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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Today I’m going to be talking about the enduring issues and debates in evaluation theory.

There are a core set of issues that evaluators have struggled with over time. For example, one issue that still attracts a great deal of attention is how to promote the use of evaluation findings for the improvement of social programs.

Scholarship on how evaluators have dealt with these issues over time constitutes the body of evaluation theory. My objective today is to provide a brief guide to the evolution of thinking on these core issues—a field guide, if you will. However, this will be different kind of field guide.



A Field Guide to Evaluation Theory

• Typical evaluation field guides: 
typologies of different models for 
evaluation practice

• This field guide: the issues that 
evaluators are likely to encounter 
in their evaluation practice.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Most field guides, such as the classic Peterson Field Guide to Birds of North American, help naturalists identify the species or subspecies of the flora or fauna they are observing in the wild. This is also how most guides to evaluation theory operate: they provide typologies of different models for evaluation practice (for example, utilization-focused evaluation, responsive evaluation, or empowerment evaluation).

The field guide I have in mind, does not help identify a particular species of evaluation practice. Instead, it provides a guide to the issues and situations that evaluators are likely to encounter in their practice. In other words, it helps answer such questions as, “What should I (the evaluator) do if I’m out in the evaluation field and I encounter situation X.”

Although, as  practicing evaluators we spend our time intently focused on a particular program or project, it is worth occasionally stepping back from the microscope we train on programs for a broader view of the enduring issues of our field. Greater familiarity with these issues and knowledge of how evaluators have successfully handled them leads, in my view, to more thoughtful and effective evaluation practice.




Overview of Workshop

 Introductions
• Evaluation and program evaluation
• Evaluation theory
 Evaluation theories that have influenced you
• Typologies of evaluation approaches
• Enduring issues in evaluation


 
Break

• Enduring issues in evaluation
 Enduring issues in your evaluation practice
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Here is a brief overview of today’s session:

After introductions, we will take some time to review:
What evaluation is and, more specifically, what program evaluation is
What theories of program evaluation are
Then, I will have an opportunity to learn from you what evaluation theories or theorists you are familiar with and what issues are central to those theories or theorists
Next, we’ll review a few typologies of evaluation approaches to judge their utility as guides to evaluation practice
Then, I will review some of the enduring issues and controversies in evaluation and how the thinking on them has evolved over time. We’ll take a break halfway through the evaluation issues.
Finally, you will have some time to discuss how the enduring issues have emerged in your work and how you have dealt with them.



Evaluation, 
Program Evaluation, & 
Theories of Evaluation Practice

Presenter
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I would like to take a moment now to clarify our terms. In the following section I will very briefly review some definitions of evaluation, program evaluation and theories of evaluation practice.



E-valu-ation

• Determines the “merit, worth, or significance” 
of something. (Scriven, 1967)
– Includes the evaluation of products, personnel, 

programs, etc…
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The classic definition of evaluation, offered by Michael Scriven in a 1967 paper, is a procedure that determines the merit, worth, or significance of some thing. In other words, it involves making value statements about things.

Note that Scriven’s definition does not restrict evaluation to judging the merit or worth of programs, but just about anything, including products and personnel. Scriven views evaluation as a trans-discipline, based on a logic that is applicable to any number of disciplinary domains in which judgments of merit, worth or significance have a role. Later, when we discuss the enduring issue in evaluation of valuing we will examine Scriven’s logic of evaluation.

Note also that Scriven, more than most writers on evaluation, stresses the centrality of valuing in e-valu-ation.



Program Evaluation

“The use of social research procedures to 
systematically investigate the 
effectiveness of social intervention 
programs…” (Rossi, Freeman and Lipsey, 
1999, p.2)
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In contrast to evaluation in general, program evaluation involves determining the merit, worth or significance of social programs.

Here is Rossi, Freeman and Lipsey’s definition of evaluation: “The use of social research procedures to systematically investigate the effectiveness of social intervention programs…” (Rossi, Freeman and Lipsey, 1999, p.2)

In Rossi, Freeman and Lipsey’s definition, evaluation is primarily about determining the effectiveness of social programs. 

According to one dictionary, the word effective is defined as “causing a result, especially the desired or intended result.” (Encarta). In other words, RF&L’s definition of evaluation is focused on the causal question: did the program achieve it’s intended outcomes.



Objections to the R, F & L Definition

• All program effects should be assessed, 
intended or not

• How programs operate is just as important
• Stakeholder questions are paramount
• There are no objective program effects
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 Because of its emphasis on the causal question, this definition of evaluation will not satisfy all evaluation theorists. 
Some might be more interested in assessing all program effects, intended or not (for example, Michael Scriven’s Goal Free Evaluation).
Others might emphasize the importance of understanding how programs operate in their local contexts.
Others might argue that evaluations should respond to whatever issues or questions are of central importance to program stakeholders (for example, Robert Stake’s Responsive Evaluation)
Still others would reject the notion that there are such things as objective program effects that are discoverable through the methods of social science. Rather, they would gather information on the equally valid perspectives of various stakeholders on the program in question (for example, Constructivist Evaluation).

The point here, is that the definition of program evaluation is still contested and we could easily spend the entire session discussing and debating this issue alone. What then is evaluation theory?




Evaluation Theory

• Evaluation “theory” is not  really theory.

• A theory is a body of principles offered to 
explain a phenomenon

• More accurate term: scholarship on approaches 
to evaluation practice

• Less cumbersome term: theories of evaluation 
practice

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Evaluation “theory” is not really theory in the traditional scientific sense of the term.

In the scientific sense of the term, evaluation theory would explain evaluation phenomena, for example how a set of evaluation practices is related to a set of possible evaluation outcomes. One might explore, for example, how different procedures to promote the use of evaluation findings are related to actual use. Or, one might investigate the extent to which empowerment evaluations lead to empowered outcomes on the part of stakeholders.

Empirical studies that seek to explain evaluation phenomena in this manner are still relatively uncommon, but their numbers have begun to increase in the last decade or so. These empirical investigations hold promise for the development of a true evaluation theory.

What we are discussing today is more accurately termed scholarship on approaches to evaluation practice. For the sake of convenience, however, I will continue to use the less cumbersome term “theories of evaluation practice.”





Theories of Evaluation Practice

• Purpose: “to specify feasible practices that 
evaluators can use…” (Shadish, Cook and 
Leviton, 1991, p. 36).

Presenter
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Theories of evaluation practice sensitize evaluators to the kinds of issues and challenges they are likely to encounter when designing and conducting evaluations and, if they are any good, provide sound guidance about how to meet these challenges skillfully.

According to Shadish, Cook and Leviton, theories of evaluation practice are designed “to specify feasible practices that evaluators can use…”




Influential Evaluation Approaches

• With what evaluation approaches or 
theorists are you most familiar?

• What issues in evaluation seem central to 
these approaches or theorists?
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I would like to take a few moments now to learn from you what theories of evaluation practice you have been exposed to and what issues seemed central to these approaches or theorists.

Working at your tables, please discuss these two questions and be prepared to report on the results of your group’s discussion in 15 minutes.



Stufflebeam’s Evaluation Models

Evaluation Models:

• “…approaches that assist evaluators in 
designing and carrying out useful, 
defensible program evaluations” (Stufflebeam 

& Shinkfield, 2007, p. 59).
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As I said at the outset, most guides to evaluation practice provide typologies of the various approaches to evaluation. Let us consider a few such typologies now and judge their utility for the practicing evaluator.

Dan Stufflebeam has produced the most comprehensive field guide to models of evaluation practice that I know of.

In his field guide, Stufflebeam identifies three major types of evaluation models. By models he means guides to evaluation practice, or, in his words:

“…approaches that assist evaluators in designing and carrying out useful, defensible program evaluations” (Stufflebeam & Shinkfield, 2007, p. 59).




Stufflebeam’s Evaluation Models

Three major types of models:

• Questions and/or methods-oriented

• Improvement/accountability-oriented

• Social agenda/advocacy approaches

Presenter
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Stufflebeam identifies three major types of evaluation models:
Questions and/or methods-oriented approaches
Improvement/accountability-oriented approaches
Social agenda/advocacy approaches

Let’s quickly review them.




Questions/Methods-Oriented Approaches

• Quasi-evaluation studies
– narrowly focused

– do not to assess overall merit and worth

• Two sub-types:
– Questions-oriented: Begin with a narrowly-defined set of 

questions
• Example: Objectives-based studies

– Methods-oriented: Use a particular method or combination 
of methods

• Example: Experimental studies
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Questions and/or methods-oriented approaches are quasi-evaluation studies that are narrowly focused and do not assess the overall merit and worth of a program.

There are two sub-types of questions/methods-oriented evaluations:
The 1st is questions-oriented evaluations, which begin with a narrowly-defined set of questions.
For example, objectives-based studies that specify program goals and objectives and determine the extent to which they have been attained
The 2nd is methods-oriented evaluations, which use a particular method or combination of methods
For example, experimental studies that randomly assign individuals to treatment and control conditions to assess the effects of a particular intervention on specified outcomes variables.



Improvement/Accountability-Oriented

• “True” evaluation studies that assess merit and 
worth in a comprehensive, rigorous manner

• Three major sub-types
– Decision/accountability-oriented

• Stufflebeam’s CIPP (Context, Input, Process, Product) Model

– Consumer-oriented
• Scriven’s Goal-Free Evaluation Model

– Accreditation/certification
• JCAHO accreditation studies
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Improvement/accountability-oriented evaluations are what Stufflebeam regards as “true” evaluation studies insofar as they assess merit and worth in a comprehensive, rigorous manner.

There are three major sub-types of improvement/accountability-oriented evaluations:
Decision/accountability-oriented
Consumer-oriented
Accreditation/certification

Decision/accountability evaluations are designed to produce timely, relevant information to assist decision making, improvement, and accountability. Stufflebeam’s CIPP, or context, input, process, product evaluation model is one example.

In consumer-oriented evaluations, the evaluator serves as an “enlightened surrogate consumer” who judges the relative merits and worth of products and services as they relate to the assessed wants/needs of consumers. An example is Scriven’s Goal-Free Evaluation approach, in which the goals and objectives of program managers and staff are deemed irrelevant and in which the assessed needs of program impactees are judged paramount.

Accreditation/certification evaluations involve an assessment of whether institutions, programs, or individuals should be approved to deliver specified public services according to predetermined criteria. An example is the accreditation studies of healthcare facilities conducted by the Joint Commission on the Accreditation of Healthcare Organizations.




Social Agenda/Advocacy Approaches

• Aimed at improving lives of disadvantaged or 
marginalized groups

• Draw on perspectives of stakeholders in characterizing, 
investigating, and judging programs

• Favor a constructivist orientation and use of qualitative 
methods

• Provide for democratic engagement of stakeholders in 
obtaining and interpreting findings 
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Stufflebeam’s third and final class of evaluation approaches is social agenda/advocacy approaches.

These models: 
Have as their aim the improvement of the lives of disadvantaged or marginalized groups
Draw on stakeholder perspectives in characterizing, investigating, and judging programs
Favor a constructivist ontology and epistemology and the use of qualitative methods
Engage stakeholders in data gathering, analysis and interpretation findings 




Social Agenda/Advocacy: Major Types

• Client-centered studies (Stake)

• Constructivist evaluation (Guba and Lincoln)

• Deliberative democratic evaluation (House)

• Utilization-focused evaluation (Patton)
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There are four major types of social agenda/advocacy approaches to evaluation:

The first is client-centered studies, in which the evaluator responds to the information needs of a diverse set of stakeholders. An example of this type is Robert Stake’s Responsive Evaluation.

The second is constructivist evaluation, in which the purpose of the evaluation is to determine and make sense of the variety of stakeholders’ constructions of reality as it relates to the program. An example of this type is Guba and Lincoln’s 4th Generation Evaluation.

The third is Ernie House’s deliberative democratic evaluation, in which stakeholders and evaluators participate equally in a process that involves compiling, discussing, and debating the implications of findings.

Finally, UFE, developed by Michael Patton, is designed to promote the intended use of evaluation findings by the intended users.




The 
Evaluation 
Theory Tree

Alkin, M. 2004
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A second evaluation typology is Marvin Alkin’s Theory Tree, which sorts evaluation theorists into three main branches: use, methods, and valuing.

Although the simplicity of the Theory Tree is appealing, this simplicity runs the risk of misclassifying theorists. For example, although Carol Weiss certainly started out in the methods branch as a Campbellian experimentalist, she is more widely known for her work on evaluation use and the political context of evaluation.

In addition to its simplicity, the Tree has another advantage: the branches identify three of the most critical issues in evaluation: use, methods for constructing credible knowledge, and valuing. We will discuss these more later.

However, note that the methods branch only includes practitioners of quantitative methods, so it would appear that qualitative methods have no role in providing credible evaluation findings. If we were to add a qualitative methods branch, it might include the following theorists: Robert Stake, who advocates the use of the case study method, Guba & Lincoln and Michael Patton.




Limitations of Evaluation Typologies

• Divide evaluation field into opposing camps

• Obscure issues that are common across all 
evaluations

• Hinder the development of a flexible and 
responsive approach to evaluation practice

• Give short shrift to certain evaluation issues
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In my view, one significant drawback to all evaluation typologies is that they have a tendency to divide the evaluation field into opposing camps, obscuring the extent to which all practitioners face the same set of fundamental issues when they design and conduct evaluations. Given a divided field, novice evaluators may feel compelled to select the approach they find most consistent with their political stance. “I am a responsive evaluator;” “I am an empowerment evaluator.” Having chosen their approach, they can then set about reading the works of the masters of that particular approach to learn how to practice it.

But the practice of evaluation requires flexibility and responsiveness to a variety of evaluation contexts, not slavish adherence to a particular approach. Although some evaluation scholars advocate the use of experimental designs, such designs are neither feasible nor desirable in all evaluation contexts. In some instances, randomization is viewed as unethical by evaluation stakeholders. In other instances, questions about causality—the questions that experimental designs really excel at answering—are not the most important questions to stakeholders.

Having said this, it should be acknowledged that there are some evaluators who practice a particular form of evaluation because of the demands of their employment situation. For example, an evaluator working on a school district evaluation unit might exclusively administer and analyze the results from standardized, norm-referenced tests of student achievement. In this case, the choice of evaluation approach would not be a matter of personal inclination.

However, in my view, few espoused evaluation approaches give sufficient attention to all of the enduring issues in evaluation. Some pay little attention to whose values matter in a particular evaluation. Others pay insufficient attention to promoting the use of evaluation findings. Failure to attend to these issues does not mean that they are not present in a particular evaluation, just that they have been ignored.

What is more important I think that identifying different types of evaluation is uncovering the fundamental issues that arise in all evaluations, regardless of type.  Shadish, Cook and Leviton made a major step in this direction by identifying 5 major issues in evaluation and tracing the evolution of theorizing about these issues across three stages of evaluation theory.






Theories of Evaluation Practice

Purpose:
“to specify feasible practices that evaluators 
can use to construct knowledge of the 
value of social programs that can be used 
to ameliorate the social problems to which 
programs are relevant” (Shadish, Cook and 
Leviton, 1991, p. 36) [emphasis mine].
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I showed you an abbreviated version of SC&L’s definition of theories of evaluation practice earlier. Note that the full definition contains five key ideas: 1) practice, 2) knowledge construction, 3) values, 4) social programming and 5) use of evaluation results. These five key ideas are what they refer to as the five fundamental issues in evaluation practice. These, and one other that I offer, will form the basis of our discussion of the enduring issues in theories of evaluation practice.



Enduring Issues in Evaluation Theory

Social Programming How do programs develop and change?
How are programs connected to social 
problem solving?

Knowledge Construction How can research construct valid or 
credible knowledge about programs?

Valuing How can justifiable value statements about  
programs be constructed?

Use How can findings can be used to modify 
programs?

Practice What are effective strategies and tactics 
for conducting evaluations?
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According to SC&L, the five fundamental issues in evaluation are:
 social programming: How do programs develop and change? How are changes in social programs connected to social change?
 knowledge construction: how can valid or credible knowledge of programs be constructed?
 valuing: How can justifiable value statements about programs be created?
 use: How can findings be used to modify programs? How can evaluators facilitate such use?
 practice: what are effective strategies evaluators can use to generate credible information about programs and what are the strategies and tactics they can use to achieve this goal?

Although I think that these five issues do indeed represent some of the most fundamental issues in evaluation, I believe that this list is incomplete…



An Additional Issue in Evaluation Theory

Purpose or aim of 
program evaluation

What is are the purposes of 
conducting program 
evaluations?

Other issues in evaluation?
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There is one additional issue that is fundamental to any good theory of evaluation practice: the purpose or aim of program evaluation.

Although SC&L discuss evaluation purpose indirectly, I think it warrants separate treatment.

ARE THERE OTHER ISSUES IN EVALUATION THAT YOU WOULD ADD TO THE LIST? 



Purpose of Evaluation

Social Programming

Knowledge Construction

Valuing

Use

Practice

Enduring Issues in Evaluation Theory
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Let us now turn to a brief discussion of the 6 enduring issues in evaluation, beginning with purpose.



Evaluation Purpose

• What is evaluation’s role in the larger context 
of policy making and social problem solving?
– Views of a social problem
– Knowledge of past attempts to ameliorate it
– Policy development
– Program design
– Program implementation
– Program modification
– Program dissemination or termination

Presenter
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Evaluation purpose. I believe a good theory of evaluation practice should situate evaluation within the larger contexts of public policy making and social problem solving and specify what role evaluation might play in:
Influencing how the public and policymakers view a particular social problem
Knowledge of the effectiveness of past efforts to ameliorate it
The development of policies to address the problem
The design of social programs to ameliorate the problem
The implementation of those programs
The modification of those programs for improved results
The dissemination or termination of those programs
It hasn’t been until fairly recently that theories of evaluation practice have begun to deal with evaluation’s potential role at each of these stages of the social problem-solving process in a comprehensive manner. Situating evaluation within this larger context has two consequences:
1) It is inspiring because it connects evaluation to the larger social-problem-solving enterprise.
2) It is humbling because it reveals that evaluation, let alone a single evaluator, plays a minor role in this enterprise.




A Lesson in Humility

Evaluation is fallible
Evaluation is but one source of evidence
Evidence is but one input into policy
Policy is but one influence on practice
Practice is but one influence on outcomes

-Weiss, Murphy-Graham, & Birkeland, 2005

Presenter
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For a taste of real humility, note the sign outside of the offices of one prominent evaluation scholar, Carol Weiss. [Read.]

As the sign indicates, although evaluation is indeed part of the social problem solving enterprise, its ultimate impact on the lives of the people served by social programs is, in most cases, miniscule.

As such, evaluators should be conscious of the role that evaluation plays in the larger context of policy making and social problem solving, while being realistic about the actual potential impact of their work.

Prima Donnas take note: evaluators are actors on the stage, but they do not play the lead.



Trends in Evaluation Purpose

Summary 
Judgment

 Multiple 
Purposes

Evaluation renders 
summary 
judgments about 
the effectiveness of 
programs

Evaluation 
serves several 
purposes
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The general trend over time in thinking about evaluation purpose has been from an emphasis on rendering summary judgments about the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of programs to a variety of purposes, only one of which is to render summary judgments. We will review these different purposes in a moment.

First, we turn to one of the golden oldies of evaluation purpose.



Purposes of Program Evaluation: The Golden Oldies

• Two types of evaluation (Scriven, 1967):

– Formative: Conducted for the purpose of improving a 

program

– Summative: Conducted for the purpose of rendering a 

judgment on program merit, worth, or significance

• When the cook tastes the soup, that's formative. 

When the guests taste it, that's summative!

– Robert Stake
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In a 1967 paper, Michael Scriven described two major types of evaluation:

Formative evaluations, which are conducted for the purpose of program improvement.

Summative evaluations, which involve rendering a judgment on the merit, worth, or significance of a program.

In his writing about evaluation, Scriven emphasized the second type of evaluation, in particular, his method for arriving at a rigorous, scientific assessment of the value of some thing. One way of remembering the distinction between formative and summative evaluation is the following analogy, attributed to Robert Stake: -When the cook tastes the soup, that's formative. When the guests taste it, that's summative!

In a formative evaluation, the cook is still adjusting the seasoning based on sensory data derived from periodic samplings of the soup. In a summative evaluation, the guests decide if, as soup goes, this one is any good. (And, if they are polite guests, they keep negative evaluations to themselves!)



Four Purposes of Program Evaluation

• Assessment of merit and worth. (Summative).

• Program and organizational improvement. (Formative).

• Oversight and compliance. Assessment of the extent to 

which  programs comply with statutes, regulations, or 

other mandates.

• Knowledge development. Development and testing of 

general theories about social processes as they occur in 

the context of social policies and programs.

(Mark, Henry, & Julnes, 1999)
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Jumping 32 years ahead, Mark, Henry and Julnes offer a more complete typology of evaluation purposes.

This typology incorporates Scriven’s formative and summative purposes, albeit renamed, and includes two more:

 Evaluations conducted for oversight and compliance purposes answer such questions as:
-whether the program services being delivered are the services that have been authorized
-whether program clients meet established eligibility criteria

2) Evaluations conducted for knowledge development purposes involve the development and testing of general theories about social processes and mechanisms as they occur in the context of social policies and programs. In such cases, an evaluation is conducted not to gain knowledge about a particular program per se. Rather, it is conducted in order to reveal something fundamental about certain social processes.



Social Problem Solving and Evaluation Purposes

Social Problem Solving Evaluation Purpose
• Views of a social problem •Knowledge development
• Knowledge of past attempts to 

ameliorate social problem
•Assessment of merit and worth

• Policy formation •Knowledge development
•Assessment of merit and worth

• Program design •Knowledge development
•Assessment of merit and worth

• Program Implementation •Oversight and compliance
• Program modification •Program and organizational 

improvement
• Program replication or 

termination
•Assessment of merit and worth
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Considering Mark, Henry and Julnes’ typology of evaluation purposes in light of the different roles evaluation might play in each stage of social-problem-solving efforts, we see that it supplies at least one evaluation purpose for every stage:
Evaluation for knowledge development contributes to an understanding of the etiology and dynamics of social problems.
Past evaluations provide knowledge about what has and has not been effective in previous attempts to ameliorate social problems.
Evaluations for both knowledge development and assessment of merit and worth can contribute to policy formation and program design.
Oversight and compliance evaluations can help determine whether programs have been implemented as intended.
Evaluations for program improvement provide information that can be used to modify programs to achieve better results
Information from summative evaluations can be used to make decisions about program replication or termination
The point of contrasting Scriven’s simple dichotomy with Mark, Henry and Julnes’ more complete typology of purposes is to show that the thinking on evaluation purposes has evolved to the point where evaluation is now viewed as having an important role in every aspect of the social problem solving enterprise, from providing a clearer understanding of the causes and dynamics of social problems to decisions about the fate of particular programs.




Purpose of Evaluation

Social Programming

Knowledge Construction

Valuing

Use

Practice

Enduring Issues in Evaluation Theory
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We now turn to the second enduring issue in theories of evaluation practice, social programming.



Social Programming Theory

• Key Issues
– How do programs develop and change?

– How are programs connected to social problem 
solving?

• Assumption
– Social problems can be ameliorated through 

better social programming

– Contrast with argument of Losing Ground

Presenter
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Key questions for theories of social programming are: how programs develop and change and how they are connected to social problem solving. Social programming theory starts with the assumption that social problems can be ameliorated with better social programming. After all, if social programs are not effective means of ameliorating social problems, why would we bother evaluating them?

It is important to recognize that this assumption is not shared by social conservatives, who have long argued that government-run social programs typically do more harm than good. The conservative sociologist, Charles Murray, argued in his book, Losing Ground, that, rather than reducing the ranks of the poor, social welfare programs had the opposite effect: swelling the ranks of the poor while trapping many who might otherwise have escaped from poverty in a state of perpetual dependency upon the government. I believe that Murray’s arguments have been convincingly rebutted, most notably by Christopher Jencks, but his arguments still enjoy wide currency among conservatives.

However, if we accept the assumption that better social programming can improve the lives of the people served by social programs, then we need a clear understanding of how programs develop and change to achieve maximum leverage in our evaluation work for positive social change.

 



Social Programming Theory

• Good social programming theory considers:
– How social policies and social programs change
– How program change contributes to social 

problem solving
– How external constraints shape programs
– Internal program structure and functioning 
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In the view of SC&L, a good theory of social programming for evaluation considers:
-How social policies and programs are initiated, how they change, and (very rarely) how they die.
-How social programs are related to social problem solving
-The external constraints within which programs operate
-The internal structure and functioning of programs



Trends in Theories of Social Programming

The 
Experimenting 
Society

 The Tinkering 
Society

Testing out bold, 
innovative 
approaches to 
social problem 
solving

Making marginal 
changes to existing 
program

Presenter
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The general trend in theories of social programming from the mid-1960s to today has been away from a utopian vision of society in which a) the social sciences play a central role in generating knowledge about the etiology and dynamics of social problems; b) that this knowledge serves as the basis for the development and testing of bold, innovative approaches to ameliorating social problems and c) that those approaches that are proven effective are widely disseminated and those that are proven ineffective are discarded.

This vision has been replaced by a more realistic view of a) the quality of social scientific knowledge about programs, b) the ability of social programs to substantially impact social problems, and c) the extent to which social scientific knowledge and evaluation findings influence decisions about programs. As such, we have moved from what Donald Campbell envisioned as The Experimenting Society to what might be called the Tinkering Society, where, instead of launching bold experiments in social problem solving, we make marginal changes to existing programs.



Social Programming Theory: Stage One

The Historical Context:

• Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society social programs
– Civil rights, War on Poverty, Medicare and Medicaid

• Optimism about:
– Potential of social programs to ameliorate stubborn social 

problems

– Capacity of social science to develop effective social 
interventions and assess their effectiveness

– Adoption of demonstrably effective programs and the 
termination of evident failures by policy makers

Presenter
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In considering how evaluation theorists have addressed the social programming component of evaluation theory, it is worth considering the historical context of what SC&L call stage- one theories.

Stage one theories of social programming were developed in the context of the Great Society programs of the Johnson Administration, which were, by today’s standards, incredibly ambitious efforts at social problem solving.

The zeitgeist of the mid-1960s could be characterized by optimism about:
The potential of social programs to ameliorate stubborn social problems
The capacity of social scientists to develop effective social interventions and accurately assess their effectiveness
The adoption of demonstrably effective social programs and the termination of obvious failures by policy makers





Donald Campbell’s Experimenting Society

• In which we:
– try out new programs designed to cure 

specific social problems, in which we learn 
whether or not these programs are effective, 
and in which we retain, imitate, modify or 
discard them on the basis of their apparent 
effectiveness (Campbell, 1969, p. 409).

Presenter
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Donald Campbell’s work epitomizes the optimism of that time. In a 1969 article, Reforms as Experiments, he articulated a utopian vision, in which social problem solving was approached with an experimental mindset, testing out a wide variety of innovative approaches to solving particular social problems, and adopting those that succeeded.

Campbell envisioned an Experimenting Society, in which we:
“try out new programs designed to cure specific social problems, in which we learn whether or not these programs are effective, and in which we retain, imitate, modify or discard them on the basis of their apparent effectiveness.”




Disillusionment: Disappointing Results

• “Soon results began to pour in. The news 
was dismaying. Nothing seemed to be 
working as expected” (Weiss, 1987, p. 41).

• Iron Law of Evaluation: “The expected value 
of any net impact assessment of any social 
program is zero” (Rossi, 1985, p.2)
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Unfortunately, such optimism was short lived. According to Carol Weiss, the disillusionment came in three primary forms:

First, early results from the Great Society programs were disappointing. As Carol Weiss writes: Soon results began to pour in. The news was dismaying. Nothing seemed to be working as expected (Weiss, 1987, p. 41).

Peter Rossi echoed Weiss’ pessimism about the impact of social programs with his Iron Law of Evaluation, which states that “the expected value of any net impact assessment of any social program is zero.” In other words, the best a priori estimate of the effect of a social program is zero.




Disillusionment: Methodological challenges

• Absence of control of confounding variables,
• Un-measurable program goals,
• Lack of program staff cooperation,
• Resistance to random assignment,
• Lack of standardization of treatment across 

projects, individuals, times
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The second source of disillusionment was related to the limits of social scientific methods to accurately assess the effects of social programs.  It turned out that the  methods of social science were at odds with the realities of social programs. These realities included:
Absence of control of confounding variables,
Program goals that were so vague as to be un-measurable,
Lack of program staff cooperation,
Resistance to random assignment on ethical grounds,
Lack of standardization across projects, individuals, times

As such, the dominant research design of the time, the field experiment, proved in many cases to be unequal to the task of evaluating actual programs.



Disillusionment: The Political Context

• Programs are subject to political pressures that 

can serve to protect ineffective programs

• Evaluation findings are one of many inputs into 

decisions about programs

• Evaluation is inherently conservative
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A third source of disillusionment was the political context of social programs.
First, programs are the result of political decisions and remain subject to political pressures. Once programs are established, they develop loyal constituencies who fight for their survival. This leads to a circumstance, where, in the words of Carol Weiss,
 “…devastating evidence of program failure has left some programs and policies unscathed, and positive evidence has not shielded others from dissolution”  (W, 1973, p.40).

Second, as noted before in the sign on Weiss’s door, evaluation findings are but one of many inputs into program decision making. Other, more powerful influences include ideology and political interests. As Weiss noted:
“A considerable amount of ineffectiveness will be tolerated if a program fits well with prevailing values, if it satisfies voters, or if it pays off political debts” (W, 1973, p.40).

Third, Weiss argues that program evaluation is inherently conservative because it focuses on programs “while accepting other features of organizational and social life as ‘given’.” 
In Weiss’ view, “Evaluation itself has a political stance” (W, 1973, p.37) and this political stance is mainstream social liberalism.
Peter Rossi shared Carol Weiss’ view of evaluation as a conservative enterprise to the extent that it contributes to incremental, rather than radical social change. 



A More Realistic View

• Increasingly incremental approach to social 
programming

• Evaluation of marginal changes/additions to 
existing programs

• More sophisticated view of
– realities of social programming

– political context of evaluation

– limits of research methods

Presenter
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Various explanations have been offered to explain the shift toward incremental social programming and social change efforts in the U.S., but the reality is that, since the Johnson administration, there have been few bold or innovative social programs. Witness the difficulty we are currently experiencing in pursuing the reform of our current health care non-system.

As such, evaluators practicing today must recognize that opportunities to assess the effectiveness of bold new approaches to social problem solving will be infrequent. More often than not, they will be involved in testing out modifications of or additions to established programs. While this prospect may be less inspiring that the heady optimism of the mid-1960s, it still affords evaluators an important role in ongoing social problem solving efforts.

In addition, current theories of evaluation practice offer a much more sophisticated view of the realities of social programming, the political context of evaluation, and the limits of research methods.



Purpose of Evaluation

Social Programming

Knowledge Construction

Valuing

Use

Practice

Enduring Issues in Evaluation Theory
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We now turn to the third enduring issue in evaluation—knowledge construction.



Knowledge Construction Theory

• Key issue
– How can credible knowledge of programs be 

created?
• Key assumptions

– the nature of reality (ontology)
– the bases of claims to knowledge (epistemology)
– how knowledge is constructed (methodology)

Presenter
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A key issue for a theory of knowledge construction is how credible knowledge of programs can be created.

Every theory of knowledge construction will necessarily make certain assumptions about
The nature of reality
The basis of claims to knowledge of that reality
And how, in a practical sense, one goes about constructing knowledge



From Post-Positivism to Multiple Paradigms

Dominance of 
Post-positivism

 Respect for multiple 
paradigms (?)

Post-positivism: 
human knowledge is  
conjectural, but these 
conjectures have 
warrants (justifications), 
which can be modified 
or withdrawn in the light 
of further investigation.

A respectful dialogue 
among paradigms
•Post-positivism
•Constructivism, post- 
modernism, etc.

Presenter
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Evaluation, like most disciplines in the social sciences, has evolved from the dominance of a single paradigm, post-positivism, to the sometimes uneasy coexistence of multiple paradigms.

Evaluation has been through the same qualitative-quantitative paradigm wars as the social science disciplines that provide the training grounds for many evaluators. During his presidential address at the 1991 AEA annual meeting, Lee Sechrest ridiculed qualitative approaches to evaluation, linking them to a rise in mathematical illiteracy and claiming that “qualitative evaluation is proving so attractive because it is, superficially, so easy.”

A mere four years later, Thomas Cook, coauthor of the bible of quasi-experimentation, announced in a key note address at the International Evaluation Conference that, “Qualitative researchers have won the qualitative-quantitative debate,” reflecting the reality that qualitative methods had by then gained widespread acceptance in evaluation practice.





Paradigm Wars in Evaluation

• AEA statement on prioritization of RCTs in 
educational research
– RCTs are not the only methods capable of 

generating understanding about causality
– RCTs can sometimes produce misleading results
– RCTs can be viewed as unethical
– Data sources are often inadequate for RCTs

Presenter
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Unfortunately, the story does not end there. Recently, the paradigm war was reignited in evaluation circles in response to the US Department of Education’s 2003 policy statement privileging experimental designs above all others. In response, the leadership of AEA developed a policy statement (which can be viewed on the AEA website) questioning the prioritization of randomized controlled trials, arguing that:
RCTs are not the only methods capable of generating understanding about causality
RCTs can sometimes produce misleading results
RCTs can be viewed as unethical
Data sources are often inadequate for RCTs

Not all AEA members were happy with the AEA statement. A group of quantitatively-oriented members denounced AEA as the “flat earth society” and developed an alternative “Not AEA statement” that defended experimental designs. Despite this flare-up, there is no doubt that qualitative approaches enjoy widespread acceptance in evaluation practice, as witnessed by the popularity of titles on mixed methods designs. Authors such as Jennifer Greene have called for, not just the inclusion of qualitative and quantitative methods in the same study, but multiple philosophical paradigms engaged in respectful dialogue in the same study as well. As she writes in her book, Mixed Methods in Social Inquiry, The core meaning of mixing methods in social inquiry is to invite multiple mental models into the same inquiry space for purposes of respectful conversation, dialogue, and learning one from the other, toward a collective generation of better understanding of the phenomenon being studied (Greene, p.13). However, as much as I approve of Greene’s position, it is far from clear how widely this attitude is shared. Whether we have reached the stage were there is indeed mutual respect between paradigms is unclear.




What Counts as Credible Evidence

• The AEA policy 
statement controversy 
in the words of the 
participants

• A more general 
discussion of what 
constitutes credible 
evidence.

Presenter
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For those interested in learning about the AEA policy statement controversy from the participants and a more general discussion of current debates in what constitutes credible evidence in evaluation, I highly recommend this 2009 volume edited by Donaldson, Christie and Mark. The first section of the book contains chapters by proponents of experimental approaches, such as Gary Henry and Leonard Bickman. The second section contains chapters by supporters of non-experimental approaches, including Michael Scriven, Jennifer Greene and Thomas Schwandt.



Trends in Theories of Knowledge Construction

• Decline of the dominance of the post- 
positivist paradigm

• Emergence of alternative epistemologies, 
especially constructivism

• Acceptance of qualitative methods
• Increased use of mixed-methods designs
• Increased interest in knowing more about 

programs than whether intervention x 
caused effect y.
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There have been a number of important trends in theories of knowledge construction in evaluation. I have already mentioned a few:

The decline in the total dominance of the post-positivist paradigm. I emphasize total dominance because in many contexts it still reigns supreme
The emergence and increasing acceptance of alternative epistemologies, such as constructivism
The increasing view of qualitative methods as an essential tool within the evaluator’s toolkit.
The increasing use of designs that mix qualitative and quantitative methods.
Increased interest in knowing how, exactly, interventions achieve their effects.

It is beyond the scope of this session examine all of these trends in any detail. However, I would like to pull out one strand for further discussion. In particular, I would like to talk about how increased interest in questions other than simply whether intervention X caused effect Y has challenged the supremacy of the post-positivist paradigm and it’s preferred method, the randomized controlled trial. 



Don Campbell’s Critical Realism

• Posits the existence of a 
real world beyond the 
knower

• But perception of this world 
is distorted by visual and 
auditory illusions, cognitive 
schema and biases 

Is this a spiral?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Don Campbell’s work is emblematic of the post-positivist paradigm that dominated evaluation in its early years.

Don Campbell was a critical realist in that he accepted the existence of a real world beyond the knower. However, he believed that our senses do not provide direct, unmediated access to this world. Instead, it is distorted by visual and auditory illusions and cognitive schema. Some of Campbell’s earliest research was on visual illusions.

Speaking of visual illusions, is this a picture of a spiral? [click]

Campbell’s early interest in distorted perceptions of reality foreshadowed his later interest in the kinds of biases that complicate scientists’ efforts to draw valid inferences from research findings.




Don Campbell’s Quest for Valid Inferences

• Threats to Valid Inferences
– Threats to internal validity (causation)

• History: events between pre- and posttest
• Maturation: changes in participants over time
• Testing: effects of taking test

– Threats to external validity (generalizability)
• Reactive effects

Campbell & Stanley, 1963
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Campbell is perhaps best known for two works: Campbell & Stanley, 1963 and Cook and Campbell, 1979. (In a survey of evaluators in 1987, Shadish and Epstein found that Campbell’s 1963 work with Stanley was the single most influential evaluation work.)

In both works, Campbell provides a typology of threats to valid inferences about causation—or internal validity—and valid inferences about generalizations—or external validity.

Threats to internal validity include such things as:
History, which refers to events that occur between the first and second measurement other than the treatment that might effect the dependent variable. 
Maturation, which refers to changes in participants due to the passage of time.
Testing, which refers to the effects of taking a test on the scores on subsequent tests.

Threats to external validity include such things as the reactive effects of experimental arrangements, which would hinder generalization to non-experimental settings.




Quasi-Experimentation

• Quasi-experimental 
designs
– Non-equivalent comparison 

groups
– Time series
– Regression discontinuity…

Cook & Campbell, 1979

Presenter
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Perhaps more influential in terms of evaluation practice, was Campbell’s description of several types of quasi-experimental designs which vary in their ability to rule out various threats to validity. These designs provide evaluators with alternatives when randomized designs are not feasible and include non-equivalent comparison group designs, time series designs, and regression discontinuity designs. 

Late is his career, Campbell distanced himself from his quasi-experimental creations, wishing he had never appear to grant them legitimacy and arguing that he had meant all along that randomized designs were preferable. This preference for randomized designs signals Campbell’s clear prioritization of internal validity for valid causal inferences over external validity for valid generalization of findings.

We don’t have enough time in this session for more than a cursory overview of the various threats to validity and quasi-experimental designs. I highly recommend the 1963 classic, which packs a great deal of brilliance into in a mere 76 pages.





Lee Cronbach stands Don Campbell on his head

• “all that can be validly meant by reference to 
a cause in a particular instance is that, on 
one trial of a partially specified manipulation 
of t under conditions A, B and C, along with 
other conditions not named, phenomena P 
was observed. To introduce the word cause 
seems pointless. Campbell’s writings make 
internal validity a property of trivial, past- 
tense, and local statements.” (Cronbach, 1982, p. 137)
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Lee Cronbach, the accomplished educational psychologist and statistician, took Campbell to task for his emphasis on internal validity and causal inferences. Here’s what Cronbach has to say about Campbell’s work…[Read].

As you can see, Cronbach believes that Campbell’s emphasis on valid causal inferences produced results that were trivial at best. In Cronbach’s view, all that one can conclude from an experimental trial is that, under a very particular set of circumstances a certain effect has been observed. Nothing is learned about how that effect was produced or how likely it is that the same effect can be reproduced in other settings.



Lee Cronbach and External Validity
• What counts is external validity—the plausibility of 

conclusions about the un-sampled universe of 
persons, treatments, outcomes, settings.

UTOS  *UTOS

– UTOS (sampled units, treatments, outcomes, settings)
– *UTOS (un-sampled units, treatments, outcomes, settings)

• Explaining how a treatment produces it’s effect 
promotes extrapolation to other populations.

Presenter
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In Cronbach’s view, what is really important is external validity, or the extent to which findings can be generalized from sampled persons, treatments, outcomes or settings—UTOS, in Cronbach’s terminology—to the un-sampled universe of persons, treatments, outcomes or settings--star-UTOS in Cronbach’s terminology.

One of the key strategies for extrapolating beyond the sampled population is to provide an explanation for how a particular treatment has a certain effect. In Cronbach’s view, such explanation promotes generalizability because “it tells what process must occur for an effect to be realized” (SCL, p.348)

Such causal explanations take us inside the Black Box of Experimentation.





The Black Box of Experimentation

Treatment Outcome?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As we have seen, Campbell was primarily interested in being able to determine whether a treatment produces measurable differences between the treatment and control groups on the outcome variable.

Similarly, Scriven is primarily interested in whether or not a program has the effects it should have to meet the needs of intended program beneficiaries.

Neither are much interested in the causal processes that mediate between the program treatment and client outcome. In other words, they take a largely black-box approach to evaluation. In their view, what matters is whether an effect is observed, not how that effect is brought about.



Inside the Black Box: 
The theory-driven evaluations of Peter Rossi and Huey Chen

• TDE studies program inputs, 
causal mediating process, and 
program effects

• TDE uses structural equation 
modeling to reveal causal 
mediating processes between 
input and outputs

• Website: http://www.mechanisms.org/
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A  concern, for understanding what goes in inside the black box of interventions, culminated in an approach to evaluation known as theory-driven evaluation.

Developed by Peter Rossi and his student, Huey Chen, TDE involves the study of program inputs, causal mediating process, and program effects and frequently uses SEM to explore the causal mediating processes between program inputs and outputs.

For more information on theory-driven and program-theory driven evaluations, see the AEA topical interest group website.




Knowledge Construction

• Increased interest in understanding how 
interventions produce their effects so that 
these effects can be reproduced in other 
settings.

Presenter
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To sum up our discussion of theories of knowledge construction, in addition to a decline in the total dominance of the post-positivist paradigm and it’s preferred method, the RCT, we have seen an increased interest in understanding not just whether interventions have their intended effects, but how they attain those effects so that they may be reproduced in other settings beyond the initial experimental manipulation.



10 Minute Break



Activity 1

• Find someone from a different discipline
• Ask each other following question:

– What are the typical assumptions in your 
discipline about ways of constructing credible 
knowledge about programs and their effects?

• Share what you learned about cross- 
disciplinary differences with the larger group



Purpose of Evaluation

Social Programming

Knowledge Construction

Valuing

Use

Practice

Enduring Issues in Evaluation Theory
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We now move on to the fourth enduring issue in evaluation—theories of valuing.



Theories of Valuing

• Key Issues
– How can justifiable value statements relating to 

programs be constructed?

– Whose values are considered in constructing 
such statements?

Presenter
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Key issues in theories of valuing for evaluation are:

How one can construct justifiable value statements relating to programs?

Whose values are considered in constructing such statements?



Theories of Valuing

• Prescriptive theory: theory that advocates 
the primacy of particular values

• Descriptive theory: theories that describe 
values without advocating one as best

• Meta-theory: the study of the nature of and 
justification for valuing

Presenter
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Two theories of valuing are relevant to the issue of whose values are considered:

Prescriptive theories of valuing advocate the primacy of particular values. An example of a prescriptive theory is provided by Ernest House, who, following Rawls’ theory of justice, prioritizes the values of the economically disadvantaged. A less obviously prescriptive theory of valuing comes from Michael Scriven, who advocates judging program merit against the assessed needs of intended beneficiaries and largely ignoring the goals of program managers and staff.

In contrast, descriptive theories of valuing describe values without advocating one as best. An example of descriptive theory is stakeholder-based approaches to evaluation in which the values of a variety of stakeholders are taken into consideration when assessing the merit or worth of a program

A third type of valuing theory is relevant to the issue of how one goes about constructing justifiable value statements.

Meta-theories of valuing study the nature of and justification for valuing. An example of a meta-theory of valuing is Michael Scriven’s logic for conducting value statements, to which we now turn.



Scriven and the Science of Valuing

• Valuing as a science
– “Evaluation research must produce as a 

conclusion exactly the kind of statement that 
social scientists for years have been taught is 
illegitimate: a judgment of value, worth, or merit” 
(Scriven, 1974, p.4)

• Values as scientific constructs
– “Value, worth, quality, and merit are simply 

constructs from observable variables” (1986, p. 39).
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Scriven believed that an objective science of valuing was possible.

As he wrote in 1974, “Evaluation research must produce as a conclusion exactly the kind of statement that social scientists for years have been taught is illegitimate: a judgment of value, worth, or merit” (Scriven, 1974, p.4).

In Scriven’s view, values are scientific constructs. As he wrote in 1986, “value, worth, quality, and merit are simply constructs from observable variables.”

The method for constructing value statements is Scriven’s logic of evaluation.



Scriven’s Logic of Evaluation

1. Choose the object to be evaluated (the evaluand)

2. Establish criteria of merit

3. Establish standards of merit

4. Determine performance of the evaluand in relation to 

competitors or standards of merit

5. Summarize results into an evaluative judgment

Presenter
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First, choose an object to be evaluated, called the evaluand. As we saw earlier, Scriven thought that this logic could be applied to the evaluation of anything.

Second, establish criteria of merit for the evaluand. In Scriven’s view, an understanding of the evaluand leads naturally to its dimensions of  merit. For example, an understanding of what a consumer product is supposed to do leads to some fairly obvious performance criteria. For social programs, criteria should be related to the program’s capacity to meet the needs of program recipients.

Third, establish standards of merit for the evaluand. In other words, how well does it need to perform according to the criteria of merit? These standards can be constructed by comparison with competitors or a set level of performance. For example, for automobiles, one might compare fuel economy. Alternatively one could set an arbitrary standard of performance for fuel economy.

Fourth, collect data and determine the performance of the evaluand in relation to the standards of merit.

Finally, synthesize the results across the performance criteria and render an evaluative judgment.



The Logic of Valuing Vacuum Cleaners

Price Overall Score Test Results

P F G VG E Carpet Bare
Floors

Noise Emissions Handling

Bissell
5770

249.90 5 4 5 5 5

Dirt Devil
M110006

$153.99 5 3 3 4 5

Dyson
DC17

$449.99 3 3 4 4 5

Hoover
UH30010

$299.99 3 2 5 3 3

CR Best Buy indicates an 
exceptional value

Criteria of MeritEvaluative 
Judgments

5 1

Presenter
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Here, from Consumer Reports, is Scriven’s logic of valuing as applied to a common consumer product.

The evaluand is…
The criteria of merit are…[click]
Are the standards of merit relative or absolute?
A determination of the performance of the vacuum cleaners finds that…
The final evaluative judgment is…

Please note that I made these results up, so don’t make any vacuum cleaner purchases based on them!

Of course, by saying that, I’m assuming that anyone makes use of evaluation findings and, as we will discuss in the next section, there are reasons to be skeptical about this assumption. But first, I want to draw your attention to more recent treatments of Scriven’s Logic of Evaluation.




The Logic of Evaluation

• A clear, concise 
explication of the 
fundamental logic of 
evaluation by one of 
Scriven’s students.

Presenter
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This book, by Jane Davidson, one of Michael Scriven’s students provides a clear and concise treatment of the central logic of evaluation. I highly recommend it.
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Enduring Issues in Evaluation Theory
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We now move on to the fifth enduring issue in evaluation—theories of evaluation use.



Evaluation Use

• How can evaluators produce results that are 
useful for social problem solving?

Naïve Instrumentalism 
A multiplicity of uses 
and users

•Evaluations often directly 
influence program 
decisions
•Evaluators don’t need to 
make any special effort to 
ensure their findings are 
used

•Expanded typology of 
uses
•Identification of intended 
users and how they will 
make use of findings

Presenter
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The central issue in evaluation use is how evaluators can produce results that are useful for social problem solving and facilitate the use of those results. 

Early evaluation theorists, such as Campbell and Scriven, never gave the issue of use much thought. It appears they assumed that the audiences for their findings would be overwhelmed by the persuasiveness of their evidence and use it as the basis for decisions about programs. SC&L call this perspective naïve instrumentalism.

In contrast contemporary theories of evaluation use describe a variety of uses and users and offer strategies for identifying potential users and facilitating their use of findings.

Theories of evaluation use are one of the few areas of theories of evaluation practice with an evidence base. In other words, theories of evaluation use are genuine theories in the scientific sense of the term. Since the 1970s, a number of evaluation scholars have studied the conditions that facilitate use, most notably, Carol Weiss, Michael Patton, and Bradley Cousins.







Carol Weiss and Conceptual Use

• Instrumental use of evaluation findings is rare
• Conceptual use (“enlightenment”) is more 

common
– “…diffuse and undirected infiltration of research 

ideas into their understanding of the world” (Weiss & 
Bucuvalas, 1980, p. 267).
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In 1972, Weiss wrote that “a review of the evaluation experience suggests that evaluation results have generally not exerted significant influence on program decisions.” Here, Weiss is primarily talking about instrumental use of evaluation findings, circumstances where evaluation results directly inform a decision about a program.

Later, Weiss came to believe that instrumental use was rare. Based on empirical research with her colleague, Bucuvalas, on how policy makers make decisions, Weiss came to see not instrumental use, but conceptual use—”enlightenment” in her terms—as more common. Rather than directly informing program decisions, conceptual use influences how people understand a particular problem or approaches to ameliorating it. Conceptual use is now widely recognized as an important form of evaluation use.

Theorizing about types of evaluation use has evolved considerably since Weiss’ early work, resulting in a much more complex typology.




Types of Evaluation Use

FINDINGS USE
Use of evaluation findings

PROCESS USE
Change that occurs as a 
result of participation in 
the evaluation process

•Instrumental •Instrumental

•Conceptual •Conceptual

•Legitimative •Symbolic

-Alkin & Taut, 2003
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Alkin and Taut distinguish between two major types of evaluation use, findings use, which refers to the use of evaluation findings and process use.

Process use refers to changes that are a product of learning among evaluation participants. For example, by participating in an evaluation, program staff may learn about the value of keeping accurate records, leading to changes in record-keeping procedures. Process use can occur both instrumentally and conceptually. Instrumental process use occurs when, as a result of the evaluation process, instrumental decisions are made. Conceptual process use takes place when, for example, stakeholders’ attitudes about the importance of evaluation change as a result of being involved in the evaluation process.

In addition to instrumental and conceptual uses, Alkin and Taut identify two further kinds of evaluation use, legitimative and symbolic. Neither are regarded as especially desirable. Legitimative use is a type of findings use and occurs when evaluation findings are used to justify a prior decision. Symbolic use is a kind of process use and occurs when the evaluation process is used to signal that a program manager was willing to have his/her program evaluated, thereby enhancing his/her reputation.

Given the various types of uses, the question remains of what the evaluator can do to facilitate use. Many of the strategies that facilitate evaluation can be subsumed under what Michael Patton calls The Personal Factor.



The Personal Factor in Evaluation Use

• The Personal Factor: “the presence of an 
identifiable individual or group of people who 
personally care about the evaluation and the 
findings it generates” (Patton, 1997, p.44)

• Where the personal factor was present, the 
evaluation was used

• Findings led to Utilization-Focused Evaluation
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In the mid-1970s, Michael Patton and colleagues conducted a study of 20 federal health evaluations to determine how the findings had been used and what factors contributed to their use. Respondents were asked to comment on the extent to which 11 different factors identified in the utilization literature had effected use. Finally, they were asked to pick out the single factor that had the most effect on use. Only two factors consistently predicted use; one of these was the personal factor.

Patton defines the personal factor as “the presence of an identifiable individual or group of people who personally care about the evaluation and the findings it generates” (Patton, 1997, p.44). Where the personal factor was present, the evaluation was used. Where it was absent, the evaluation was not used.

These findings led to Patton’s development and refinement over three decades of Utilization-focused Evaluation



Utilization-Focused Evaluation

• Identify primary intended users
• Identify intended uses of findings
• Determine how findings might be used
• Given expected use, decide whether  

evaluation is worth doing
• If evaluation is worth doing, proceed with 

design and measurement decisions

Intended use by intended users

Presenter
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The discovery of the personal factor is directly related to the catch phrase that captures the essence of UFE: intended use by intended users. What this means is, in conducting and evaluation, the evaluator should first identify those with an interest in the evaluation. These should be people who are not only interested in the findings, but who are also in a position to make decisions about the program based on them. These are the primary intended users.

Second, determine the primary purpose of the evaluation and how users intend to make use of the findings. These are the intended uses. But the process doesn’t stop there…To help determine whether findings really will be used, simulate use with fabricated findings. In other words, present fabricated findings to PIUs and ask them how they would use them. If they cannot say how they would use the findings, then find more useful evaluation questions, the answers to which would provide a basis for action. Finally, if uses can be identified, decide whether, given the expected use of findings, the evaluation is worth doing. If it is viewed as worth doing, proceed with design a measurement decisions.

UFE, as its name suggests, is the most highly developed theory of evaluation practice focused on use. However, it is more that a theory of how to facilitate use. With it’s menu-based approach, it provides countless options for practice, making it is among the most comprehensive guides to evaluation practice in general. Most evaluation purposes and designs have a place within UFE. However, if a legitimate form of use cannot be identified, then regardless of the purpose or design, UFE counsels the evaluator to decline to conduct the evaluation.



Purpose of Evaluation
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Enduring Issues in Evaluation Theory
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We now move on to the sixth and final enduring issue in evaluation—theories of evaluation practice.



Evaluation Practice Issues

• When a evaluation should/should not be done
• Evaluator roles
• Stakeholder roles
• Types of questions
• Evaluation designs
• Ways to facilitate use

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In many ways, this “enduring issue” is a grab bag of miscellaneous topics, including

When an evaluation should or should not be done
What roles the evaluator ought to play
What roles stakeholders ought to play
What types of questions should be asked
What kinds of evaluation designs will be used

What unites these topics is that they, more than any of the other issues considered today, are about how to actually conduct an evaluation.

We do not have time today to do justice to these topics. Several, might be considered enduring issues in their own right. For example, there is a huge body of scholarship on stakeholder roles in evaluation, primarily related to participatory and empowerment models of practice. Instead, what I would like to end with today is a simple model of evaluation practice that provides a framework for considering the major tasks in conducting an evaluation, how they are typically sequenced and what sorts of issues need to be considered at each stage. After we consider this model, I would like you to reconvene your groups to consider which of the enduring issues have seemed most salient in your evaluation experience.  But first, the model of evaluation practice. 



Evaluation Model
1. Engage

Stakeholders

5. Justify
conclusions

6. Ensure use
and share

lessons learned

2. Describe
the program

3. Focus the
Evaluation

design

4. Gather
credible
evidence

Adapted from Millstein & Wetterhall, 2000

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Bobby Milstein and his colleagues at the CDC developed this framework to serve as a “guide for navigating through virtually any evaluation project.” Step one involves engagement with stakeholders, including the primary intended users of the evaluation.

Step two involves describing the program in sufficient detail to ensure that there is a shared understanding of the program and what its mission, objectives, and strategies are. Important things to include in this description are the target population, the need it serves, its resources, its activities, and its expected effects. Displaying these in a program logic model helps elucidate the presumed linkages between program input and outcomes. For those who would like to learn more about program logic models, I recommend the upcoming Evaluation Circle session on 11/6/09. 

Step three involves focusing the evaluation design. Among the issues to consider when focusing the evaluation design are: purpose, users, uses, questions, methods, and deliverables.




Evaluation Model
1. Engage

Stakeholders

5. Justify
conclusions

6. Ensure use
and share

lessons learned

2. Describe
the program

3. Focus the
Evaluation

design

4. Gather
credible
evidence

Adapted from Millstein & Wetterhall, 2000
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In step four, the evaluation team gathers credible evidence. What evidence is viewed as credible depends on the questions being posed and the kinds of information stakeholders find credible.

Step five involves justifying conclusions. Conclusions are justified when they are linked to the evidence gathered and are consistent with values that stakeholders have agreed will serve as the criteria for judging the merit worth of a program.  Justifying conclusions involves 4 basic steps: 1) analysis, 2) interpretation, 3) judgments, and 4) recommendations.

Step six is focused on ensuring that evaluation findings are used to improve programming. Although Millstein clearly recognizes the importance of actively working to promote use, I think it is a mistake give the impression that use is considered at the end of the process. As Patton has shown, it is wiser to consider use at the outset and to revisit use throughout the evaluation process.



Summing Up

• Limits of typologies
• Need for a new field guide
• Enduring issues over time
• Toward more reflective evaluation practice
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That concludes my presentation. Today we have considered:

The limits of typologies of evaluation practice
The need for a field guide that tackles the issues evaluators are likely to encounter in their practice
The enduring issues in evaluation practice and how theorizing about them has evolved over time

It is my belief that being cognizant of the enduring issues in our evaluation practice will lead to more reflective and effective evaluation practice. Whether that is so, however, depends on the further development of evidence-based evaluation theories.

Now on to our final workshop activity.






Activity 2

• Find a second person from a different discipline

• Ask each other following questions:
– Do prescriptive or descriptive theories of valuing 

predominate in your discipline? Why?

• Share what you learned about cross-disciplinary 
differences with the larger group
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