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Defining Evaluation Purposes

Evaluation exists to improve the way that programs and poli-

cies function by providing information that can be used in democ-

ratic institutions to advance social betterment. If an evaluation is

to aid in sensemaking about a program or policy,  a series of decisions

must be madę about how the evaluation will be structured and
ried out. These decisions will in tum affect the extent to which the

evaluation provides useful information for improving, overseeing,
selecting, or understanding public policies and programs. In the pre-
vious chapter, we discussed the rationale for using values inąuiry as
a guide for many key evaluation decisions, such as the selection of
outcomes to measure. In this chapter we address another overarch-
ing concem, the selection of the generał purpose of the evaluation.
Social betterment is the ultimate purpose, but various types of evah
uation have the potential to support this overall goal. Therefore
evaluators should also consider morę immediate reasons why peo-
ple engage in sensemaking about policies and programs; we cali
these reasons evaluation purposes.

car-

Four Purposes of Eyaluation

We identify four primary purposes for which evaluation ńndings
be employed: assessment of merit and worth, program and organi-
zational improvement, oversight and compliance, and knowledge

can
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development. The ultimate purpose in carrying out most evalua-

tions is to improve social conditions, but social betterment is a dis-

tal objective, mediated by democratic institutions and many

interests and constituencies. Morę immediate, morę proximal pur-
poses need to be identińed to drive the design and conduct of evab
uation toward this ultimate goal. Identification of the immediate
purpose can help evaluators make decisions about an evaluation’s
specific form.

An evaluation may be directed toward one of these purposes ot
(especially if it bas a large budget and long time frame) multiple
purposes. Indeed, of the skills that evaluators and evaluation pro
gram administrators can develop, among the most valuable is the
ability to create an evaluation that can serve morę than one pur
pose well (a process we discuss in some detail in Cbapter Five). At
the same time, evaluators need to clearly distinguish these four
purposes. Most evaluation studies serve primarily one or two of
them because attempting to do everything with limited resources
can lead to doing nothing well, and because trade-offs among the
purposes must often be considered if multipurpose evaluations are
to be successful.

Although we do not emphasize it here, we recognize that
motives other than those implied by the four purposes can also
underlie an evaluation. For example, administrators may solicit an
evaluation because they are reąuired to do so by legislative mandate
or by extemal funding agencies. Moreover, the motives underlying
an evaluation are sometimes less than pure. Evaluations are some-
times commissioned to delay a decision, to duck responsibility for
making a decision, or to improve public relations for a weak pro
gram (Weiss, 1998)—or even to try to torpedo a program (Such-
man, 1967). Our focus is not on these uses of evaluation as a
political tactic. Instead, we focus on four legitimate purposes to
which the sensemaking of evaluation can contribute. Careful plan-
ning in light of these four purposes should maximize an evaluation’s
ability to contribute to sensemaking. This can hołd tnie even when
the evaluation originated as a political tactic.
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Distinguishing the Purposes

Evaluators have long recognized that evaluation can serve differ-

ent purposes. Scriven (1967) madę the now classic distinction
between formative and summative evaluations. Formattve evalua-

tions are those designed to facilitate program improvement,
whereas summative evaluations are those intended to provide a
deńnitive judgment of program or policy’s merit and worth. For-
mative evaluation is exemplified by midterm course evaluations
that provide feedback about things a teacher might do differently
to try to improve a class. Summative evaluation is illustrated by
Consumer Reports-type ńndings that offer a bottom-line judgment
on the merits of some product.

Since Scriven introduced the distinction between formative
and summative evaluation, evaluation scholars have identified a
third possible purpose of evaluation, knowledge development (see
especially Patton, 1997, on three uses of evaluation findings, and
Chelimsky, 1997, on three perspectives on evaluation). When
knowledge development is its primary purpose, an evaluation
focuses on developing or testing (or both developing and testing)
generał propositions about such matters as the causes of social prób-
lems, the Solutions to social problems, and the processes of policy-
making, even though the knowledge may not directly improve or
judge the specińc program or policy being studied. Although some
consensus may be developing among evaluation scholars in deńn-
ing these three purposes of evaluation, there is enough divergence
in previous definitions to lead us to suggest four purposes rather
than three, adding oversight and compliance as a separate category.

The Four Purposes Illustrated

During the 1990s, so-called boot camps became a popular altema-
tive to prison and other criminal sentences in many U.S. States, espe-
cially for juvenile ofifenders (Austin, Jones, & Boylard, 1993). Boot
camps are modeled after military training centers. The underlying
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rationale is that the hard work of the boot camp will decrease par-

ticipants’ subseąuent motivation to commit crime and will also
improve their personal skills, which will in tum lead to enhanced
success in a life without crime. As a way of understanding the four
evaluation purposes, consider the kinds of ąuestions that inter-
ested parties might ask after the ńrst States have implemented
boot camps.

Some ąuestions will deal with the merit and worth of boot
camps. Legislators, who must decide whether to renew and expand
the program, will want to know: What are the effects of the boot
camps? In particular, do they seem to reduce recidivism morę than
traditional sentences? Considering their costs, are boot camps
worth it? Answers to these ąuestions are likely to be important also
for legislators in States that are considering boot camps, for the pub-
lic, and for judges who are sentencing eligible defendants. Most of
these groups will also want to know: Are the effects larger for some
groups than for others? Are there different types of boot camps, and
if so, is one type better than the others? Defendants, their families,
and their advocates (for example, the American Civil Liberties
Union) may also want to know whether the rights of those assigned
to boot camps are violated.

Other ąuestions will relate to program and organizańonal improve-
ment. These will probably be of primary concem to boot camp man-
agers and staff as they consider ways to do their jobs better. But
these ąuestions will also, though perhaps less directly, be of interest
to all others who want the program to be a success. What are the
program’s apparent strengths and weaknesses? Are there impedi-
ments that can be removed? Do some components, such as physical
training, seem morę important than others? Does implementation
follow generally accepted practices or confomu to best practices (if
such standards exist) ? Are any actions needed to increase partici-
pation (such as educating judges about this sentencing option), to
improve staff skills (such as training staff on the developmental
needs of adolescent offenders), to modify eligibility criteria for par-
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ticipation (such as excluding violent offenders), or to intemally

reallocate program resources (such as increasing psychological ser-

vices and eliminating costly Outward Bound sessions)? What addi-

tional Information do program managers and staff need to improve

operations?

The purpose of oversight and compliance will also generate ques-

tions. These will be of special interest to those with specific respon-

sibility for ensuring that the program is operating according to its

mandates, such as agency directors and legislators. The public and

the press may also want to know about this. The generał ąuestion
for this purpose is: Does the program comply with statutes, rules,
regulations, and other mandates for its operations? A variety of spe-
cińc ąuestions may follow. Do those referred to boot camps all meet
the specified eligibility criteria? Have staff been screened and
trained as they are supposed to be? Are safety and health reąuire-
ments folio wed?

Still other ąuestions fali under the rubric of knowledge develop'
ment. Some of these will be related to boot camps only by conye-
nience. For example, a criminal justice researcher may try to test
labeling theory as it applies to recidivism. A methodologist might
wonder if she can illustrate a new statistical procedurę with data
from the boot camp evaluation. Other knowledge development
ąuestions may be morę directly related to boot camps: Can one
develop a welhsupported theory of boot camps as a treatment alter-
native? Does the boot camp experience contribute to a broader
theory of the causes and treatment of criminal behavior? Can it lead
to better ways to think about what works in criminal justice?

Many important ąuestions will fali at the intersection of two or
morę evaluation purposes. In particular, the ąuestion of why the
program works relates both to the assessment of merit and worth
and to knowledge development and may also be important for pro-
gram improvement. Before getting to morę complicated ąuestions
such as this, it is important to better understand each of the four
individual purposes.
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The Four Purposes Defined

In this section we address the characteristics of the four purposes in

greater detail.

Assessment of Merit and Worth. The evaluation purpose of

assessment of merit and worth refers to the development of war-

ranted judgments about the effects and other valued characteris

tics of a program or policy—and thus about a program or policy’s

value. By effects (or outcomes, a term we use synonymously), we

mean the actual conseąuences of a program or policy, intended or
unintended, positive or negative. For example, in an evaluation of
a prekindergarten program, one might look for any effects on chil-
dren’s social skills, on their school readiness, and on parents’ edu-
cational aspirations for their children, to mention but a few. Our
definition also refers to other valued characteristics. The merit and

worth of a program depends in part on whether it safeguards par-
ticipants’ (and others’) rights and liberties. Programs that discrim-
inate in hiring, violate privacy, or degrade participants are less
meritorious and worthy than programs that do not. Although these
other valued characteristics could conceivably be treated as effects,
we prefer to highlight them separately because evaluators who
focus primarily on effects often neglect to investigate practices that
might indicate incursions into democratically established and pro-
tected rights.

We also distinguish between merit and worth. Merit, as we use
the term, refers to the ąuality of a program or policy in terms of per
formance, and worth refers to the value this performance brings to
the larger social good (Patton, 1997; Scriven, 1993). Consider an
AIDS/HIV intervention. Its merit might consist of its success in
reducing risky behaviors such as needle sharing or unprotected sex.
The discovery of a vaccine for HIV would not necessarily alter the
merit of the program—which might still function well at reducing
the same behaviors—but it would presumably reduce the worth or
value of the program to society.
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As we mentioned, assessment of merit and worth corresponds

to what Scriven (1967) called summative evaluation. Although it

is now common to use the phrase determination of meńt and worth in
describing this evaluation purpose, we prefer the term assessment of
merit and worth. The distinction is not trivial. Determination

implies a role for evaluation that cannot be justified. It suggests
Corning to a fixed answer or settling a ąuestion. The very origins of
the Word suggest coming to an end. In evaluation, these connotations
are unfortunate and undesirable. For one thing the limits of evalu-
ation argue against using a term that implies finality. The history of
evaluation practice teaches that the criteria for merit and worth can
be slippery and subject to change—and that this can be a good
thing (consider our example showing that the criteria used to judge
preschool programs have expanded over time; Bamett, 1995). And
even if the criteria for merit and worth were stable and well known,
evaluation methods would remain fallible. In addition, evaluation
information is not the end of the process of judging merit and
worth. Although evaluation can provide assessment information
that is useful to democratic institutions as they make sense about
policies and programs, as they deńne merit and judge worth, this is
very different from expecting evaluation to determine merit and
worth (see also Stake, 1997).

Program and Organizatumal Improvement. When the evaluation
purpose is program and organizational improvement, efforts are
madę to provide timely feedback designed to modify and enhance
program operations. Formative evaluation (Scriven, 1967), as we
mentioned, is the precursor term. When an evaluation is aimed at
program improvement, it is likely to provide information about pro
gram effects and especially processes. Relative to an assessment of
merit and worth, this evaluation is likely to have less concern with
methodological rigor and validity and morę concern with timeli-
ness of information. Also, feedback is likely to be directed to pro
gram Staff, the individuals who will make adjustments in program
operations (see, for example, Wholey, 1983).
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There are various models of program improvement. Following

Scriven (1993), one approach to program improvement involves a

comparatively casual and swift assessment of merit and worth, with

the results presented to program Staff who can then use this feed-

back to establish the need for program modifications. The metaphor

Scriven suggests (1991, p. 169), which he credits to Bob Stake, is of

the cook tasting the soup before the guests arrive and making timely

adjustments. Another approach is analogous to the method of the

auto mechanic, who does not judge the value of a car relative to

altematiye cars or other means of transportation but instead tinkers

with the carburetor to try to enhance this car’s performance. This

type of improvement'Oriented evaluation often focuses on identi-

fying program elements that are not meeting expectations, exam-

ining altematives, and choosing one of these altematives. In a third

approach to program improvement evaluation, program operations

are compared to some supposed standard of best practices. In yet

another approach, program Staff are helped to a common under-

standing of the program and its desired outcomes through ewiuahih

ity assessment (Rutman, 1980), the construction of program theory

(Bickman, 1987), or a form of developmental evaluation (Patton,

1997). The evaluator’s hope is that the new, shared view of the pro

gram will lead to better program services. In whatever form it takes,

program improvement evaluation often provides Information on

current operations, outputs, and outcomes.

Chelimsky (1997) points out that some evaluators do not

focus so much on improving a specific program as on improving

organizational capacity to set policies, design and administer pro-

grams, and evaluate. We see this as similar to program improve-

ment; the difference is that the objective of improvement is

addressed from a broader, systems perspective. Thus program and

organizational improvement evaluation includes much of what

Patton (1997) refers to as developmental evaluation. It also

addresses concerns about sustainability, an issue that arises with

some freąuency in so-called developing countries, where the ques-
tion is whether service delivery organizations have the infrastruc-
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turę to deliver services in the absence of continuing external sup-
port (Bamberger, 2000). (In further discussions of this purpose, we
occasionally use program improvement as shorthand for program
and organizational improvement.)

Oversight and Compliance. Evaluations with the purpose of eval-
uating oversight and compliance estimate the extent to which a
program meets specified expectations such as the directives of
statutes, regulations, or other mandates, including reąuirements
to reach specified levels of performance. Traditionally, oversight and
compliance evaluations focus on such issues as whether the
program services being delivered are the services that have been
authorized (McLaughlin, 1975), whether program clients meet es-
tablished eligibility criteria (U.S. General Accounting Office,
1998b), or what percentage of the target population is being served
(U.S. General Accounting Office, 1998a). Such evaluations can
help meet program sponsors’, funders’, and the public’s need to
oversee the program and hołd Staff and administrators accountable.
Recently, measurement of performance indicators has been morę
widely adopted as means of extending oversight from strictly prO'
cedural issues to outputs (such as the number of clients served) and
outcomes (such as clients’ performance) (Newcomer, 1997). For
example, several U.S. States have set standards for public schools to
meet, and hołd the schools accountable for reaching them.

Oversight and compliance evaluations can indicate whether a
program is meeting formal expectations and, if they have an out-
come monitoring component, can also show what level participants
are achieving on outcome measures. Still, such evaluations do not
in and of themselves give a strong warranted assessment of merit
and worth. They typically do not sort out the extent to which the
program is responsible for the outcomes. Thus outcomes might be
at a desirable level due to an improved extemal environment, such
as a growing economy, rather than due to program effectiveness.
Conversely, a program may operate in fuli accord with legislation
and regulations and still not be effective.
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Knowledge Development. Knowledge development refers to ef-

forts to discover and test generał theories and propositions about
social processes and mechanisms as they occur in the context
of social policies and programs. For some scholars, the world of
social policies and programs is a valuable laboratory for developing
and testing hypotheses and theories. The researcher interested in
knowledge development may not be concerned with the speciftc
program ot policy per se but may be using it primarily as a venue
that allows the investigation of some disciplinary research ąuestion.
Altematively, knowledge development can be a yaluable adjunct
to other eyaluation purposes and can in some cases make major
contributions to social betterment.

Knowledge deyelopment can focus on a wide yariety of research
ąuestions inyolying large social science theories or on smali theories
of local programs (Lipsey, 1993), depending on the researcher’s in-
terests. For example, scholars of public administration might use
eyaluation work to deyelop generał theoretical propositions about
the implementation of social programs (Scheirer, 1987). Other
scholars might deyelop a generał classińcation system to describe
the different types of seryices deliyered in some area of human ser-
yices, such as assisted liying programs for the elderly (for example,
Conrad & Buelow, 1990). Yet others might attempt to deyelop a
theory of the treatment types that are effectiye for different types of
clients in a program area, as Lipsey (1997) has in his meta-analysis
of juyenile justice eyaluations. Or an eyaluation might allow a
noyel use of some research methodology, as in the use by Fłenry and
Gordon (2000) of independent sample suryeys in an interrupted
time series design to eyaluate the effectiyeness of a public informa-
tion campaign.

Eyaluation Traditions

The four eyaluation purposes haye eyolyed in association with
yarious generał traditions in the ńeld of program and policy eyalu-
ation. The assessment of merit and worth is associated with an
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evaluation tradition that Shadish, Cook, and Leviton (1991) cali

the manipulable solution theory ofpracńce. With prominent advocates
such as Donald Campbell (1969b), this tradition has dominated
much of the modem history of evaluation. It focuses on identifying
programs and policies that work, typically by estimating the effect
of the program or policy on outcomes considered to be important.
One example of evaluation in this tradition comes from the early
1980s, when the city of Minneapolis was the site of an evaluation
of a revision in police policy about domestic assaults, that is, ńghts
between husbands and wives (or other domestic partners). Standard
policy at the time was to end the fight and separate the spouses but
not to arrest the assailant. A randomized experiment, a potentially
powerful method for causal analysis, was carried out to see the
effects of an alternative policy (Sherman & Berk, 1984). When a
domestic assault meeting eligibility reąuirements occurred, the
investigating police either followed the standard policy, or arrested
the assailant, depending on a random Schedule. Rates of reassault
were estimated from police records and from interviews with vic'
tims. The results of the evaluation favored the new policy of arrest-
ing domestic assailants (however, this result has not replicated in
follow-up evaluations at other sites) (Sherman, Smith, Schmidt, &
Rogan, 1992). In terms of evaluation purposes, what is noteworthy
is that this evaluation was cartied out to tty to judge the relative
merit of competing policies.

The evaluation purpose of oversight and compliance is associ-
ated with a less visible but still important tradition, epitomized in
much of the work carried out by the U.S. General Accounting
Office (GAO) on behalf of Congress, which is interested in assess-
ing the extent to which policies and programs follow the directives
of statutes, regulations, or other mandates. One example is a study
Congress asked GAO to conduct on the earned income credit
(ElC), a tax credit available to employed persons who meet estab-
lished low-income guidelines, with different eligibility cutoffs
depending on family size. A stated objective of the EIC is to provide
an incentive for work rather than welfare. Potential ąuestions of
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oversight and compliance involve the percentage of eligible tax-

payers who apply for the EIC, the pattem of taxpayers’ EIC use over

time, and the changes in income and other outcomes that follow

that use (U.S. General Accounting Office, 1997).

The purpose of program and organizational improvement is asso-

ciated with several evaluation camps that fali within what Shadish,

Cook, and Leviton (1991) cali the stakeholder sewice theory ofprac-

ńce. One important version of this approach is captured in the work
of Wholey and his colleagues (Wholey, 1979, 1983; Wholey, Scan-
lon, Duffy, Fukumoto, & Vogt, 1970). Wholey emphasizes the use of
evaluation to guide program managers’ efforts to administrate and
revise programs. He focuses on program managers and stafif as a
stakeholder group that can deliver incremental improvements, and
designs monitoring Systems that can help them accomplish this.
Another stakeholder service approach is reflected in the work of Pat-
ton (1997) (discussed in Chapter One). Patton’s uńlizańon-focused
evaluation is well encapsulated in its motto, “intended use by
intended users.” Patton discusses how to identify the key stakehold-
ers for an evaluation and determine their key information needs.
Success in evaluation, from this perspective, lies in providing the
information that satislies those needs. Although in principle this
could involve any of the four evaluation purposes, it appears that in
practice stakeholders usually tell utilization-focused evaluators that
they want program and organizational improvement. Similarly, the
morę recent trend of empowerment evaluation appears to consist
mostly of efforts to teach program Staff (and perhaps participants) to
collect information for program and organizational improvement.

This purpose is exemplified by one component of an evaluation
(Affholter, 1994) of the lntensive Crisis Counseling Program
(ICCP) in Florida. In the ICCP, professional counselors under eon-
tract with the program offered intensive, short-term, home-based
family counseling, with the expressed goal of reducing abuse,
neglect, and placements in emergency shelters and foster care. Dur-
ing the evaluation, outeome data, such as the number of families
remaining intact, were examined for each counselor. Staff then
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investigated counselors who had poorer outcomes. They discovered,

for example, that one contractor had stopped doing service delivery,

beyond the initial assessment, in the families’ homes. By leading to

changes in the way services were delivered, the evaluation was used

for the purpose of program improvement.

Finally, the knowledge development purpose is associated with

what Shadish, Cook, and Leviton (1991) cali the generalizable expla-

natton theory of practice. This approach, advocated by Cronbach

(1982), focuses on developing explanations about why programs and

policies have their effects, under the assumption that such explana-

tions are useful to program planners and Staff. One generał offshoot
of this approach emphasizes program theory (for example, Bickman,
1990; Chen, 1990; also see Pawson & Tilley, 1997). The knowledge
development purpose is also associated with the tradition present in
a number of different academic disciplines of using program and poh
icy evaluation as a vehicle for testing theoretically relevant hypothe-
ses. The knowledge development tradition is illustrated by Lipsey
and Wilsons summary (1993) of the results of 302 meta-analyses of
the efficacy of psychological, educational, and behavioral treat-
ments. This study was done largely to assess the accuracy of the com-
mon claim that when it comes to social interventions, “nothing
Works” (for example, Martinson, 1974). Bach of the 302 meta-analy-
ses had statistically combined a large number of individual eyalua-
tions in some treatment area, resulting in an effect size that would
indicate in statistical terms how much better an intervention group
did than a control or comparison group. Lipsey and Wilson found a
striking tendency for positive average effects. Eighty-fiye percent of
the meta-analyses had effect sizes of 0.20 or larger. Lipsey and Wil-
son’s reyiew leads morę to the conclusion that “eyerything works”
rather than that “nothing works.” At least it appears to be the case
that there is an ayerage positiye effect for most interyentions that
persist long enough to be the subject of a meta-analysis. Lipsey and
Wilson also attempted to contribute to knowledge deyelopment in
the area of eyaluation methodology by examining whether different
types of research designs were associated with smaller or larger
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effects. In terms of purpose, the point is that although Lipscy and

Wilson’s study is based on evaluations, it was not designed to directly

aid in overseeing, improving, or assessing the merit and worth of any

particular policy or program. Instead, it was a generał attempt at
knowledge development.

Table 3.1 summarizes some key attributes of the four evaluation
purposes, presenting the focus, a typical methodology, the usual
audience, and associated evaluation traditions for each. The fact
that for each purpose, different traditions have evolved and experi'
enced long-term survival suggests that each purpose has value for
assisting natural sensemaking, at least in certain conditions. From
a commonsense realist perspective, which gives conceptual stand-
ing to lessons from practice (Putnam, 1990), this association be-
tween evaluation purposes and long-term practice traditions helps
justify our distinction between the four purposes.

The fact that different traditions have evolved in association

with the different purposes also suggests a possible problem. As
Chelimsky (1997) argues, because they come from various tradi
tions, evaluators differ sharply in their beliefs about the generał pur
pose of evaluation. Some evaluators believe that generally the
assessment of merit and worth is the purpose; others believe that
generally program and organizational improvement is preferred; and
so on. We contend, however, that the purpose(s) of an evałuation
should be determined, not by an evaluator’s predisposition, but by
the evaluation’s potential contribution to social betterment. This
leads to the ąuestion of which of the four purposes best contributes
to sensemaking support for democratic institutions and processes,
and under what conditions.

Social Betterment and the Selection
of Evaluation Purpose
As we have stated, the field of evaluation is premised on the belief
that evaluations can contribute to social betterment, primarily by
providing information that can support the deliberations, choices.
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TABLE 3.1. Some Key Attributes of the Four Purposes ofEvaluation. 

Assessing Program and 
Merit and Organizational Oversight and Knowledge 
Worth Improvement Compliance Development 

Focus Support of Enhancement Compliance Generation 
judgment of program with formal or testing of 
about value services expectations social science 

theory 

Typical Causal analysis Description, Description, Classification 
mode of and values with timely including and causal 
inquiry inquiry observation program analysis 

and feedback activities 
and outcomes 

Usual Democratic Administrators Legislators, Social 
audience institutions, and program funders, the scientists, 

the public staff public "conventional 
wisdom" 

Evaluation Campbell's Wholey (1983) GAO and Cronbach 
t:radition experimenting and feedback state legisla- (1982) and 

society (1969); to managers; tive oversight Chen (1990) 
the manipu- much of the agencies program 
labie solution stakeholder theory; the 
approach(see service approach generalizable 
Shadish, Cook, (see Shadish, explanation 
& Leviton, Cook,& approach (see 
1991) Leviton, 1991) Shadish, 

Cook,& 
Leviton, 
1991) 

and actions taken in democratic institutions. Recall also that evalu-­

ation's role is not limited to public deliberative processes such as 

debates in legislatures. Evaluation can be also influential in the 

administrative units that carry out policies and programs. Adminis-­

tration by public employees is an important part of the social better-­

ment process, and in same ways it has the most proximate influence 

on social problems. With this in mind, in this section we consider 

the generał conditions under which each of the four evaluation 

purposes might best aid sensemaking needs and capacities in a 
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democracy. In other words, we discuss the function that each eval'

uation purpose serves. (In Chapter Five, we discuss morę nuanced,
contextuaI factors that can influence the selection of an eyalua-

tion’s purpose.)

Assessment of Merit and Worth

The fundamental rationale for assessing merit and worth is that
doing so contributes to democratic deliberations about which
major course of action to choose. Information about merit and
worth heips when a decision must be madę about adopting a new
program or about selecting one of a set of alternative policies or
about continuing an existing program or poIicy. How can democ-
racies make informed choices about charter schools, welfare reform,
and so on without information about merit? Of course decisions

can be madę without evaIuation findings, and evaIuation findings
may not determine decisions. But the decisions are necessarily less
well informed, less reasoned, without evidence of merit and worth.
An assessment of merit and worth thus represents the highest eon-
tribution evaIuation can make when democracies face a major fork
in the road about which (if any) poIicy or program to adopt or
drop. Given the centrality of democratic deliberations and choices
to the social betterment process, and given the potential eon tri'
bution of assessments of merit and worth to these deliberations,  it
is not surprising that many evaIuators hołd this purpose in high
regard. Some even define evaIuation solely in terms of assessing
merit and worth (for example, Scriven, 1993).

In light of this key role for evaIuations that assess merit and
worth, why would one ever carry out an evaIuation that emphasized
another purpose? The primary reason is that the times when insti-
tutions confront major poIicy course changes are relatively rare.
Democratic institutions have limits on their ability to deal with
pressing public issues (Hilgartner & Bosk, 1988). Legislatures can
consider only so many major policy initiatives at once. Adminis'
trators cannot drop their focus on service delivery to reconsider all



DEFINING EYALUATION PURPOSES 65

possible poUcy prescriptions. The media cannot keep the public

informed if policies on transportation, education, the environment,

health care, Social Security, employment, and training are all being

considered for Wholesale change at once. At best,  a smali number

of major changes can be at the forefront of the public agenda at any

time (McCombs & Zhu, 1995). But this does not mean that the

remaining policy and program areas ought to go without evaluation.

Instead, other evaluation purposes should rise to the fore, especially
in the short run.

A second reason for giving priority to other evaluation purposes

is that the timing may in other ways be bad for the assessment of

merit and worth. Perhaps not enough is known yet about how to

deal with a social problem or about how to get a program running

smoothly. Or perhaps a good deal is known, but a number of com-

pelling assessments of a program’s merit and worth already exist. In
either case the relative value of evaluations with other purposes

would increase, at least for a while.

Program and Organizational lmprovement

When program and organizational improvement is the primary

evaluation purpose, the evaluation usually emphasizes timely feed-

back to modify and enhance program operations. This purpose of

evaluation can serve social betterment by improving the options
available for democratic consideration and selection. Under what

conditions does program improvement best serve social better

ment, and conversely, when can program improvement be a dis-

service? On the one hand, program improvement efforts should be

avoided when they will preclude the timely assessment of merit
and worth needed for reasoned deliberative choices. For example,

advocates of Project DARE, a drug abuse resistance education pro

gram, have tried to ńght off evidence that the program is ineffec-
tive by contending that they have continued to improve it
(Gorman, 1998). Of course, programs can and should be im-
proved, and it is appropriate for democratic decisions to be revised
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when evidence of merit and worth changes. But in the case

of DARE, our sense is that claims of program improvement activ-

ity were used, perhaps disingenuously, in an attempt to fend

off persuasive evidence that the program does not reduce sub'
stance abuse.

On the other hand, if program improvement work can be done

prior to an assessment of merit and worth, social betterment is dou-

bly served. Evaluation resources are often sufficient for this work
because the front-end work for the assessment of merit and worth—

planning, reviewing documents, constructing a program theory,

can do double duty as the foundation for pro-testmg Instruments

gram improvement. Such seąuencing of purposes, which has been
built into some evaluation funding, can also help evaluators avoid
the sin of premature assessment of merit and worth (see, for exam-
ple, Sanders, 1999). Currently, unfortunately, evaluations eon-
ducted to stimulate program improvement are often not followed
by assessments of merit and worth (Rog, 1985).

Program improvement also serves social betterment when, fol-
lowing an assessment of merit and worth, a program is adopted in
another jurisdiction and steps are then taken to improve it. For
example, a natural experiment (Rog, 1994) might be undertaken to
investigate whether outeomes differ as a function of variations in
services across sites of group delivery. If some service packages or
types of service delivery are found to be morę effective, they can be
encouraged or mandated. Thus program effects may be enhanced at
a time when it is unlikely that the program itself will be seriously
scrutinized for termination or replacement.

Oyersight and Compliance

When an evaluation focuses on the purpose of oversight and com-
pliance, it assesses the extent to which a program meets formal
expectations found in statutes, regulations, or other mandates.
Oversight and compliance studies tend to focus on the fidelity with
which a program is implemented. Fidelity here often includes both
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adherence to specińc program mandates and to externally estab-
lished procedures, such as generally accepted accounting practices
or reąuirements for equal opportunity in personnel decisions. Thus
this purpose often motivates performance measurement and moni-
toring. In generał, oversight is an important function especially for
legislatures, courts, and higher administrative levels, which are sup-
posed to ensure that policies are carried out properly and, increas-
ingly, that outcomes are at expected levels. One-shot performance
reviews and ongoing monitoring inform those with responsibility
for oversight whether a policy is on track or needs some tweaking,
without reąuiring the intense scrutiny of an assessment of merit and
worth and without consideration of Wholesale changes.

Under what conditions does evaluation best serve deliberative

democracy by emphasizing oversight and compliance? First, evalu-
ations with this purpose contribute well when some democratically
selected program or policy has documented merit and worth and its
effectiveness could suffer from poor compliance to established pro
cedures. Consider programs to immunize poor children against
childhood diseases. The efifectiveness of vaccination against child-
hood diseases is well established. Program failure to comply with the
mles and regulations could reduce program effectiveness, scope, and
efficiency. Accordingly, oversight and compliance appears to be
precisely the right evaluation purpose.

Second, there is social value in avoiding waste and fraud in
social programs and in having the dictates of law and other demo
cratically established mandates followed. Careful stewardship of
linancial resources is obviously important. Of course evaluations
focusing on finances are often conducted by experts such as auditors
who are in ńelds closely related to evaluation (Wisler, 1996). Other
important mandates include, but are not limited to, protecting indi-
vidual rights, providing eąual opportunities to members of pro-
tected groups, and avoiding services that unnecessarily threaten
clients’ or others’ dignity.

Finally, evidence from oversight and compliance evaluations
may be valuable when combined with other evaluation purposes.
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especially the assessment of merit and worth. A good assessment of

merit and worth that produces negative findings may indicate poor

implementation rather than a flawed program theory. Evidence that

the program was implemented as directed may be collected as part

of an assessment of merit and worth, but it may also come from a

prior or concurrent oversight and compliance evaluation.

Knowledge Deyelopment

Knowledge development—the effort to constmct and test theories

and propositions about social processes and mechanisms as they

occur in the context of social policies and programs— can aid in

the long joumey to social betterment. It can contribute to generał
deliberations about social problems and their proposed Solutions—
for example, by increasing people’s understanding of the dynamics
of the population in need and by explaining the underlying mech-
anisms by which programs and policies operate. Knowledge deveh
opment is especially likely to move to the fore when very little is
known about a social problem. And evaluators should be yigilant
in looking for other opportunities to contribute to the knowledge
base. Nevertheless, knowledge development should most often be
a secondary rather than a primary evaluation purpose. First, in
many cases, scholars in sociology, psychology, political science, edu'
cation, health, and so on are in the best position to develop and test
fundamental theories about human needs and social problems.
Also, funds other than those budgeted for evaluation are often
available for knowledge development.

In evaluation, there is special value to those forms of knowledge
development that complement another evaluation purpose. In par-
ticular, the exploration of underlying mechanisms and testing for
moderators of program effects is likely to add greatly to an assess
ment of merit and worth (Mark, Henry, & Julnes, 1998; Pawson &
Tilley, 1997). Moreover, knowledge gained from experience with
evaluation can lead to generał propositions about obstacles to suc-
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cessful program implementation (see, for example, St. Pierre &

Kaltreider, 1997). At the same time, thoughtful judgment is needed

to ensure that adding a knowledge development component does

not seriously impede the primary evaluation purpose, which pre-

sumably has a morę direct linkage to social betterment.
There is a potentially important instance in which knowledge

development is likely to be the primary evaluation purpose. Some
evaluations that look like assessments of merit and worth may in
reality be better thought of as knowledge development. As noted
previously, assessments of merit and worth serve democratic insti-
tutions that must make major program or policy choices, but some-
times evaluation is mandated when no such choice is forthcoming,
perhaps for symbolic or political reasons. Some evaluators, espe-
cially those with academic research interests, may be inclined to do
an evaluation that looks like an assessment of merit and worth even
when no one is likely to be listening to the results in the immediate
futurę. This choice is at best ąuestionable when another purpose,
such as program improvement, could be of benelit. But this ap-
proach can serve knowledge development, with the results enlight-
ening discussions somewhere down the road or contributing to a
subseąuent meta-analysis designed to identify and explain the best
program strategies for social betterment (Lipsey, 1997).

Exhibit 3.1 summarizes the generic ways in which social better-
ment drives the choice of evaluation purpose.

Relationships Among Purposes

So far this chapter has discussed the four purposes individually, but
the reality of their application is far morę complex. Metaphorically,
evaluators might think of evaluation purposes as defining where
they want to go in a dark room, thereby determining where they
want to point a flashlight. If they happen to possess a powerful flash-
light, which they point at a particular target, they are likely to illu-
minate some of the other objects in the room. Likewise, evaluations
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Exhibit 3.1. How Social Betterment Drives Evaluation Purpose.

Social Betterment Consideration Evaluation Purpose

● Democratic deliberations are needed

about what course of action to take

(for example, choosing a policy to meet

a newly legitimized need or choosing

between altemative programs).

● A program of known worth could

suffer from poor compliance.

● A program might not be meeting

established expectations and mandates

or exercising sound financial stewardship.

● It is necessary to rule out failure to

implement as the explanation of failure

to produce outcomes.

● Efforts to enhance program operations

will not inappropriately delay or inyali-
datę assessment of merit and worth.

● The program is generally judged of
high worth and is not likely to undergo
Wholesale change.

● Mechanisms or moderators can be
studied and will add to an assessment
of merit and worth.

● Learning that will contribute to the
broader field can be added at Iow

marginal cost to achieving other purposes.

Assessment of merit
and worth

Oversight and compliance

Program and organizational
improvement

Knowledge development

that emphasize one purpose may indirectly contribute to another.
In addition, a single evaluation can combine two or morę pur
poses, and a series of evaluations can be planned to address differ-
ent purposes.

Contributions of One Evaluation Purpose to Another

An evaluation that directly emphasizes one purpose may also indi
rectly serve other purposes. For example, a credible assessment of
merit and worth will often also indirectly stimulate program
improvement. If program staff are simply informed about how well
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or (especially) how poorly a program is doing, this often leads them

to seek ways of doing better. Although probably less freąuent in
practice, an assessment of merit and worth can also have spin-off
beneńts for the two other purposes. It can indirectly contribute to
knowledge development, as illustrated by Lipscy and Wilson’s syn'
thesis (1993) of meta-eyaluations. And it can sometimes help sat-
isfy the concerns that motivate an oversight and compliance
eyaluation. If it is elear that a program effectively reduces the social
problem it was designed to address, the need to ąuestion its com
pliance with seryice deliyery guidelines may be reduced.

Eyaluations focused on oyersight and compliance may also par-
tially illuminate the other purposes. When a right way to carry out
program actiyities is known, the ńndings of an oyersight and com
pliance eyaluation, showing that a program is being implemented
incorrectly, may contribute to program improyement. In addition,
when an oyersight and compliance eyaluation examines whether a
program yiolates indiyidual rights or inyolyes fraud, it proyides
information releyant to merit and worth. Moreoyer, some eyidence
indicates that institutions are morę likely to get the behayiors and
outeomes that they monitor (Wood & Waterman, 1991, 1994).
Eyaluations that monitor behayiors that lead to reduced social

problems can thus sometimes help produce the behayioral changes
that will lead to better outeomes. Of course, “goal displacement”
can also oceur, whereby morę important behayiors are reduced
while morę easily measured ones inerease.

Multipurpose Eyaluations

Beyond these incidental spin-offs from one purpose to another, a
single eyaluation can be explicitly designed to directly address morę
than one purpose. Consider efforts to identify and to test the under-
lying mechanisms responsible for a program or policy’s effeets.
When successful, they answer ąuestions about whether or not
the policy works and why. Some writers on eyaluation purposes
(Chelimsky, 1997; Patton, 1997) haye stated that the study of
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mechanisms is a form of knowledge deyelopment. Evaluations that

probe underlying mechanisms are likely to be relevant to social sci
ence theories about the causes of and treatments for social problems

(Chen, 1990; Pawson & Tilley, 1997). But they also contribute to
the assessment of merit and worth. Evaluation cannot adeąuately
test underlying mechanisms without also assessing  a program’s
effects on outcomes. (It is, however, possible to omit some valued
outcomes because they have not been identified by prior theory, and
this is a potential danger of being too theory driven.)

Senes of Evaluation Studies

In some cases, evaluation purposes are combined in a series of eval-
uation studies. One common and often desirable seąuence involves
a series of evaluation studies that address, in tum, the purposes of
program improvement, assessment of merit and worth, and over-
sight and compliance. Once ways of improving the program have
been identified and implemented, the merit and worth of the pre-
sumably improved and well-implemented program are assessed, and
finally, assuming the program is meritorious and worthy, program
activities are monitored to verify that the program is still being car-
ried out in the way found to be effective.

Conclusion

We have identified four possible purposes of evaluation: assessment
of merit and worth, program and organizational improvement,
oversight and compliance, and knowledge deyelopment. Although
other pragmatic concerns, including some less than glorious, can
sometimes motiyate an eyaluation, this fourfold set of purposes
functions well as part of a yocabulary for planning eyaluations in
the seryice of social betterment. Different purposes and combina-
tions of purposes are appropriate under different circumstances,  and
in all cases, considerations related to social betterment should driye
purpose choice.
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Assessments of merit and worth have a special role because they

provide the Information most useful for democratic deliberations

intended to choose the best means to use in seeking desired ends.

Oversight and compliance evaluation serves well when some demo-

cratically selected program or policy bas documented merit and

worth and its effectiveness could suffer from poor compliance to

established procedures or when inadeąuate attention may be given
to human rights and expenditure Controls. Program and organiza-
tional improvement evaluation serves social betterment well
long as it is not a ruse for avoiding consideration of merit and worth.
It is often most useful when a social programs enjoys solid support
and is not likely to be considered for Wholesale change. Knowledge
development is best seen as a purpose to be used in conjunction with
other purposes. In partictilar, the study of underlying mechanisms
can be a valuable adjunct to an assessment of merit and worth.
Knowledge development can also motivate rigorous estimation of
program effects during the interstices between the active attention
to a program or policy within democratic institutions.

This framework of evaluation purposes contributes to a sensi-
ble way of thinking about evaluation. Together with the frame
work of inąuiry presented in the next chapter, it provides a
language evaluators from different traditions can use to communi-
cate better and to understand each other’s stance in the broader

whole of evaluation. Even morę important is its use in the plan-
ning of an evaluation. Although subseąuent chapters present morę
nuanced and morę complex guidelines for the choice of an evalu-
ation purpose, the schematic summary in Exhibit 3.1 is an effec-
tive starting point for making judgments about the relative priority
of the evaluation purposes in a given case. This framework is also
applicable to the private sector. For example, a priyate company
evaluating a training program might be concemed with assessing
its merit and worth, with improving it, or with ensuring its com
pliance with regulations, and certainly there are researchers who
have tested some pet theory in the context of evaluating a com
pany’s training program.

as
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Selecting an evaluation purpose is of course not the end of eval-

uation planning. Once the evaluator has an evaluation purpose or

combination of purposes in mind, he or she must turn to inąuiry
methods.


