to a concern that evaluations were being methodologically driven and were not paying sufficient attention to the underlying theories and purposes of the program being evaluated (Bickman, 1987; Chen, 1990, 1994, 2005, 2014; Donaldson, 2007; Smith, 1994; Weiss, 1997). By focusing our thinking on methods, Chen (2005) believes, we have conceived of evaluation too narrowly, and this approach has resulted in evaluations reflecting an evaluator’s methodological bias, resulting in the exclusion of data on critical issues. According to Donaldson (2003), evaluators who adopt a theory-driven approach “typically work with stakeholders to develop a common understanding of how a program is presumed to solve the social problem(s). The common understanding of program theory helps evaluators and stakeholders identify and prioritize evaluation questions. Evaluation questions of most interest are then answered using the most rigorous methods possible given the practical constraints of the evaluation context” (p. 114).


The basic idea is to use the “program’s rationale or theory as the basis of an evaluation to understand the program’s development and impact” (Smith, 1994, p. 83). By developing a plausible model of how a program is supposed to work, the evaluator can consider not only social science theories that relate to the program and its implementation but also the program’s resources, activities, processes, policy statements, outcomes, and the assumptions that operationalize these (Bickman, 1987). For example, Chen (1994) suggests that an evaluation should be designed by looking at “pertinent assumptions and mechanisms underlying a program, such as what must be done in terms of treatment and implementation, what kind of causal processes are involved, and/or what intended and unintended consequences are likely to be generated. The exact features in a program theory to be included in the evaluation model are dependent upon key stakeholders’ needs, resources available for research, and evaluators’ judgments” (p. 230).


An evaluation that adopts a theory-driven approach might be guided by the following focusing questions: How is the program supposed to work? What are the assumptions underlying the program’s development and implementation? One way to develop and illustrate a program’s theory is to construct a logic model (Chen, 2005; Frechtling, 2008; Russ-Eft, 1986; Schmidt et al., 1979; Wholey, 1976a, 1976b, 1979). Frechtling (2008) explains that a logic model is “a tool that describes the theory of change underlying an intervention, product, or policy… and an approach for depicting the critical elements in a project and identifying where evaluation is most important” (pp. 1–2). In developing the logic model, stakeholders (with the evaluator’s guidance) identify the program’s context, underlying assumptions, resources, and other inputs, and its activities, goals, and anticipated short- and long-term impacts. As a result of this process, stakeholders understand the program’s goals, why the program exists, and where it is likely to be going. Though the terms program theory and logic model are often used interchangeably, Chen (2005) believes that they serve two separate purposes. He argues that a logic model “is a graphical representative of the relationship between a program’s day-to-day activities and its outcomes.… Program theory is a systematic configuration of prescriptive and descriptive assumptions underlying a program, whereas the logic model stresses milestones like components.… It is possible to view the logic model as a simple version of program theory” (pp. 34–35). Examples of logic models can be seen in Chapter 7 (Figures 7.1–7.4). Logic models are seen as a way to help scholars and practitioners bridge the theory-practice divide to make evaluation theories and models more accessible for everyday evaluation (Gargani, 2013).
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