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Prologue

Evaluation is the act of judging the value, merit, worth, or significance
of things. Those “things” can be performances, programs, processes, poli-
cies, or products, to name a few. Evaluation is ubiquitous in everyday
life. It is evident in annual performance appraisals, the assessment of a
good golf swing, scholarly reviews of books, quality control procedures in
manufacturing, and the ratings of products provided by agencies such as
Consumer’s Union. Forensic evaluations by psychiatrists are a common
aspect of many court proceedings; teachers evaluate the performance of
their students; expert judges assess and score athlete performances in high
school diving competitions; drama critics for local newspapers appraise
the quality of local theatre productions; foundation officers examine their
investments in social programs to determine whether they yield value for
money. Evaluation is an organizational phenomenon, embedded in poli-
cies and practices of governments, in public institutions like schools and
hospitals, as well as in corporations in the private sector and foundations
in the philanthropic world. Evaluation and kindred notions of appraising,
assessing, auditing, rating, ranking, and grading are social phenomena
that all of us encounter at some time or another in life.

However, we can also identify what might be called a “professional
approach” to evaluation that is linked to both an identity and a way of
practicing that sets it apart from everyday evaluation undertakings. That
professional approach is characterized by specialized, expert knowledge
and skills possessed by individuals claiming the designation of “evaluator.”
Expert knowledge is the product of a particular type of disciplined inquiry,

an organized, scholarly, and professional mode of knowledge production.
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The prime institutional locations of the production of evaluation knowl-
edge are universities, policy analysis and evaluation units of government
departments or international organizations, and private research institutes
and firms. The primary producers are academics, think tank experts, and
other types of professionals engaged in the knowledge occupation known
as “evaluation,” or perhaps more broadly “research and evaluation.”
Evaluation is thus a professional undertaking that individuals with a spe-
cific kind of educational preparation claim to know a great deal abour,
on the one hand, and practice in systematic and disciplined ways, on the
other hand. This knowledge base and the methodical and well-organized
way of conducting evaluation sets the expert practice apart from what oc-
curs in the normal course of evaluating activities in everyday life. Expert
evaluation knowledge, particularly of the value of local, state, national,
and international policies and programs concerned with the general social
welfare (e.g., education, social services, public health, housing, criminal
justice), is in high demand by governments, nongovernmental agencies,
and philanthropic foundations.

Focus of the Practice

The somewhat unfortunately awkward word used to describe the plans,
programs, projects, policies, performances, designs, material goods, facili-
ties, and other things that are evaluated is evaluands; a term of art that I
try my best to avoid using. It is the evaluation of policies and programs
(also often referred to as social interventions) that is of primary concern
in this book. A program is a set of activities organized in such a way so as
to achieve a particular goal or set of objectives. Programs can be narrow
in scope and limited to a single site—for example, a health education
program in a local community to reduce the incidence of smoking—or
broad and unfolding across multiple sites such as a national pre-school
education initiative that involves delivering a mix of social and educa-
tional services to preschool-aged children and their parents in several
locations in major cities across the country. Policies are broader state-
ments of an approach to a social problem or a course of action that often
involve several different kinds of programs and activities. For example,
the science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) educa-
tion policy, supported by the U.S. National Science Foundation (NSF)

(among other agencies), is aimed in part at increasing the participation of
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students in STEM careers, especially women and minorities. That aim is
realized through a variety of different kinds of programs including teacher
preparation programs; informal, out-of-school education programs; edu-
cational efforts attached to NSF-funded centers in science and engineer—
ing; and programs that provide research experience in STEM fields for
undergraduates.

However, even if we restrict our focus to the evaluation of programs,
there remains an incredible variety including training programs (e.g., job
training to reduce unemployment; leadership development for youth pro-
grams); direct service interventions (e.g., early childhood education
programs); indirect service interventions (e.g., a program providing funding
to develop small- and medium-size business enterprises); research programs
(e.g., a program aimed at catalyzing transdisciplinary research such as the
U.S. National Academies of Science Keck Future’s Initiative); surveillance
systems (e.g., the U.S. National Security Agency’s controversial electronic
surveillance program known as PRISM or, perhaps in a less sinister way
of thinking, a program that monitors health-related behaviors in a com-
munity in order to improve some particular health outcome); knowledge
management programs; technical assistance programs; social marketing
campaigns (e.g., a public health program designed to encourage people
to stop smoking); programs that develop advocacy coalitions for policy
change; international development programs that can focus on a wide va-
riety of interventions in health, education, food safety, economic develop-
ment, the environment, and building civil society; strategy evaluation;* and
programs that build infrastructure in or across organizations at state or local
levels to support particular educational or social initiatives.

Aims of the Practice

Evaluation is broadly concerned with quality of implementation, goal
attainment, effectiveness, outcomes, impact, and costs of programs and
policies.> Evaluators provide judgments on these matters to stakehold-
ers who are both proximate and distant. Proximate stakeholders include
clients sponsoring or commissioning an evaluation study as well program
developers, managers, and beneficiaries. Distant stakeholders can include
legislators, the general public, influential thought leaders, the media,
and so on. Moreover, policies and programs can be evaluated at different
times in their development and for different purposes as shown in Table 1.



Table 1. Types of Evaluation

Implementation Focusing on what happens in the program—its characteristics, par-

evaluation (also ticipants, stafl activities, and so on—to determine what is working

called operational  and what is not; determining whether the program is operating

evaluation)? according to design. Can be undertaken for several purposes in-
cluding monitoring, accountability (i.e., compliance with program
specifications), and program improvement.

Program Monitoring/tracking continuously key program data (e.g., par-

monitoring ticipation levels, program completion rates, program costs); often
accomplished through the design and operation of a management
information system. (A type of implementation evaluation.)

Process Examining how the program produces an outcome; searching

evaluation for explanations of successes and failures in the way the program
works; typically requires an examination of how program staff and
participants understand and experience the program. (A type of
implementation evaluation.)

Outcome Focusing on the kinds of outcomes that the program produced

evaluation in the program participants such as a change in status, behavior,
attitudes, skills, and so on; requires the development and specifi-
cation of indicators that serve as measures of outcome attainment.
Outcome monitoring involves examining whether performance
targets for program outcomes are being achieved.

Impact Examining whether results are actually attriburtable to the program

evaluation or policy in question; often focuses not only on the expected and
unexpected effects on program participants or beneficiaries attrib-
utable to the program (or policy) but also, in the longer run, on the
community or system in which the program operates.©

Efficiency Determining whether the benefits produced by the program justify

assessment its costs; often determined by using cost-benefit or cost-effectiveness
analysis.

Social impact Measuring the social or public value created by policies, projects,

assessment and social interventions.

2 See Khandker, Koolwal, and Samad (2010: 16-18).

b ThE litcrﬂturc iS not in agl’(:'tmﬁnt on thc ClEﬁnitioﬂs Uf outcome ﬂnd impﬂct evﬁluatiol‘l. SOmC
evaluators treat them as virtua”y the same, others argue that outcome evaluation is spc:ciﬁca”y
concerned with immediate changes occurring in recipients of the program while impact examines
longer-term changes in participants’ lives.

© Khandker, Koolwal, and Samad (2010); see also the InterAction website for its Impact Evaluation
Guidance Notes at hrep://www.interaction.org/impact-evaluation-notes

4 Levin and McEwan (2001).
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Scope of the Practice

Evaluation of policies and programs in the United States is an impor-
tant part of the work of legislative agencies and executive departments
including the Government Accountability Office, the Ofhce of Manage-
ment and Budget, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the
Departments of State, Education, and Labor, the National Science Foun-
dation, the U.S. Cooperative Extension Service, the Office of Evaluation
and Inspections in the Office of the Inspector General in the Department
of Health and Human Services, and the Office of Justice Programs in the
U.S. Department of Justice. At state and local levels evaluations are un-
dertaken by legislative audit offices, as well as by education, social service,
public health, and criminal justice agencies (often in response to federal
evaluation requirements).

Professional evaluation of programs and policies is also an exten-
sive global undertaking. Governments throughout the world have es-
tablished national-level evaluation offices dealing with specific public
sector concerns SuCh as the Danish Evﬂlua[ion Institute Chal‘ged Wlth
examining the quality of day care centers, schools, and educational pro-
grams throughout the country or the Agency for Health Care Research
and Quality in the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
that investigates the quality, efficiency, and effectiveness of health care
for Americans. At the national level, one also finds evaluation agencies
charged with oversight for all public policy such as the Spanish Agency
for the Evaluation of Public Policies and Quality of Services and the
South African Department of Performance Monitoring and Evaluation.
These omnibus agencies not only determine the outcomes and impacts
of government policies but in so doing combine the goals of improving
the quality of public services, rationalizing the use of public funds, and
enhancing the public accountability of government bodies.

Evaluations are both commissioned and conducted at think tanks and
at not-for-profit and for-profit institutions such as the Brookings Institu-
tion and the Urban Institute, the Education Development Center, WestEd,
American Institutes of Research, Weststat, and the International Initiative
for Impact Evaluation (3ie). Significant evaluation work is undertaken or
supported by philanthropies such as the Bill & Melinda Gates Founda-
tion and the Rockefeller Foundation. Internationally, evaluation is central
to the work of multilateral organizations including the World Bank, the
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Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD),
the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO), and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP);
as We” as government agel’lcies around the WOI‘]CI Concerned Wlth interna'
tional development such as the U.S. Agency for International Development
(USAID), the International Development Research Centre in Canada
(IDRC), the Department for International Development (DFID) in the
United Kingdom, and the Science for Global Development Division of
the Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research (NWO-WOTRO).

The scope and extent of professional evaluation activity is evident
from the fact that twenty academic journals® are devoted exclusively to
the field, and there are approximately 140 national, regional, and inter-
national evaluation associations and societies.’ This worldwide evaluation
enterprise is also loosely coupled to the related work of professionals who
do policy analysis, performance measurement, inspections, accreditation,
quality assurance, testing and assessment, organizational consulting, and
program auditing.

Characteristics of the Practice and Its Practitioners

The professional practice of evaluation displays a number of interesting
traits, not least of which is whether it actually qualifies as a profession—a
topic taken up later in this book. Perhaps its most thought-provoking
trait is that it is heterogeneous in multiple ways. Evaluators examine poli-
cles and programs that vary considerably in scope from a local commu-
nity-based program to national and international efforts spread across
many sites. They evaluate a wide range of human endeavors reflected
in programs to stop the spread of HIV/AIDS, to improve infant nutri-
tion, to determine the effectiveness of national science policy, to judge
the effectiveness of education programs, and more. This diversity in focus
and scope of evaluation work is accompanied by considerable variation
in methods and methodologies including the use of surveys, field ob-
servations, interviewing, econometric methods, field experiments, cost-
benefit analysis, and network and geospatial analysis. For its foundational
ideas (for example, the meaning of evaluation, the role of evaluation in
society, the notion of building evaluation capacity in organizations), its
understanding of the fields in which it operates, and many of its methods,
evaluation draws on other disciplines.
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The individuals who make up the community of professional practi-
tioners are a diverse lot as well. For some, the practice of evaluation is a
specialty taken up by academic researchers within a particular field like
economics, sociology, education, nursing, public health, or applied psy-
chology. For others, it is a professional career pursued as privately em-
ployed or as an employee of a government, not-for-profit or for-profit
agency. There are three broad types of evaluation professionals: (1) experi-
enced evaluators who have been practicing for some time either as privately
employed, as an employee of a research organization or local, state, federal,
or international agency, or as an academic; (2) novices entering the field of
program evaluation for the first time seeking to develop knowledge and
skills; and (3) “accidental evaluators,” that is, people without training who
have been given responsibility for conducting evaluations as part of their
portfolio of responsibilities and who are trying to sort out exactly what will
be necessary to do the job.°®

Preparation for the Practice

With only two exceptions (evaluation practice in Canada and Japan), at
the present time there are no formal credentialing or certification require-
ments to become an evaluator. Some individuals receive formal training
and education in evaluation in master’s and doctoral degree programs
throughout the U.S. and elsewhere in the world.” However, at the doc-
toral level, evaluation is rarely, if ever, taught as a formal academic field in
its own right but as a subfield or specialty located and taught within the
concepts, frameworks, methods, and theories of fields such as sociology,
economics, education, social work, human resource education, public
policy, management, and organizational psychology.

Perhaps the most significant sources of preparation for many who are
“accidental evaluators,” or those just learning about the practice while
employed in some other professional capacity, are short courses, training
institutes, workshops, and webinars often sponsored by professional eval-
uation associations; certificate programs offered by universities in online
or traditional classroom settings;® and “toolkits” prepared by agencies and
available on the Internet.” The rapid development and expansion of these
types of training resources are, in part, a response to the demand from
practitioners in various social service, educational, and public health oc-
cupations to learn the basics of evaluation models and techniques because
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doing an evaluation has become one of their job responsibilities (perhaps
permanently but more often only temporarily).*°

This trend to “train up” new evaluators is also consistent with broader
cultural efforts to scientize and rationalize the professiona] practices of
education, health care, and social services by focusing directly on mea-
surable performance, outcomes, and the development of an evidence
base of best practices. In this climate, evaluators function as technicians
who, when equipped with tools for doing results-based management,
program monitoring, performance assessment, and impact evaluation,
provide reliable evidence of outcomes and contribute to the establish-
ment of this evidence base. However, while providing evidence for ac-
countability and decision making is certainly an important undertaking,
the danger in this way of viewing the practice of evaluation is that as-
surance is substituted for valuation. Evaluation comes to be seen for the
most part as one of the technologies needed for assuring effective and
efficient management and delivery of programs as well as for document-
ing achievement of targets and expected outcomes.'' The idea that evalu-
ation is a form of critical appraisal concerned with judging value begins
to fade from concern.

At worst, this trend to narrowly train contributes to the erosion of the
ideal of evaluation as a form of social trusteeship, whereby a professional’s
work contributes to the public good, and its replacement with the notion
of technical professionalism, where the professional is little more than a
supplier of expert services to willing buyers.'? Focusing almost exclusively
on efforts to train individuals to do evaluation can readily lead to a di-
vorce of technique from the calling that brought forth the professional
field in the first place. Furthermore, while learning about evaluation ap-
proaches along with acquiring technical skills in designing and conduct-
ing evaluation are surely essential to being a competent practitioner, a
primary focus on training in models and methods (whether intending to
do so or not) can create the impression that evaluation primarily requires
only “knowing how.”

Rationale for the Book

Taking some license with an idea borrowed from the organizational
theorist Chris Argyris, we might characterize evaluation training in
“knowing how” as a type of single-loop learning. It is learning problem
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solving, how to apply procedures and rules to be sure we are, in a phrase,
“doing things right.”"? In single-loop learning we take the goals, values,
norms, and frameworks that underlie why we do what we do for granted.
Argyris contrasted the reactive mindset of single—loop ]earning with the
productive mindset of double-loop learning. The latter asks, “Are we
doing the right things?” and involves examining and reassessing goals,
values, and frameworks by asking “why” and “so what” that help improve
understanding. Triple-loop learning goes even further by challenging ex-
isting learning frameworks as well as mental models and assumptions.
The core question is “What makes this the right thing to do?”** This kind
of learning involves examining one’s professional identity and the aims of
one’s profession as well as how one’s frame of reference, style of thinking,
and behavior produce both intended and unintended consequences. It is
toward the cultivation of double-loop and triple-loop learning in evalua-
tion that this book is addressed.

This aim reflects my longstanding concern that training in technique in
evaluation must be wedded to education in both the disposition and the
capacity to engage in moral, ethical, and political reflection on the aim of
one’s professional undertaking. A few years ago, [ encountered a wonder-
ful phrase that captures this idea. In 20022003, the Carnegie Founda-
tion for the Advancement of Teaching convened a seminar as part of its
continuing examination of education for the professions. In that seminar,
participants were invited to discuss pedagogical approaches across the dis-
ciplines that would help students develop a “life of the mind for practice.”
Participants defined this notion as “critical thinking through lived situa-
tions that demand action with and on behalf of others.”” Developing “a
life of the mind for practice” certainly involves all three types of learning
sketched above. However, the phrase particularly draws our attention to
the fact that professional practice requires both a capacity for discretion-
ary judgment (critical thinking that issues in appropriate actions) and a
clear realization of the social purpose of the practice (action with and on
behalf of others).

To possess a life of the mind for evaluation practice is to recognize that
professional practice is a matter of designing means for investigating and
rendering a judgment of value that will be effective in light of contextual
circumstances, political and ethical considerations, client expectations, and
resource constraints. [t is to realize that assumptions that evaluation prac-
titioners and the public make about the purpose and roles of evaluation,
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how and why it is of service to society, the uses to which evaluation knowl-
edge is put, and the evidence employed in arguments about value are al-
most always contested or contestable and must constantly be revisited in
prOFeSSiOnal Practice. A “]iFe Of the mind ICOI‘ prﬂctice” iS l‘equil‘ed becﬂuse
central to the nature of what we call professional work is the notion that
it lacks uniformity in the problems it must contend with and the solu-
tions it must invent. Donald Schén argued that the problems of real-world
professional practice are really not problems art all but messy, undefined
situations that he called “indeterminate zones of practice—uncertainty,
uniqueness, and value conflict—/[that] escape the canons of technical
rationality.”"® By that he meant that approaches to technical problem solv-
ing, the clear-cut application of theories or techniques from the store of
professional knowledge, and unambiguous means-end reasoning simply
fail to be useful in addressing such problems. To face these kinds of situa-
tions and act appropriately, the professional must learn practical reason or
the capacity for discretionary judgment.'”

A vital aspect in the development of a life of the mind for practice
is thoughtful, perceptive, and continual engagement with what, for lack
of a better term, could be called the contemporary landscape of evalua-
tion issues. These are problems, questions, disputes, and concerns that
the professional practice of evaluation, as a particular kind of disciplined
inquiry, must always contend with. As one experienced evaluator put it,
these issues, “by their very nature, are never finally solved, only temporar-
ily resolved . . . [and they] influence the character of evaluation theory,
method, practice, and, indeed, the profession itself.”®

The landscape encompasses assumptions, principles, values, and ways
of reasoning that inform how evaluators define and position their profes-
sional activity and argue for the usefulness of their work to society. It
includes notions about what comprises evaluative evidence and how that
evidence is used to make claims about the merit, worth, or significance of
policies and programs. It incorporates perspectives on the ethical conduct,
political stance, and professional obligations of evaluation professionals.
Moreover, this landscape is inescapably multi- and interdisciplinary with
concepts, theories, and empirical findings from social psychology, politi-
cal science, organizational theory, philosophy, and other fields inform-
ing perspectives on key issues. Evaluators inescapably engage features of
this landscape as they define and navigate their practice and interact with
evaluation funders, clients, and users.
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How best to portray this landscape is no small challenge. Several hand-
books and other resources provide more encyclopedic coverage than is of-
fered here."” My goal is to offer a responsible, but modest, overview in a
Wﬂy [hat iS aCCeSSible to nOViCE ﬂnd ﬂCCidEntal eVa]UatOrS yet invitlng D{:
further reflection by seasoned ones. I have taken a cue from an earlier
attempt to argue what the field is and ought to be concerned with. In
1991 William Shadish, Thomas Cook, and Laura Leviton offered the first
comprehensive effort to map what they referred to as the foundations of
program evaluation. They held that their book was “meant to encourage
the theoretical dispositions of practitioners by expanding their repertoire
of methods, challenging the assumptions behind their methodological and
strategic decisions, and creating a broader conceptual framework for them
to use in their work.”?® Their expectation was that, upon engaging their
analysis of several major theorists’ perspectives, readers would be able to
better address key questions related to how social programs contribute
to social problem solving, why and when evaluations should be done,
the evaluator’s role, what constitutes credible evaluation knowledge, how
judgments of value are to be made, and how evaluation knowledge is used.

While this book is not as thorough an appraisal as theirs, nor orga-
nized around the work of evaluation theorists, it shares a similar interest
in broadening the conceptual framework of evaluators by portraying a
range of key ideas, concepts, and tasks that foreground the professional
practice of evaluation as a particular form of disciplined inquiry. Accord-
ingly, I have opted to survey the landscape in such a way that readers can
consider the following questions:

* How are we to understand the variability and heterogeneity that
characterizes the practice?

* What is the role of theory in evaluation?
* How are notions of value and valuing to be understood?

e What is evaluative evidence and how is it used in evaluative
arguments?

* How is evaluation related to politics?
¢ What does the use of evaluation entail?

* What comprises professional conduct in evaluation, and what
might the professionalization of the practice involve?
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The term professional practice is used intentionally to signify that evalua-
tion is not simply a technical undertaking. Undoubrtedly, effective practice
requires a wide range of skills for the competent execution of all manner
O{: tﬂsks involved in eva]uatil’lg lncluding negotiatlng a COH‘[I‘aCt, prepal‘ing
an evaluation budget, designing an evaluation, managing an evaluation,
choosing or designing instruments and means of data collection, analyz-
ing data, reporting, and so forth. However, in addition to knowing how,
evaluation practice requires knowing why. Examining “knowing why” is
critical to a life of the mind for practice. The skill of knowing why is cul-
tivated through an engagement with conceptual, practical, and theoretical
knowledge that offers resources for answering the questions listed above.
Engagement means not simply familiarity with this knowledge, but using
it to develop reasoned viewpoints and warranted actions.

The term disciplined inquiry is defined much in the same manner as
Lee Cronbach and Patrick Suppes used it more than forty years ago. It
refers to a systematic, empirical process of discovery and verification,
wherein the argument is clear, and the logical processes that link evidence
to credible conclusions are apparent.”! Evaluation is a form of disciplined
inquiry concerned with the determination of value. This particular trait
distinguishes it from forms of disciplined inquiry that employ social sci-
ence methods in service of diagnosing, explaining, and solving social
problems. Evaluation is concerned with the merits of various approaches
to social problem solving and thus shares with those types of inquiry a
broad ambition to contribute to social betterment.

Plan of the Book

The chapters aim to present material on the nature and practice of
evaluation in such a way as to appeal to two audiences. The expectation is
that that those new to the practice might consider what is presented here
an invitation to explore the field, while those more seasoned hands might
find some new perspectives on familiar material. Chapter 1 briefly intro-
duces the issue of the heterogeneity and variability of evaluation practice
by highlighting several fundamental disagreements about the meaning of
evaluation, its purpose, methods, and the role and responsibility of the
evaluator. Subsequent chapters discuss other ways in which the practice
displays significant variations in both its understanding of key concepts
and in its self-conception. Chapters 2 through 7 are organized around
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three broad objectives: to describe the significant dimensions of the topic
in question and indicate key issues; to introduce, but not necessarily re-
solve, controversies and debates in each area; and to suggest, where ap-
propriate, what appears to be gaining traction as a new issue or direction
in professional evaluation practice.

Chapter 2 presents a viewpoint on how theory is related to practice in
evaluation and explores ways in which theoretical knowledge can be use-
ful to practice. Chapter 3 discusses issues related to values and valuing in
evaluation. It seeks to clarify the multiple ways in which the term values
figures in evaluation (e.g., as the criterion for determining merit, worth,
significance; as the perspective of the individual evaluator; as broadly held
social values); it examines the common problem of values disagreement
among stakeholders to an evaluation; and it discusses ways in which the
activity of valuing is performed in evaluation. Chapter 4 is concerned
with how evidence and argument are central to evaluation practice. It
discusses the properties of evidence and the character of evaluative judg-
ments. Politics in and of evaluation is the topic of Chapter 5, which ex-
plores the multiple ways in which relations between evaluation, politics,
and policymaking are understood. Evaluation is inherently a political
activity in multiple ways. For example, the very activity of conducting
an evaluation involves one in the micro-politics of negotiating contracts,
access to and control of data, and navigating among the competing views
of stakeholders. At a macro-level, the decision to evaluate is a political
act and the value of evaluation as a social enterprise is linked to concep-
tions of how it best serves a democratic society. Chapter 6 addresses the
complicated matter of what it means to use evaluation. It expands upon
current ways in which use is discussed in the evaluation literature by
bringing to bear what we know from a broader literature on knowledge
utilization and the relationship between experts and citizens. Chapter 7 is
concerned with issues related to the professional obligations and conduct
of evaluators. It takes up issues surrounding professional integrity and
discusses efforts of the profession to evaluate its own work. The book
concludes with some final thoughts about educational preparation for
professional practice.
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I Variability in Evaluation Practice

Best practices have become the most sought after form of knowledge.
Not just effective practices, or decent practices, or better practices—but best.!

A focus on best practices, toolkits, practice guidelines, and the like
arises fairly naturally in the context of concerns about variation in profes-
sional practice. The terms variation and variability, as commonly used,
signify unevenness, deviation, or divergence from norms or standards,
discrepancy, or inconsistency.

Every profession is concerned about variability both for reasons of
quality assurance and from the standpoint of ensuring that practitioners
consistently deliver on the fundamental purpose of the practice regardless
of the particular circumstances in which they work.

There are two general views on the nature of variability in professional
practice:* One holds that variation is a challenge to the rational basis of
practice and could be eliminated if practitioners had clear guidelines,
including protocols and rules for decision making. Researchers as well
as some practitioners who argue that decisions made in practice are too
often based on habit and intuition and lack a firm grounding in empiri-
cal evidence endorse this view. (One contemporary example of this idea
is evident in the book Moneyball, the story of Billy Beane, who pioneered
the use of sabermetrics—objective knowledge about baseball players™ per-
formance based on players’ statistics—versus the tradition of relying on
the intuitions of a team’s scouts to evaluate players.)? Concerns about
restoring the rational basis of practice are also informed, in part, by nearly
fifty years of empirical studies examining whether predictions made by
expert clinicians are superior to those made by simple statistical rules or
algorithms—about 60% of the studies have shown significantly better
accuracy for the statistical rules.* Finally, support for this way of thinking
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also comes from those who argue that practice ought to be primarily tech-
nically based; that is, it should consist of the application of scientifically
validated knowledge.’

A Second View holds that Variability iS inhel‘ent iI‘l mu]tiple dimensions
of the environment where a practice is performed (think of variation in
both resources and the composition of patient populations in hospitals
in rural versus metropolitan areas, for example) and thus it is always an as-
pect of normal practice. In this view, by definition, practice involves flex-
ibility and constant adjustments and modifications. Generally, those who
hold this view subscribe to a judgment-based view of practice as com-
prised of actions informed by situated judgments of practitioners.® Rather
than encouraging the development of practices that are protocol-driven
and rule following, advocates of this view of variability support the idea of
developing practical wisdom. They also challenge the idea that intuition
often employed by practitioners is an irrational, unscientific process and
cannot be improved or sharpened, so to speak.” However, this perspective
on variability as a normal dimension of practice does not necessarily mean
that addressing and managing variation in practice is not a problem.

Responses to practice variation encompass a range of different actions.
Evidence-based approaches to practice promote the use of protocols,
practice guidelines, and in some cases rules (consider rules regarding nurs-
ing care for patients with dementia, for example) for how practitioners
should provide services.* Another response involves developing perfor-
mance measures for practitioners based on protocols. In order to identify
behaviors or actions considered outside practice norms, a practitioner’s
performance is measured and compared to standards or targets; in other
words, professional practice is audited and the results of the audit fed
back to the practitioner to change behavior.” Still other responses involve
developing lists of best practices and toolkits that, while perhaps not in-
tended to achieve complete standardization of practice, aim to help prac-
titioners operate on some common ground with shared understandings of
concepts, methods, ethical guidelines, and so on.™

As suggested by the broad description of the field in the Prologue, vari-
ation in evaluation practice is common. No doubt, heightened awareness
of this state of affairs of the practice and the motivation to address it have
been fueled by the evidence-based movement that has developed across
the professions of nursing, social work, teaching, counseling, and clini-
cal medicine. At the heart of this movement is the idea that practitioners
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ought to use models and techniques that have been shown to be effective
based on scientific research. (However, whether what are often toured
as best practices are actually backed by scientific evidence is another
matter.) Exactly where and when the idea of best practices that originated
in the business world migrated to the field of evaluation is not clear, yet
the term is no longer a buzzword confined to business enterprises. The
literature is full of best practice approaches for evaluating just about
everything, including leadership development programs, faculty perfor-
mance, think tanks, public health interventions, and teacher education
programs, to name but a few targets.!! Moreover, there is a growing sense
in the field that although evaluators operate in a world marked by com-
plex contextual conditions, that world “is not so fluid that meaningful
patterns cannot be appreciated and used as a basis for action.”'* Hence, in
recent years we have witnessed efforts to develop practice guidelines for
matching methods to specific evaluation circumstances, as well as guide-
lines for choosing appropriate means for determining program value in
different contexts.”

Multiple sources of variability in evaluation practice will be discussed
throughout this book. Here, I focus on four primary sources: how evalu-
ation is defined, what methods an evaluator ought to employ, how the
professional evaluator relates to and interacts with parties to an evalua-

tion, and how the purpose of the practice is understood.

Defining “Evaluation”

There is no universally agreed upon definition of evaluation, although
there are two primary points of view. The first emphasizes that evaluation
is an activity concerned with judging value; the second views evaluation
as a form of applied research.

In a precise sense—what one would find in dictionary definitions—
evaluation refers to the cognitive activity of determining and judging the
value of some object, which could be an activity, event, performance, pro-
cess, product, policy, practice, program, or person. Evaluation is a matter
of asking and answering questions about the value of that object (its qual-
ity, merit, worth, or significance).'® The four-step logic involved in doing

an evaluation defined in this way is as follows:

1. Select criteria of merit (i.e., those aspects on which the thing being
evaluated must do well on to be judged good).



