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Abstract: There is growing recognition of the complex moral and ethical tensions
associated with evaluation practice. However, there are scant evidence-informed
frameworks for cultivating ethical awareness or informing ethical deliberation
across the evaluation landscape. Thus, we aimed to synthesize research evidence
on evaluation ethics, and draw on these findings to develop an evidence-informed
evaluation ethics framework. Our methodological approach involved, first, con-
ducting a meta-narrative review of empirical studies on evaluation ethics. Specifi-
cally, we conducted a systematic peer-reviewed and grey literature search, then
identified, extracted, and thematically organize data from 20 studies that meet
inclusion criteria. Second, in consultation with an ethicist, we curated findings on
ethical concerns within an integrated evaluation ethics framework. Our results
illustrate six thematic patterns of research inquiry on evaluation ethics and high-
light trends, and gaps. The ethics framework (ACAP) we develop includes four
multi-faceted categories. It outlines six Accountabilities (where ethical consider-
ation is owed), illustrates how ethical Concerns can manifest in practice, and out-
lines diverse stakeholder groups’ Agency over the management of ethical concerns.
Critically, it outlines five meta-categories of ethical principles (P) including sys-
tematic and transparent inquiry, accordant self-determination, fairness, benefi-
cence and non-maleficence, and reflexive stewardship. Implications for priming
ethical awareness, navigating ethical conflicts, and advancing evaluation ethics
education and research are discussed.

Keywords: evaluation ethics, program evaluation, stewardship, values, principles,
ethical framework

Résumé : Il y a des préoccupations grandissantes a I'égard des dimensions éthiques
de la pratique de Iévaluation. Cependant, il y a eu une intégration limitée des
recherches sur les éthiques de I'évaluation et trés peu dexploration sur la fagon
d’améliorer la capacité de délibération éthique de haute qualité. Donc, nous avons
utilisé une approche systémique d’examen du métanarratif pour résumer les
recherches sur léthique d’évaluation et avons intégré les résultats dans un cadre
cohésif. La recherche systémique a mené a 20 études pertinentes que nous avons
utilisées pour mettre en relief les tendances de recherche en éthique de I'évaluation.
Les résultats informent la création d’un cadre qui peut étre utilisé pour cultiver la
sensibilisation éthique, appuyer I'éducation en matiére d’éthique et encourager des
recherches a lavenir.

Mots clés : éthique d’évaluation, conflits de valeurs, cadres de problémes éthiques,
évaluation de programme

Evaluation scholars have long called for greater attention to the ethical dimen-
sions of evaluation practice (Morris, 2015; Schwandt, 1989; Schweigert, 2007;
Sheinfeld & Lord, 1981). Indeed, the grand aspiration for early scholars in the
field was that evaluation would evolve into an established practice for generating
knowledge about the function (or dysfunction) of social interventions in ways
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that were leveraged to advance the public good (Picciotto, 2021). However,
despite decades of evolution in evaluation scholarship, there is disenchantment
about the field’s progress in this domain (Picciotto, 2021; Scriven, 2016). Schol-
ars variably point to weakness in the field’s establishment of ethical norms
(Schwandt, 2017, van den Berg, 2021) and to a hesitancy toward professionaliza-
tion (Picciotto, 2021). Notably, evaluation scholar Schwandt argued in 1989 that
the field was problematically decentralizing issues of values and morality; he
maintained this position three decades later, highlighting the lack of consensus
on collective ethical norms for evaluation (Schwandt, 2017). These critiques
seem weightier as evaluation exerts influence on decision-making about social
programming, within a global environment faced with growing humanitarian
and seemingly existential crises (van den Berg et al., 2021). Indeed, there is a
moral imperative for the field to strengthen its ethical core. Moreover, realizing
this imperative requires investment in research, knowledge mobilization, and
capacity building for ethical evaluation practice. Research evidence can provide
powerful leverage for both informing and legitimizing the development of a
shared, professional ethical ethos for evaluation, particularly when accompanied
by intentional knowledge mobilization efforts. Correspondingly, our goals in
this project are as follows. First, we synthesize available research evidence on
evaluation ethics. Second, we draw on our findings to develop an evidence-
informed integrated framework that can help mobilize knowledge, cultivate ethi-
cal awareness, and guide ethical deliberation in evaluation practice.

There is growing appreciation that the conduct of evaluation shapes the
ways in which evaluands (i.e., interventions/innovation subject to evaluation)
are valued. However, the practice of valuing—and the associated principles—by
which value or merit is established can be obscure (Gates, 2017). Nonetheless,
over time, patterns can emerge about dominant versus less dominant values
across conventional evaluation practices. For example, several scholars have
voiced concerns that evaluation has directed inadequate attention to issues of
cultural values, and social inequity, arguing that these issues need to be central
considerations in how evaluation judges value (Chilisa & Mertens, 2021; Hood
et al., 2015; Hopson, 2014; Silver, 2021). Other scholars have outlined strategies
that may be useful in surfacing values influencing the conduct of evaluation. For
example, Archibald (2018) engages theoretical concepts from critical reflection
to highlight how evaluation can surface and question the assumptions and values
that influence judgments of merit. Also, Gates’ (2017) work on critical system
heuristics presents possibilities for mapping boundaries of varying value-sets or
principles that inform how merit is assessed; these maps can then inform delib-
erations about gaps between ideal and existing values.

However, the aforementioned works do not venture into detailed specifica-
tion of ethical principles that may be situated across different value boundaries.
Such ethical specification is often absent in the articulation of evaluation stan-
dards. For example, the widely referenced program evaluation standards by the
Joint Committee on Standards for Educational Evaluation (Watts et al., 2023)
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eschew explicit reference to these standards as “ethical principles.” The Cana-
dian Evaluation Society’s Guidance for Ethical Practice (CES, 2020) are a recent,
notable exception as they specify three core values related to people’s rights/
well-being, truth-seeking/transparency, and responsibility to stakeholders/soci-
ety. Whereas, this guidance provides a useful starting point, it is somewhat over-
generalized. Issues that merit some specification (e.g., privacy, social justice, and
beneficence) are grouped together, and these terms are not explicitly defined or
delineated. Correspondingly, there remain gaps in both inquiry and practical,
developmental ethical guidance for evaluation. To cultivate better ethical com-
petencies, it is imperative that those engaged in evaluation build their capacity to
identify ethical concerns in practice and to articulate pertinent or disparate prin-
ciples at play. This research proffers meaningful steps in this direction.

ETHICAL GUIDANCE IN EVALUATION: GAPS AND NEEDS
FOR FRAMEWORKS

The gap in evaluation-specific ethical guidelines comes hand-in-hand with the
absence of formalized mechanisms for ethical scrutiny of evaluation projects.
When evaluation projects do undergo formal ethical scrutiny, this usually occurs
via research ethics review boards. Though such review has value, it is often inad-
equate as research ethics guidelines do not often suffice for evaluation’s ethical
challenges (Mabry, 1999). Evaluation carries ethical risks that are rarer in
research, including the fact that evaluators’ assessments can directly and in the
near-term be leveraged to influence resource deployment in ways that have
material consequences on the livelihoods of staft or the well-being of communi-
ties who depend upon a given evaluand. Second, there are often complex con-
flicts of interests related to the scoping and execution of evaluation work. Not all
stakeholder groups have the power to commission evaluation work; this inher-
ently centralize the interests of those who wield commissioning power in ways
that may be problematic. Additionally, many evaluators work in contexts where
their employment or working relationships are contingent upon the demon-
strated “success” of programs that their organizations run, which can compro-
mise their ability to explore certain lines of inquiry (Dahler-Larsen, 2000; House
& Howe, 1999). Third, in the absence of professional regulation or formal insti-
tutional channels, there are no formal structures through which one may appeal
about the (mis)conduct of an evaluation. In parallel, evaluators’ work products
(e.g., reports) may never be reviewed outside the commissioning program or
institution (Bourgeois and Whynot, 2018), and there are scant formal mecha-
nisms within institutions for examining potentially unethical use or non-use of
evaluation findings (Bourgeois et al., 2013; Bourgeois et al., 2016). Fourth, the
nature of evaluation work often necessitates that various program stakeholder
groups have a proximity to (or engagement in) evaluation processes, in ways
that are much less common in research. Though such proximity may enhance
the quality and relevance of the evaluation findings in optimal conditions, it can
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also be a distortive or undermining influence (Pleger & Sager, 2018). Together,
these issues illustrate the importance of unique ethical considerations and
frameworks for evaluation.

Ethical frameworks are often designed as analytical tools that professionals
can use to support decision-making about complex moral situations (e.g., Garcia
et al., 2009; Gawthrop & Uhlemann, 1992; Okougbo & Okike, 2021). Such deci-
sion-making often begins with the identification of an issue as an ethical concern
(i.e., ethical awareness); followed by multi-stage or iterative deliberative pro-
cesses where individuals may weigh various principles or norms on what is or is
not the right course of action (Johnson et al., 2022; Reynolds, 2006). Frameworks
can help individuals recognize the ethical concerns or conflicts at hand and pro-
vide them with explicit principles to consider in their deliberations (e.g., Garcia
et al., 2009; Okougbo & Okike, 2021). Further, ethical frameworks can support
shared decision-making and cultivate transparency about what values or princi-
ples are being invoked or weighed in any given situation. In this study, we draw
on our evidence-synthesis to inform the development of an integrated practical,
principle-based (Spielthenner, 2015) framework for evaluation ethics.

METHODOLOGY

Knowledge synthesis research is instrumental in identifying patterns of inquiry
and specifying knowledge gaps in ways that outline future research agendas
(Grant & Booth, 2009; Wong et al., 2013). In addition to yielding data to inform
our framework development, our synthesis will allow exploration of trends and
gaps in evaluation ethics research. We use a meta-narrative review approach, as
it is designed for evidence synthesis from bodies of literature that may be discor-
dant due to a given topic being differentially conceptualized or examined across
different groups of researchers (Greenhalgh et al., 2005; Wong et al., 2013). This
makes it highly relevant for evaluation, given the field’s transdisciplinary status
(Scriven, 2008). Meta-narrative reviews are also an ideal method for examining
how research traditions may have evolved in scope and focus over time (Wong
et al,, 2013). Six guiding methodological principles characterize meta-narrative
reviews (Appendix A highlights how we applied each principle to our methods).
Though this is not a systematic review, we adopted key PRISMA principles
(Moher et al., 2009), where they were applicable to enhance the rigor of the
review.

Scope of the Review: Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Articles were included in the study if they met the following criteria: (i) central
topic pertained to ethical or moral concerns across any or all aspects of program
evaluation work or (ii) central topic pertained to conflicts in evaluation work
relating to contested or incompatible values or practice standards; (iii) the paper
was empirical with a clearly defined methods section that outlines data collection
and analysis methods, and (iv) article was peer-reviewed study or grey literature
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(e.g., institutionally commissioned report/white paper). The following types of
articles were excluded from the study: (a) review (knowledge synthesis) studies,
(b) single- or multi-case practice reports that do not outline the methods used to
derive their conclusions, and (c) articles that offered recommendations or
insights on evaluation ethics in relation to a separate (primary) area of focus.

Search Strategies

We conducted the following four search strategies to identify articles for poten-
tial inclusion in our study. One, we conducted a systematic search of seven elec-
tronic databases (Medline, Scopus, Web of Science, EMBASE, CINAHL, ERIC,
Education Source) using keywords and subject headings related to “evaluation,”
“ethics,” “conflict,” and “tension.” The complete search strategy was developed
and peer-reviewed by information specialists (see Appendix B). The databases
were searched on December 1, 2020, from database inception to the search date.
Two, to identify relevant grey literature that may not have been captured in the
academic databases, we used the International Organization for Cooperation in
Evaluation (IOCE) database directory to identify organizations that may have
published empirical reports or white papers on evaluation ethics. Approximately
70% of the 142 IOCE listed organizations had websites that we could query.
These queries were run using the Google Search engine. We reviewed the first
10-pages of each search result for potential articles for inclusion; notably, each
website was also scanned directly for relevant content. Three, we used backwards
and forwards citation searching of the resulting literature to identify additional
articles that may align with our inclusion criteria. Finally, in February 2022, we
conducted a limited search to update the review by identifying articles that may
have been published since the original search date. This updating effort included
both (i) hand searching select evaluation journals for any relevant articles and
(ii) using the Web of Science database to perform a topical search across 13 eval-
uation journals (see Appendix B for details).

Article Selection Methods

Covidence software™ (Covidence, 2013) was used to support initial- and full-
text-screening of all articles. At both screening phases, each article was dually
screened for potential inclusion by two researchers using our inclusion/exclu-
sion criteria. To ensure consistency in screening, reviewer calibration involved
independent screening of 10 sample full-text articles against our inclusion/exclu-
sion criteria followed by team discussion of any discordant decision points. Con-
flicting decisions about inclusion or exclusion were discussed during team
meetings where articles were reviewed closely against inclusion/exclusion crite-
ria until the team arrived at a consensus decision. Ultimately, 20 data sources
were marked for inclusion. Please see Figure 1 (PRISMA 2020; Page et al., 2021)
for an illustration of our selection and screening processes.
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Figure 1. PRISMA 2020 flow diagram for updated systematic reviews which
included searches of databases, registers, and other sources

From: Page, M. J., McKenzie, J.E., Bossuyt, P.M., Boutron, |, Hoffmann, T. C,, Mulrow, C. D., et al.
The PRISMA 2020 statement: an updated guideline for reporting systematic reviews. BMJ
2021;372:n71. doi: 10.1136/bmj.n71.

Data Extraction, Analysis, and Synthesis

We iteratively developed a data extraction tool hosted on Qualtrics™ (Qualtrics,
2005), mapping out categories that were deemed to include critical information
about the authorship, context, study foci, methodologies, types of ethical issues,
conceptual/theoretical frameworks, and study findings. Individual team mem-
bers performed the first round of extraction using Qualtrics™ to extract data
from an assigned subset of articles. Extracted data were exported into Excel™
and tabulated. A second team member double-checked the extracted data to
identify and correct potential errors. We conducted a thematic analysis (Braun
and Clarke, 2006) of the research questions and objectives across extracted data;
iteratively reviewing the data to identify themes that reflect shared research foci
across studies. Once these overarching themes were identified, we reviewed all
extracted findings and grouped them under themes, identifying sub-themes
where applicable.

We conducted a secondary analysis on the large subset of the data that were
focused on identifying varying ethical challenges and encounters in evaluation
practice. Using matrix analysis within a critical realist paradigm (Averill, 2002;
Maxwell & Mittapalli, 2015), we coded data into inter-related categories based
on (i) the ethical concern or challenge encountered and (ii) the agent(s) whose
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behavior was in question. Consistent with a critical realist paradigm, we used
abduction to explore patterns of interaction across the data sources and perti-
nent literature. Abduction or abductive reasoning is an approach to research
analysis that extends beyond deduction or induction; rather it involves the devel-
opment of new relations, connections, and conceptual frameworks that extend
beyond initial theoretical premises (Haig, 2005; Meyer & Lunnay, 2013). For our
analysis, abductive analysis was used to extrapolate from our findings to articu-
late potential framework categories and content. This analysis was comple-
mented by iterative consultations with an ethicist (CB) and review of pertinent
transdisciplinary literature on evaluation ethics, including identified non-empir-
ical articles on evaluation ethics that didn’t meet inclusion criteria. The first
draft of the framework was a four-category matrix that included: (i) concern—
behavior or issue that manifests in practice likely triggering awareness that closer
ethical consideration is warranted, (ii) agent(s)—the individual or stakeholder
group whose behavior is causing or directly contributing to the ethical concern,
(i) principle(s)—ethical value or propriety standard of relevance to the ethical
concern, and (iv) stakeholder casualties—groups that are most vulnerable to
harm in relation to the surfaced ethical concern. Following peer-review feed-
back, we significantly revised the framework, working closely with the ethicist to
refine it for clarity and cohesion. This included revision of framework categories
and condensing of the listed principles within broader overarching categories.

RESULTS

Our findings and resultant framework are presented in tabular and narrative
form across three categories. Part 1 outlines identified research trends, Part IT
summarizes research findings within six thematic categories, and Part III pres-
ents a rich description of the integrated framework we develop, drawing on our
findings.

Part I: Trends in Evaluation Ethics Research

An overview of key characteristics of the 20 included studies is provided in
Table 1. The earliest empirical publication on evaluation ethics that we identified
was published in 1981. A review of chronological trends in publication indicates
a decade-over-decade increase in the number of empirical works on evaluation
ethics with half of studies published since 2010. Notwithstanding this increase,
publication trends over the past 10 years suggest a plateau versus an upward
trend in the volume of research on evaluation ethics. As outlined in Table 1,
common research foci included ethical deliberation, undue influence or distor-
tive/undermining pressure on evaluators (see Pleger, 2018), and types of ethical
challenges in evaluation practice. Though a small number of studies included
stakeholder groups, other than evaluators in their target participant population,
none focused on program participants (or evaluand target beneficiaries).
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Table 1. Overview of included studies: Context, methods, and research foci

(N=20)*
Feature "No (%)
Country
1. Canada®”® 2 (10.5%)
2. ltaly® 1(5.3%)
3. Netherlands’ 1(5.3%)
4.UK'™® 1(5.3%)
5. US1,2,16—19,4,6,8,1 1-15 14 (737%)
Decade of publication
1.1980-1989'"'8 2 (10.5%)
2.1990-1999 41618 3(15.8%)
3.2000-2009 61213 4(21.1%)
4.2010-2019 #>8-1013.17.19 8 (42.1%)
5.2020+ > 2 (10.5%)
Form of dissemination of empirical study
1. Peer-reviewed publication '+#14-184-6.9-13 16 (84.2%)
2. Conference presentation 3 1(5.3%)
3. Unpublished dissertation® 1 (5.3%)
4. Institutional white paper/report'® 1 (5.3%)
2Target participant population
1. Evaluators'->14-16:18357-11.13 14 (73.7%)
2. Evaluation commissioners’ 1(5.3%)
3. Evaluation journal subscribers'® 1(5.3%)
4. Institutional leadership/stakeholders””® 2 (10.5%)
5. Philanthropic foundation officers'? 1 (5.3%)
6. Policy makers” 1(5.3%)
7. Program/organization staff”'® 2 (10.5%)
8. Academic researchers’ 191318 4(21.1%)
9. Public relations professionals'’ 1 (5.3%)
10. Training and performance improvement professionals® 1 (5.3%)
11. Research coordinators/assistants/extenders'” 2(10.5%)
12. *Documents/administrative records/reports/publications® 1(5.3%)
Research methods
1. Qualitative' %7 4(21.1%)
« Interviews/focus groups/document analysis 3(15.8%)

2. Quantitative''1216

« Ethical scenarios/vignettes (ratings)/Surveys/questionnaires
3. Multi-method/Mixed-methods®3'8194>7:81013-15

]

12 (63.2%)

2Study foci

1. How ethical challenges manifests in evaluation practice 21214 5 (26.3%)

2. Conflicts of interest/undue influence/pressure on evaluators®51%13 5 (26.3%)
(Continued)
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Table 1. (Continued)

Feature "No (%)
3. Ethical awareness, reasoning, and decision-making'>#>81517:18 8 (42.1%)
4. Management of ethical concerns®>'3 3(15.8%)
5. Contextual, demographic, individual-level influences on ethical 8 (42.1%)
deliberation '>#911.16.1819
6. Cultural responsiveness'® 1(5.3%)
7. Ethical standards/guidelines'"® 2(10.5%)

Study funding source

Grant funded"®'® 3 (15.8%)
Faculty/department funding'’ 1(5.3%)
Project/program/association funding®®'® 2 (10.5%)
Unfunded/funding source not reported '>#16-185-7.10.12-15 13 (68.4%)

First author—primary affiliation/context

1. Academic'->137184-810-12 16 (84.2%)
2. Evaluation society'® 1(5.3%)
3. Consultant—Evaluation services/firm*?° 2(10.5%)

1 Percentages are rounded to one decimal place

2 Articles may be represented in more than one category in this section

3 Numeric referencing for space considerations; table-specific reference list is
available upon request

Part Il: Thematic Categories of Inquiry on Evaluation Ethics
and Associated Outcomes

Through our thematic analysis, we identified six themes that represented the
diverse patterns of research inquiry across studies. They are outlined below with
summaries of associated evidence.

(a). Do evaluators encounter ethical concerns, and if so, how?

Several studies explored the perceived frequency with which evaluators encoun-
tered ethical concerns in their practice. In a Canadian and Australian study,
most respondents reported encountering ethical challenges in the course of their
evaluation work (Buchanan et al., 2011). In a US study, 42% of over 900 study
respondents indicated that they had been pressured to misrepresent findings,
while just over 50% maintained they had never experienced such pressure (Mor-
ris and Clark, 2013). Across both studies, most evaluators who reported encoun-
tering ethical challenges also reported experiencing them multiple times across
multiple evaluation projects.

Few studies examined the pathways via which evaluators surfaced ethical
violations or concerns. These pathways include direct observation, participant
reports or data, as well as via review of documents and financial information
(Buchanan et al., 2011; Morris and Clark, 2013). Less common mechanisms for
the surfacing of ethical concerns included direct reports from beneficiaries of
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unethical behavior, evaluation clients, or representatives of the evaluand
(Buchanan et al., 2011). One study examined the evaluation stage at which evalu-
ators were most likely to encounter pressure to misrepresent findings (Morris &
Clark, 2013). Such pressure was found to be rare during needs assessment or
cost-benefit analysis phases, more common during implementation evaluation,
and most common in impact/outcome assessment.

(b). Is there shared understanding of what is (un)ethical in evaluation practice?

Several studies examined variabilities in how or whether specified issues were
recognized as having ethical implications or import. Notably, some issues
were widely recognized or accepted as being unethical. For example, across
studies, issues related to misrepresenting findings or inaccurate reporting
were recognized by a majority of evaluators as being ethically problematic
(Chyung et al., 2010; Morris & Jacobs, 2000; Sheinfeld & Lord, 1981). How-
ever, there were complex issues on which there was significant disagreement
on their ethical nature, including issues about adequate representation of
diverse stakeholder groups in evaluation advisory processes (Chyung et al.,
2010; Morris & Jacobs, 2000), issues relating to client loyalty, ownership and
sharing of evaluation reports, acceptance of favors from program leads, con-
strained funding of evaluations, conformity to scientific conduct norms,
evaluator independence, and poor utilization of evaluation findings by pro-
grams (Sheinfeld & Lord, 1981).

There was evidence that those leading or tasked with evaluation work may
have trouble ascertaining what issue merited ethical consideration. For example,
Alexander and Richman (2008) found that evaluation assistants did not perceive
a distinction between ethical (e.g., participant coercion) and practical issues (e.g.,
recruitment challenges) in evaluation practice. The dilemmas that challenged
evaluators’ ethical reasoning tended to be both mixed dilemmas and ethical
dilemmas. In mixed dilemmas, the competing choices are generally between sub-
mitting to external pressure or pursuing a course of action that is clearly identifi-
able as the more ethical course of action (Leone et al., 2016). In ethical
dilemmas, there is less moral clarity about competing choices of action (Leone
et al,, 2016). For example, evaluators encountered tensions in trying to balance
competing priorities such as conflicting practice standards (propriety, utility,
accuracy) or between attending to sensitive contextual dynamics and upholding
professional standards (McKillip & Garberg, 1986). Despite the noted challenges
in ethical deliberation, 75% of Canadian evaluators in one study reported having
clarity about what the appropriate ethical and professional response was when-
ever they were confronted with an ethical concern (Buchanan et al., 2011).

(c). What factors influence evaluators’ ethical deliberation or behavior?

Several studies examined how diverse variables influenced ethical deliberation
or behavior in evaluation practice. We have organized these variables into three
sub-thematic categories: (i) demographic factors, (ii) attitudinal factors, and (iii)
work role and contextual factots.
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Demographic factors

Across studies, there were mixed findings on how various demographic factors
influenced ethical deliberation. More experienced evaluators were found to be
more likely to have encountered pressure to alter evaluation reports (Morris &
Clark, 2013). However, there were conflicting findings on the relationship
between experience and ethical judgment or behavior. For example, Morris and
Jacobs (2000) found that experience was negatively related to ethical judgment
among evaluators in public/non-profit sectors. However, Lamping (2016) found
that years of practicing evaluation did not impact how evaluators responded to
pressure from authority figures to compromise evaluation results. Similarly,
Chyung et al. (2010) found that age (a proxy variable for years of experience) did
not predict ethical decision-making among American evaluators.

There were also mixed findings on the influence of sex and gender on ethi-
cal decision-making. For example, Morris and Jacobs (2000) found that respon-
dent sex had no influence on their responses to ethical conflicts posed in
hypothetical scenarios. However, Chyung et al. (2010) found that gender influ-
enced perceptions about whether or not biased data collection was an ethical
concern. Specifically, women were more than twice as likely than men to con-
tend that it was an ethical concern in evaluation practice (Chyung et al., 2010).
However, no gender differences were observed on other ethical situations pre-
sented to participants in this study, such as on perceptions of partial reporting
(Chyung et al., 2010).

Two studies explored issues of ethnicity in relation to ethical deliberation.
Alexander and Richman’s (2008) research explored differences in how junior
research assistants with no formal ethics training and with similar ethnic profile
to the target population deliberated about ethical issues in comparison to foreign
research personnel with extensive training in research ethics. They found that
research assistants indigenous to the target population were less likely to identify
issues like data integrity and participants autonomy as being of critical consider-
ation in comparison to their foreign counterparts (Alexander & Richman, 2008).
In a US study, Westaby et al. (2019) found that both experience and identifying
as a person of colour were positively associated with higher rankings on measures
of culturally responsive evaluation.

Attitudinal factors

A variety of attitudinal factors were found to influence ethical deliberation and
behavior. For example, individuals who believed formal education on evaluation
ethics was important were more likely to make ethical judgments in response to
various ethical scenarios (Chyung et al., 2010). A Canadian study found differ-
ences in the sensitivity to ethical issues amongst evaluators who were identified
as altruistic versus corporatist (Desautels & Jacob, 2012). Altruistic evaluators,
characterized by their focus on using evaluation to contribute to social welfare,
were more readily able to identify ethical dilemmas. When there was a risk of
affecting participant integrity, altruistic evaluators were more likely to consider
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modifying their data collection methods or withdrawing entirely from the evalu-
ation project. Conversely, corporatists were more likely to focus on the profit-
ability of evaluation work and their ability to address client objectives. They
were also more likely to believe that the evaluation should provide the evaluation
sponsor with arguments to defend their point of view and ignore ethical stan-
dards to achieve desired results (Desautels & Jacob, 2012).

Leone and colleagues (2016) studied characteristics that were associated
with different patterns of responses to ethical challenges. Evaluators who actively
voiced ethical concerns were more likely to have both a high task orientation
(i.e., proactively working to resolve ethical dilemmas) and high level of commit-
ment to public administration. High task orientation accompanied with low
commitment to public orientation was more likely to result in exit from the
organization in the face of ethical pressures. Low task orientation accompanied
with high commitment to the parent organization was positively associated with
conformity to unethical pressures or collusion in unethical practices. When both
task orientation and organizational commitment was low, ethical issues were
likely to be neglected.

Work role and contextual factors

Some studies explored how evaluators’ work/role identity and work context influ-
enced ethical decision-making. In one study, evaluators who identified with the
label of “evaluator as consultant” were found to be less likely to identify scenarios
as ethically problematic in comparison to evaluators who did not identify in this
way (Morris & Jacobs, 2000). Several studies reported differences in how internal
and external evaluators experienced ethical concerns. Morris and Clark (2013)
found that external evaluators reported experiencing more pressure to alter find-
ings than internal evaluators. However, internal evaluators reported less satisfac-
tion with how the pressures they encountered were resolved and were more likely
to believe that something could be done to prevent the pressure (Morris & Clark,
2013). Canadian researchers found differences in the quality of internal and
external evaluators’ ethical deliberations (Desautels & Jacob, 2012). Internal eval-
uators in the federal government appeared more vulnerable to pressure from
their employing institutions than external evaluators (Desautels & Jacob, 2012).
Specifically, internal evaluators were less likely to identify ethical issues from a
hypothetical scenario than external evaluators, and the internal evaluators were
also more likely to accept that they would need to adjust evaluation conclusions
to be more in line with their sponsors’ expectations (Desautels & Jacob, 2012). In
a UK study, researchers found that academics were more likely to author evalua-
tion reports that were critical of governmental policy than both internal evalua-
tors and private consultants (LSE GV314 Group and Page, 2014). Conversely,
when the governmental department evaluands were involved in determining the
scope of evaluation questions, evaluation reports were less likely to be critical.
Morris and Jacobs (2000) found that evaluators in private business or con-
sulting were generally less likely to judge evaluator behavior as unethical when
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exposed to scenarios depicting ethical conflicts in evaluation. In an Italian study,
internal evaluation units that were perceived as weak were less able to protect
their evaluators from inappropriate requests, threats, or otherwise coercive
actions from others in the organization (Leone et al., 2016). They were also more
likely to have disempowered evaluators who opted to exit roles when faced with
ethical conflicts. Strong evaluation units were more likely to have empowered
evaluators who voiced ethical concerns (Leone et al., 2016).

Across studies, both client values and professional association standards
were found to influence evaluators’ values and ethical deliberations. For exam-
ple, Sheinfeld (1981) found that many evaluators reflected the values of their cli-
ents, likely due to their dependency on organizational resources. Two studies
found that membership with a professional evaluation association was found to
influence how individuals perceived ethical challenges. For example, Desautel
and Jacob (2012) found that study respondents who were familiar with Canadian
Evaluation Society evaluation norms and guidelines were better able to identify
ethical issues underlying presented scenarios—in comparison with respondents
who were not familiar with these norms. In an interesting exploration, Morris
and Jacobs (2000) found that evaluators tended to assume greater alignment
between their own judgments of the ethicality of a hypothetical respondent’s
behavior, and the judgments of American Evaluation Association (AEA) mem-
bers when convinced the behavior was unethical (and less alignment when con-
vinced it was ethical).

(d). How are ethical concerns in evaluation managed or resolved?

Across several studies a common response among encountering ethical chal-
lenges was to openly voice their concerns with either the commissioners of the
evaluation or the subjects of the evaluation (Buchanan et al., 2011; Leone et al.,
2016; Turner, 2003). Azzam et al. (2021) similarly found that evaluators con-
fronted with political tensions worked to provide more expansive explanations
to stakeholders, as well as to defend methodological choices. Other courses of
action in response to experiencing ethical concerns included reporting wrong-
doing to relevant authorities (Buchanan et al, 2011), consulting a lawyer
(Buchanan et al., 2011), seeking advice from colleagues (Buchanan et al., 2011;
Morris & Clark, 2013), or going to the media (Buchanan et al., 2011). Several
studies also reported that evaluators commonly used third parties as a strategy
for responding to politically charged or ethically concerning situations (Azzam
et al,, 2021; Buchanan et al,, 2011; Turner, 2003). This included, for example,
using an Ombudsperson, working through an ethics committee, or using exter-
nal organizations such as Market Research Society (Buchanan et al., 2011;
Turner, 2003). Across several studies, some evaluators’ response to ethical chal-
lenges involved opting to avoid conflict or ignore the issue (Leone et al., 2016;
Turner, 2003), compromise by making partial modifications such as cosmetic
versus substantive (LSE GV314 Group and Page, 2014), or exit from the institu-
tion (Leone et al., 2016).
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Across several studies, evaluators reported refusing to submit to pressure to
compromise evaluation findings (de Graaf and Hertogh, 2020; Lamping, 2016;
Leone et al., 2016). Notably, Turner (2003) described that some evaluators
mapped out their own protocols for navigating ethical challenges. However, in
other studies, evaluators admitted conforming to unethical or political pressures
from commissioners or clients and complying with their demands (de Graaf and
Hertogh, 2020; Lamping, 2016; Leone et al., 2016; LSE GV314 Group and Page,
2014). For example, in a Dutch study, a small number of evaluators admitted to
altering reports or to witnessing others do so (de Graaf & Hertogh, 2020), while
in a US study, client pressure impacted evaluators’ breaching of participant con-
fidentiality (Morris & Cohn, 1993). In a Canadian study, there was wide varia-
tion in the extent to which actions evaluators took to resolve ethical concerns
were perceived to be helpful (Buchanan et al., 2011). Notably, there was a rela-
tively even split in evaluators’ satisfaction with how ethically charged situations
were resolved, whereas most evaluators reported being satisfied with their per-
sonal handling of the issue (Buchanan et al., 2011).

(e). Are evaluators aware of ethical or best-practice evaluation guidelines?

Across several studies, majority of evaluators reported being conversant with
their professional society guidelines for appropriate ethical and professional
responses to wrongdoing. This included CES guidelines in Canada (Buchanan
et al,, 2011), AEA guidelines in the US (Lamping, 2016; Morris & Jacobs, 2000),
and AES guidelines in Australia (Turner, 2003). However, a minority of respon-
dents in Buchanan et al. (2011) reported finding them helpful or using them in
their evaluation work. Evaluators’ rationale for not using the guidelines included
use of other strategies to resolve ethical concerns (e.g., team deliberation), per-
ceptions that their concerns were methodological rather than ethical, beliefs that
evaluators and evaluation participants generally behaved ethically, or a belief
that they had never encountered an ethical challenge. Notably, over 50% of
Canadian evaluators in this study reported seeking guidance from other sources,
including other professional associations (e.g., AEA), research ethics regulators
(e.g., Research Ethics Boards, Tri-Council), international organizations such as
the UNEG, as well as from colleagues, employers, and other program stakehold-
ers. With regard to cultural competence, Westaby and colleagues (2019) found
that the majority of respondents (70%) reported awareness of AEA’s statement
on cultural competence, however, few (22%) reported applying it in their evalua-
tion practice.

Several studies found that awareness of ethical codes or guidelines was asso-
ciated with enhanced ethicality of evaluators’ deliberations and decision making
(Lamping, 2016), including increased likelihood of identifying ethical issues
(Desautels & Jacob, 2012; Morris & Jacobs, 2000) or making ethical decisions
(Chyung et al., 2010). However, the impact of awareness of ethical codes on the
ethicality of decisions did not apply to all types of ethical concerns. For example,
while it influenced American evaluators’ ethical judgments on the inclusion/
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exclusion of key stakeholder groups from an evaluation advisory group (Chyung
et al., 2010), it did not influence the ethicality of judgments on other ethical sce-
narios. Notably, American evaluators were found to be more familiar with Inter-
nal Research Board guidelines than they were with professional society guiding
principles or essential competencies for program evaluators (Lamping, 2016).
One study looked closely at the tensions that might be posed by the Joint Com-
mittee Standards on Educational Evaluation (McKillip & Garberg, 1986). Their
findings showed that evaluators encountered situations where different stan-
dards were at odds, thus posing ethical dilemmas. For example, utility standards
could conflict with feasibility standards, in that report timeliness (utility) can
conflict with length of time and consultation it would take to produce politically
viable results (feasibility).

(). What types of ethical concerns manifest in evaluation practice?

The evidence presented a broad range of ethical concerns that manifested in
diverse ways across evaluation practice. We used a secondary approach, matrix
analysis (Averill, 2002) to synthesize these data. Using the analytical approaches
described in the methods section, this analysis was used to develop the inte-
grated framework that is described in detail in the next section.

Part Ill: Integrated ACAP Framework for Ethical Awareness in
Evaluation Practice

We developed a framework that consists of four overarching categories: account-
abilities (A), concerns (C), agency (A), and principles (P), that are defined below.

1. Accountabilities

Accountability refers to the notion of accepting responsibility for one’s actions
and holding oneself ready to justify actions about specified obligations (Barnett
et al., 2009). The term is often applied when specifying duties owed by people in
professional groups who take on jobs with responsibilities that they may be
called upon to account for, explain, or justify in relation to certain standards
(Banks, 2013; Tadd, 1994). Herein, accountabilities refer to the spheres of
responsibility that warrant ethical consideration during the conduct of evalua-
tion work. We identified these accountabilities by analyzing our findings on eth-
ical concerns in relation to whom or what may be a casualty of harm as a
consequence of unethical conduct across each area of concerns. Overall, the six
accountabilities described next indicate both to whom (and about what) ethical
consideration is owed in the conduct of evaluation work.

- Data and operational governance

Responsibilities associated with the ethical management of the technical opera-
tions (procedural elements) and data (substantive elements) of evaluation work.
This includes, for example, work associated with data formulation, collection,
processing, storage, organizing, analysis, interpreting and sharing of data. Note,
some of the ethical issues associated with data governance are captured under
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the umbrella term data ethics in literatures on the use of technology and artificial
intelligence in data governance (Floridi & Taddeo, 2016).

« Safeguarding service users

Ethical responsibilities associated with how the conduct of evaluation influences
the well-being of those individuals who access or use services or resources pro-
vided by an evaluand (also program clients).

- Safeguarding service providers

Ethical responsibilities associated with how the conduct of evaluation influences
the well-being of those who provide program services or deliver the evaluand’s
outputs. These would include program staff, volunteers, or employees working
in service of the evaluand to support service users.

« Servicing client institutions

Evaluators’ responsibilities to consider ethical issues that may arise with regard
to the obligations they have toward those who engage their services by commis-
sioning evaluation work.

« Maintaining or advancing community and environmental well-being

Ethical responsibilities that arise with regard to how the conduct of evaluation
can influence the maintenance or advancement of the well-being of the commu-
nities within which the evaluand is embedded, and the natural environments
within which they live.

- Safeguarding evaluation teams

Ethical responsibilities in relation to how the conduct of evaluation can influ-
ences the well-being of individuals commissioned to lead or support the execu-
tion of the evaluation work.

2. Concerns

The term concerns is used to illustrate examples of behaviors or issues that raise
alarm or unease about potential ethical violations in evaluation practice. Con-
cerns are what trigger awareness that closer ethical deliberation may be war-
ranted. All examples of concerns provided in Table 2 are drawn from our review
findings. However, we emphasize that the outlining of ethical concerns can
never be exhaustive. Rather, this category can be used to prompt learners or
stakeholders to identify examples from their experience that relate to account-
abilities or principles under discussion.

3. Agency

This category attends to the shared or distributed power that is common in eval-
uation work. Unlike van den Berg et al. (2021), we do not distinguish between
the ethics of the evaluator and the ethics of the evaluation. Rather, our frame-
work highlights the role of agency and emphasizes the multi-stakeholder influ-
ences on the ethical conduct of evaluation. Evaluators are unlikely to have
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complete agency (i.e., control over actions) on how the conduct of evaluation
unfolds. Rather, they may share or defer authority to agents of other stakeholder
groups. Particularly in the absence of the professionalization of evaluation, we
contend that any stakeholder group with significant power or control over key
evaluation decision points or evaluation infrastructure wields accountability for
ethical evaluation. Our emphasis on ethical agency situates ethical evaluation
practice as an often multi-determined product of all agents wielding authority
over evaluation processes. Moreover, the inclusion of this category highlights
the necessity of recognizing which stakeholder group (or stakeholder representa-
tive) may hold significant sway over how ethical issues are managed or resolved.
Understanding who holds such agency is of critical importance to ethical
deliberations.

4. Principles

Ethical principles provide normative descriptions that outline what is considered
acceptable or unacceptable practice in a given context. We identify five over-
arching categories of ethical principles in the ACAP framework. Their naming
and articulation helps spell out both (a) why a particular concern is of ethical rel-
evance, and consequently (b) why different stakeholders groups may have vary-
ing judgments whether an issue is morally right or wrong in a given context.
These principles are informed by multiple ethical traditions. We integrate them
cohesively within this framework, with modest adaptation, and specification to
the evaluation domain. Pertinently, we acknowledge that each of the five meta-
categories of ethical principles can encompass an array of associated inter-
related ethical principles or concepts. We provide some examples of these
related principles within Table 2 and include a glossary (see supplementary
appendix C). The five meta-categories of ethical principles in the ACAP frame-
work are (i) systematic and transparent inquiry, (ii) fairness, (iii) accordant self-
determination, (iv) beneficence and non-maleficence, and (v) reflexive
stewardship.

i. Systematic and transparent inquiry

This refers to the obligation to address evaluation questions using technically
sound methods and contextually appropriate methodologies, along with the
obligation to ensure clear, honest communication to stakeholders about evalua-
tion approaches, processes, and results (including noting their strengths and
limitations). This principle attends to the inquiry-driven nature of evaluation
and is informed by research ethics traditions that evolved to govern ethical
inquiry; it is also well-reflected within best practice standards from evaluation
associations (AEA, 2018, Yarbrough et al., 2010).

ii. Fairness

Fairness attends to both the quality of treatment of individual stakeholders dur-
ing evaluation and to the group-level impacts that evaluation can have on just
decisions about resource access, allocation, and resultant quality of life (see
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Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2022; Schroeder et al., 2019). As an
ethical principle, fairness encompasses justice; recognizing the inherent dignity
and equality of all people, while acknowledging that prevalent societal inequities
undermine this dignity and that established systems of inquiry—including
research and evaluation—have often ignored or exacerbated inequities (Mertens
& Catsambas, 2021; Tri-Council Policy Statement, 2018). Correspondingly, fair-
ness as an ethical principle for evaluation would include responsibility to ensure
that the benefits and burdens of evaluation are considered equitably. Addition-
ally, it would also require effort to ensure that the conduct of evaluation does
not ignore or reinforce unjust institutional practices.

iii. Accordant self-determination

This principle refers to responsibilities to uphold the rights of individuals or
specified communities to make decisions about both the course of their involve-
ment in evaluation processes and the use of their data or personal information.
Additionally, it emphasizes the social nature of decision-making and the respon-
sibility to ensure that decision-makers have access to the advisory expertise, evi-
dence, or collaborative supports needed to ensure they can make informed
decisions. This is more expansive than traditional notions of self-determination,
which are particularly visible across both bioethics and research ethics traditions,
where the emphasis is largely the individual level in reference to rights for auton-
omous decision-making (e.g., about whether to participate in prescribed clinical
treatment) (Manning & Gaul, 1997) or provide personal data (Nijhawan et al.,
2013; Steinke, 2004). Accordant self-determination is distinct from this in two
important ways. One, we consciously include reference to both “individual” and
“community” within notions of “self’ in order to attend to cross-cultural vari-
abilities in self-construal (e.g., dependent vs interdependent; Markus &
Kitayama, 1991). Two, we integrate the principle of accordance (Cottone, 2014)
to centre the social realities inherent to decision-making and consenting in eval-
uation work. Accordance is derived from a counselling ethic tradition and influ-
enced by social systems theory (Bateson, 1972), which recognizes people’s
choices about their lives as heavily influenced by the relationships and complex
social dynamics that surround them. Furthermore, this ethic proposes that rig-
idly, individualistic decision-making may be undesirable—particularly in the
context where one is intentionally seeking the professional insights or unique
technical expertise that one might enlist from a counselor—or in this case, an
evaluator. Thus, accordant self-determination embraces the rights individuals
and communities have to make decisions about their lives, while contextualizing
the social reality of decision-making processes and the responsibilities to ethi-
cally facilitate such processes. Moreover, it accommodates community level
decision-making, concepts such as communal consent, that attend to the impor-
tant role of interdependent decision-making within non-Western or more col-
lectivist cultures (e.g., tribal decision-making within North American
Indigenous communities (Smith-Morris, 2007); or Ubuntu - within certain
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African contexts which emphasizes relational and whole integration of individu-
als, communities, and their environments (Chilisa & Mertens, 2021).

iv. Beneficence and non-maleficence

This principle directs attentions toward responsibilities to ensure that evaluation
can provide needed benefits to stakeholders, that may include both secondary
benefits of evaluation processes or the proactive surfacing of (and advocacy to
limit) harmful effects of evaluands. Furthermore, it includes responsibilities to
ensure that the potential harms of evaluation to stakeholders are limited.
Although the principles of beneficence and non-maleficence have their origins
in clinical ethics traditions (Beauchamp & Childress, 1979), they are of broad
relevance and have seen widespread uptake across diverse disciplines and profes-
sional practices (Brear & Gordon, 2021; Childress & Beauchamp, 2022). Notably,
beneficence and non-maleficence are most closely aligned with the van den Berg
et al. (2021) framework that in simple terms specifies evaluation’s ethical obliga-
tions as to “tackle bad” (beneficence/non-maleficence), “do no harm” (non-
maleficence), and “do good” (beneficence). Small-scale beneficent and non-
maleficent evaluation practices could include, for example, considerations to
ensure evaluation processes provide secondary benefits or minimize undue bur-
dens to evaluation participants (e.g., unnecessary data collection, service disrup-
tions, etc.). On a larger scale, they could include, for example, proactive
attention to ensure evaluations are formulated to identify adverse evaluand
effects and subsequently advocate for their removal or mitigation in the service
of community well-being.

Reflexive Stewardship

We devised this principle to refer to the integrated responsibility for careful and
trustworthy management of evaluation’s impact on local, public, informational,
and natural resources (stewardship), in concert with ongoing questioning (reflex-
ivity) of how one’s role, status, or biases may influence their conceptions or
models of responsible resource use. This is closely related to the CES (2020) ethi-
cal guidance on responsibility to stakeholders and society as a core value. Stew-
ardship, as an ethical principle, has been used to describe attention to both
economical and sustainable resource management for collective interests or in
order to ensure availability of resources to serve “the public good” (Arakawa
et al., 2018; Brownsword, 2013; Rosenbaum, 2010). In the context of natural
resources, environmental stewardship is described as the responsibility to care
for and preserve the health of the natural world (Arakawa et al., 2018). It is
important to note that stewardship, as a broad ethical concept, has been cri-
tiqued for potentially paternalistic inclinations (Baldwin et al., 2009) and for
being misused to justify anthropocentric dominance over the natural world
(Palmer, 2006). Thus, as other scholars have done (e.g., Roach et al., 2006), our
conceptualization is limited to an ethics of care (see Abma et al., 2020). Criti-
cally, our emphasis on reflexive stewardship, lends added importance to the par-
allel integration of reflexive questioning of one’s own positionality in relation to
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other stakeholders, the evaluand, and the evaluation context (Dodgson, 2019;
Guillemin & Gillam, 2004).

DISCUSSION

Our work provides a detailed synthesis of empirical research on evaluation
ethics—from which we develop a cohesive integrated framework for ethical
awareness in evaluation practice. Next, we discuss our general synthesis findings,
then focus attention on how the outlined ACAP framework can support ethical
deliberation in evaluation practice.

Research on Evaluation Ethics: Trends, Gaps, and Opportunities

Our findings show that, although there is generally an upward publication trend
in the volume of research on evaluation ethics over the past 30 years, there has
been a relative plateau over the past decade. Notwithstanding available inquiry
spans over three decades and provides a useful overview of a broad range of ethi-
cal challenges that evaluators encounter in their day-to-day practice. Our find-
ings show that a sizeable proportion of evaluators report routinely encountering
certain ethical challenges on which there appears to be common, shared, or
highly accessible notions of morality about what is or isn’t ethical practice, par-
ticularly in relation to the principle of systematic and transparent inquiry. How-
ever, there are discordant perceptions about what is ethical practice across
certain domains (notably linked to fairness). Additionally, there is modest evi-
dence to suggest that individuals have varying capacities to recognize situations
as having ethical import—which may be linked to varying attitudinal and socio-
demographic factors (e.g., gender, years of experience).

An important observation here is that the scope of the research on evalua-
tion ethics is somewhat constrained. Most studies we identified examined issues
in evaluation ethics from the experience of evaluators, and none focused on pro-
gram participants, intervention recipients, or target communities as the primary
study population. This gap in inquiry can skew perspectives about the presence
or prevalence of diverse ethical concerns, while limiting exploration of the con-
crete impacts of (un)ethical evaluation practices. Moreover, this empirical inat-
tention to the community stakeholders’ experiences relating to evaluation ethics
is also seemingly misaligned with the expansion of more participatory, collabora-
tive, and community-oriented approaches to evaluation (e.g., Chouinard &
Cousins, 2021; Mertens, 2021). Despite the fairness orientation that underpins
many such approaches, the field should not presume that benevolent methodo-
logical aspirations will translate into ethical practices nor eschew ethical dilem-
mas. Closer empirical scrutiny of ethical issues associated with contemporary
and emerging approaches should become part of the field’s agenda for research
on evaluation ethics. Additionally, as debates about the professionalization of
evaluation rage on, there is a need to explore potential links between the endorse-
ment of diverse ethical principles and hesitancy toward professionalization.

©2023 CJPE 38.2,265-312 doi:10.3138/cjpe-2023-0023


https://doi.org/10.3138/cjpe-2023-0023
https://www.utpjournals.press/loi/cjpe

The “What” and “Why" of (Un)Ethical Evaluation Practice 289

The ACAP Framework: Priming Ethical Awareness
in Evaluation Practice

Ethical awareness involves noticing or identifying issues or situations of poten-
tial moral concern, and it functions as an important trigger for subsequent eth-
ical deliberations and decision-making (Johnson et al., 2022; Reynolds, 2006).
Without ethical awareness, unethical evaluation practices may occur simply
because those leading the work fail to recognize the ethical concerns in a given
situation. Research on ethical reasoning provides substantial evidence that
individuals’ capacity for ethical deliberation can be nurtured and improved
through targeted intervention (Johnson et al., 2022). Indeed, our findings indi-
cate that awareness of ethical or best practice codes of behavior is linked to bet-
ter ethical awareness, deliberation, and decision-making (Chyung et al., 2010;
Desautels & Jacob, 2012; Lamping, 2016; Morris & Jacobs, 2000). This is
encouraging evidence that frameworks like ACAP can have positive impacts
on advancing ethical competence in evaluation. The ACAP framework is based
on a practical principle-based ethics approach (Spielthenner, 2015). Tradition-
ally, principle-based ethics or principlism involves the explicit surfacing of the
moral values or obligations that may come to bear across a broad range of situ-
ations (Beever & Brightman, 2015). This articulation lends clarity to why an
issue may be considered unethical, while lending transparency to the values
being invoked to inform decision-making. Practical, principle-based ethics
retains these benefits of principlism while recognizing that the mere articula-
tion of principles is inadequate for resolving ethical problems. Principles are
considered presumptive rather than immutable, meaning that some principles
can have greater or lesser relevance depending on the contextual circumstances
(Spielthenner, 2015). This conceptualization of principles as presumptive is
aligned with our perspectives about adaptive expertise as an essential driver of
ethical competence.

Ethical Evaluation Practice: From Awareness to Competency

Whereas ethical awareness in evaluation is an important penultimate goal, the
ultimate aspiration may be that evaluation can establish a more coherent, nor-
mative, and even professionalized, ethical stance (Picciotto, 2021; Schwandt,
2017; van den Berg, 2021). Achieving this requires significant mobilization of
knowledge to ensure that a critical mass of evaluators have the adaptive expertise
required to support competent ethical decision-making. Cultivating adapting
expertise goes beyond mechanistic and unreflective application of knowledge
(Mylopoulos et al., 2018), which in this case would involve rote application of
ethical principles. Rather, adaptive expertise is underpinned by recognition that
even technical mastery of ethical principles will be tested in highly complex situ-
ations where novelty and ambiguity abound. Correspondingly, conscious delib-
eration, reflection, and integration of practical and theoretical knowledge is
required to build adaptive expertise (Hayden, 2013).
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Navigating ethical conflicts

Attainment of adaptive expertise is thus an exercise of both struggle and discov-
ery (Mylopoulos et al., 2018), which may be particularly evident when con-
fronted with ethical conflicts. On the surface, ethics is concerned with the “good
vs bad” or “right vs wrong” of motives and behavior (Morris, 2005). However, in
practice, making ethical decisions is fraught with dilemmas that present contra-
dictory values, interests, and responsibilities. Indeed, our findings surfaced both
true and practical ethical dilemmas. Specifically, a “true” ethical dilemma
involves perceived conflict between two or more ethical principles (MacKay &
O’Neill, 1992). For example, an ethical dilemma can arise across ACAP’s meta-
principles when the principle of safeguarding confidentiality (under accordant
self-determination) comes into conflict with the principle of duty to report
(under beneficence and non-maleficence) (e.g., Leone et al., 2016). These con-
flicts can also arise within ACAP’s meta-principles; for example, under steward-
ship there can be conflict between utility and feasibility if what is needed to
ensure utility (e.g., timeliness) is at odds with the effort required to produce via-
ble results (feasibility) (e.g., McKillip & Garberg, 1986). In addition to true ethi-
cal dilemmas, mixed ethical dilemmas can arise when there is a conflict between
the desire to enact a particular ethical principle (e.g., data equity) and one is con-
strained by resources or distortive stakeholder pressures.

At a minimum, the capacity to reconcile disparate views on ethical concerns
requires an awareness of potentially competing value priorities. Using, the
ACAP framework, one can facilitate identification of potentially conflicting ethi-
cal principles both within and across the meta-categories. For example, under
the meta-principle of accordant self-determination, there tensions may surface
between the principles of informed consent (individual-level) and community
consent, which may be invoked by different stakeholder groups. Balancing ten-
sions between these principles requires some agile problem-solving (e.g., for
example requiring both informed-individual and community consent, as Smith-
Morris, 2007, proposes). As an instrument for supporting ethical deliberation
through ethical tensions, the ACAP framework can facilitate the following
actions iteratively or sequentially. One, individuals can reflect on the six areas of
accountabilities (A) to explore or try to build consensus about to whom (or for
what) due ethical consideration is owed. Two, they can either draw examples
from the framework about issues that trigger ethical concern (C), or they can
work to articulate or describe their ethical concerns in relation to the principles
within the framework. Three, they can outline who has agency (A) over the issue
at hand—and explore the ways in which that agency may manifest in practical
terms. Four, they can identify, articulate, and document underlying or compet-
ing ethical principles (P) that may be fueling ethical conflicts. Together, this
exercise can help cultivate awareness and shared understanding of competing
values. It can also facilitate movement away from more ad hoc or uninformed
resolution of ethical conflicts, and thus foster legitimacy, transparency, or confi-
dence in ethical decision-making processes. To the latter point, stakeholders can
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weigh the significance of the principles, in situ as they relate to contextual
demands, or use it to guide documentation about which ethical principles will
be given primary importance in a given context.

Strengths and Limitations

As a discipline, evaluation has been urged to complement its rich theoretical and
experiential roots, with works grounded in empirical evidence (Coryn et al,
2017). Thus, a strength of this review, and the associated ACAP framework, is in
the systematic application of synthesis methods and the resultant evidence
informed framework. However, the noted gaps in available research on evalua-
tion ethics mean that there may be prevalent ethical concerns that are not well-
surfaced in the literature (as we found with environmental justice concerns).
Our effort to draw on more diverse, transdisciplinary ethical literature in the
identification of ethical principles helped temper this limitation. We emphasize
again that the associated ethical principles or concepts noted within the ACAP
framework are meant to be illustrative rather than exhaustive. Rather than pro-
liferate the framework with additional ethical concepts, we invite readers—
where relevant to their practice—to introduce additional concepts as they work
across the broader meta-categories. Critically, we recognize that we as a team of
authors are immersed within a Westernized culture and draw on literature pub-
lished in English. Despite our efforts to introduce more expansive, non-tradi-
tionally Westernized concepts (e.g., communal consent), there may be
additional room to refine future iterations of the framework through broader
cultural lenses.

CONCLUSION

Our meta-narrative review findings help chart gaps in research inquiry and
highlight opportunities for future research. The accompanying ACAP frame-
work can be instrumental for cultivating ethical awareness about evaluation and
supporting ethics education for evaluators. Moreover, it can be a springboard
for further scholarship or consensus-building about normative ethical principles
for evaluation. We are, however, astutely aware that there are no formal mecha-
nisms for governing or regulating ethical conduct in evaluation nor for mandat-
ing ethical education in evaluation. Intentional and sustained efforts are
required to bridge what appears to be a seismic gap between what scholars may
prescriptively espouse and what practitioners have the awareness, willingness, or
capacity to enact. We draw some optimism from the modest evidence we
reviewed that suggests that evaluation’s professional associations play a mean-
ingful role in influencing ethical practice. This highlights the value of these vol-
untary, communal associations in providing consistency and coherence on what
constitutes ethical evaluation practice. It also lends weight to the argument that
more formal professionalization of evaluation as a distinctive knowledge occu-
pation can be an instrumental driver of ethical evaluation practice.
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APPENDIX A: SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE

Table A1. Study alignment with the six principles of meta-narrative reviews
(RAMESES Publication Standards [Wong et al., 2013])

RAMESES
Principle Definition of Principle Study Alignment with Principle
Pragmatism  Searching is exploratory Study complements a systematic
(browsing, “territory search with additional
mapping”) and not necessarily  exploratory searches of
systematic because of heterogeneous literature.
heterogeneity of literature. All types of empirical studies
Decisions at each stage of the related to the topic are
project are guided by the captured in the search
needs of the audience. strategy, including grey
literature (contingent upon
clear descriptions of methods).
Pluralism Open to the wider body of Empirical studies are included
literature on the topic outside with broad inclusion of
of team’s perspective and different paradigms and
preferred paradigm. methodologies.
No restrictions on a particular
sector/discipline are imposed.
Historicity lllustrating/discovering how No limitations for publication

Contestation

Reflexivity

research traditions “unfold”
over time by plotting a
sequence of events and
identifying the scholars and
social contexts.

Includes a diverse set of research
traditions and “conflicting
data” in order to abstract to a
higher level of insight.

All reviewers should regularly
reflect on findings, both
individually and as a team,
while conducting the review.

date are included in the search
strategy.

Data on primary authors’
evaluation/research contexts
are extracted and reported.

The search strategy is broad to
accommodate articles from
diverse disciplines.

Conflicting findings are sought
and discussed.

Weekly research team meetings
over the span of seven months
include dedicated time for
sharing individual reflections
and engaging in collaborative
reflection on abstracted data
and findings.
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Table A1. (Continued)

RAMESES
Principle Definition of Principle Study Alignment with Principle

Peer Review  Readers beyond the reviewers A draft of the manuscript is
should be given the emerging presented for feedback to an

findings to review; their ethicist-scholar as well as to
feedback should be two evaluation practitioners;
incorporated into the review their feedback is integrated.

as fodder for reflection and
further analysis.
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APPENDIX B: SUPPLEMENTARY SEARCH STRATEGY

Hand search of six key evaluation journals. Issues from August 2020 up to and
including February 2022, where available.

Articles Identified for FT Articles
Journal Name Review Included
American Journal of Evaluation 1 0
Canadian Journal of Program 0 0
Evaluation
Evaluation 3 0
Evaluation and Program Planning 2 1
Evaluation Review 0 0
Journal of Evaluation and Critical 0 0
Practice
New Directions for Evaluation 0 0
Total 6 1

Supplemental search in Clarivate Web of Science Core Collection

Topic search of search string (ethic* or moral or conflict) in the following 13
evaluation journals, August 2020 to February 2022

Journal Name

Articles Identified for FT Articles

Review

Included

American Journal of Evaluation

Canadian Journal of Program
Evaluation

Educational Evaluation and Policy
Analysis

Evaluation

Evaluation and Program Planning

Evaluation and Society

Evaluation and the Health
Professions

Evaluation Practice

Evaluation Quarterly

Evaluation Review

Performance Evaluation

Research Evaluation

Studies in Educational Evaluation

Total

7
1

Uuwoooo o A~N o

N
w

0
0

[eNeNoNe]

[~ NeNeoNoNeNeNol
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Website searches using Advanced Google
Used the site search function of Advanced Google to search the websites of
evaluation organizations. Evaluation organizations from the International Orga-

nization for Cooperation in Evaluation directory (https://ioce.net/vopes/vope-
directory/) were included if the organization had a website. Organizations with-
out a listed website were excluded from the search. The following query was

searched for each website: (conflict|conflicts|tension|tensions|moral|morals|
morality|pressure|pressures|ethic|ethics|ethical |bias|biases|biased|value|values)

Name of
Organization

Site Searched

Relevant
Results

Academia Nacional
de Evaluadores de
México, A.C.
(ACEVAL)

Afghan Evaluation
Society (AfES)

African Evalaution
Association (AfrEA)

Albanian Society of
Program
Evaluation (ASPE)

American Evaluation
Association (AEA)

Aotearoa New
Zealand Evaluation
Association
(ANZEA)

Arizona Evaluation
Network (AZENet)

Association for the
Assessment of
Learning in Higher
Education (AALHE)

Associazione Italiana
di Valutazione
(AIV)

Atlanta-area
Evaluation
Association (AaEA)

New Zealand

www.aceval.org

afghanevaluation.af
afrea.org

evalbania.org

eval.org

anzea.org.nz

azenet.wildapricot.org

aalhe.org

valutazioneitaliana.eu

atl-eval.wildapricot.org

0

0 from
search, but
found 1
through
additional
browsing
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(Continued)

Name of Relevant
Organization Region Site Searched Results
Australian Evaluation Australasia aes.asn.au 1

Society Limited
(AES)

Brazilian Monitoring  Brazil
and Evaluation
Network (BMEN)

Bulgarian Monitoring Bulgaria
and Evaluation
Network (BEN)

Canadian Evaluation Canada
Society (CES)

Caribbean Evaluators Caribbean
International (CEl)

Community of South Asia
Evaluators South
Asia (CoE-SA)

Community of Nepal
Evaluators-Nepal
(CoE-Nepal)

Croatian Evaluation  Croatia
Network (CEN)

Data Science Nigeria
Monitoring and
Evaluation
Association
(DSM&E)

DeGEval - Austria and
Gesellschaft fiir Germany
Evaluation e.V.

(DeGEval)

European Evaluation Europe
Society (EES)

Evaluadores Ecuador Ecuador
(EvaluEc)

Evaluation Bhutan
Association of
Bhutan (EAB)

Evaluation India
Community of
India (ECOI)

redebrasileirademea.ning.com 0

evaluation.bg 0

evaluationcanada.ca 1
caribeval.org 0

communityofevaluators.org 0

coe-nepal.org.np 0

evaluacija.hr 0

nigeriadatascience.org 0

degeval.org 0

europeanevaluation.org 0
evaluec.wordpress.com 0

evalbhutan.org 0

ecoionline.com 0
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(Continued)

Name of

Organization Region

Site Searched

Relevant
Results

Bosnia and
Herzegovina

Evaluation society

in Bosnia and

Herzegovina

(BHEVAL)

Evaluation Society of
Kenya (ESK)

EvalYouth Ecuador
(EJEEC)

Fonds pour le
Promotion des
Etudes Préalables,
Etudes
Transversales et
des Evaluations
(F3E)

Geneva Evaluation
Network (GEN)

Ghana Monitoring
and Evaluation
Forum (GMEF)

Hellenic Evaluation
Society (HES)

Iberian Association of Spain and
Professional Portugal
Evaluators
(APROEVAL)

Indonesian
Development
Evaluation
Community
(InDEQ)

International
Development
Evaluation
Association
(IDEAS)

Ivorian Initiative for
Evaluation (2IEval)

Japan Evaluation
Society (JES)

Lao Evaluation
Network (LEN)

Kenya
Ecuador

France

Switzerland

Ghana

Greece

Indonesia

International

Cote d'Ivoire
Japan

Lao

bheval.com

evaluationkenya.org
evalyouth.org

f3e.asso.fr

genevaevaluationnetwork.
wordpress.com
ghmeforum.org

hellenicevaluation.org

aproeval.org

indec.or.id

ideas-global.org

2ieval.org

evaluationjp.org/english/index.

html
len.net.la

0
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(Continued)

Name of Relevant

Organization Region Site Searched Results

Latvian evaluation Latvia evaluation.lv 0
society (LATES)

M&E Network Philippines neda.gov.ph 0
Philippines

Malagasy Association Madagascar masse-mg.org 0
for Evaluation
(MASSE)

Malaysian Evaluation Malaysia mes.org.my 0
Society (MES)

Milwaukee USA evaluation.wildapricot.org 1
Evaluation!

Minnesota Evaluation USA mneval.org 0
Association
(MNEA)

Monitoring and Swaziland meas.org.sz 0
Evaluation

Association of
Swaziland (MEAS)
Monitoring and Kenya monitoringandevaluationkenya. 0
Evaluation org/
Professionals of
Kenya (MEPAK)

Montenegrin Montenegro  me.linkedin.com/pub/mreza- 0
Evaluation evaluatora-crne-gore/b6/
Network 460/881/en

National M&E Kyrgyz evaluators.net.kg 0
Network of the Republic
Kyrgyz Republic

Nepal Evaluation Nepal nes.com.np 0
Society (NES)

Nigerian Association Nigeria nigeriaevaluators.org 0
of Evaluators (NAE)

Norwegian Norway norskevalueringsforening.no 0

Evaluation Society
(Norsk evaluerings
forening) (NES)

Oregon Program USA oregoneval.org/ 0
Evaluators
Network (OPEN)

Pakistan Evaluation  Pakistan pakistanevaluation.org/ 0

Association (PEA)

(Continued)
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(Continued)

Name of
Organization

Region

Relevant
Site Searched Results

Palestinian
Evaluation
Association (PEA)

Parliamentarians
Forum for
Development
Evaluation- South
Asia (PFDE - South
Asia)

Philippine Evaluators
for Development,
Inc. (PHILDEV)

Pilipinas Monitoring
and Evaluation
Society (PMES)

Polish Evaluation
Society (PES)

Red Argentina de
Evaluacién
(EvaluAR)

Red Chilena de
Evaluacién
EvalChile

Red de Evaluacién y
Seguimiento de
Costa Rica

Red de Monitoreo y
Evaluacién Bolivia

Red de Seguimiento,
Evaluaciény
Sistematizacion de
Latinoamérica y el
Caribe

Red Internacional de
Evaluacion de
Politicas Publicas
(RIEPP)

Réseau Ivoirien de
Suivi et
d’Evaluation (RISE)

Réseau Tunisien de
I'Evaluation (RTE)

Palestine

Sri Lanka

Philippines

Philippines

Poland

Argentina

Chile

Costa Rica

Bolivia

Regional

International

Cote d'lvoire

Tunisia

paleval.org 0

pfde.net/ 0

pilipinasevaluation.org/ 0

pmes.org.ph/ 0

pte.org.pl 0

revaluar.wixsite.com/revaluar 0

evaluacionpoliticaspublicas. 0
com/

facebook.com/redevalcr/ 0

facebook.com/Redmebol/ 0

relac.online/ 0

redinternacionalevaluacion.com/ 0

rise-ci.org 0

evaluation.com.tn 0
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(Continued)

Name of Relevant

Organization Region Site Searched Results

Romanian Society of Romania evaluatoriasociati.ro 0
Evaluators (ROSE)

Russian Association  Russia eval.ru 0

of Specialists in
Program and
Policy Evaluation

(RASPPE)

Slovak Evaluation Slovakia evaluacia.sk 0
Society (SES)

Slovenian Evaluation Slovenia sdeval.si/eng 0
Society (SIiES)

Sociedad Puerto Rico  speval.org 0

Puertorriquena de
Evaluacion (SPE)

Société Francaise de France sfe-asso.fr 0
I'Evaluation (SFE)
Société Grand-Duché solep.lu 0

Luxembourgeoise de

de I'Evaluation et  Luxembourg
de la Prospective,

asbl (SOLEP)

Société Québécoise Canada sqep.ca 0
d’Evaluation de
Programmes
(SQEP)

Society for Nigeria smean.org 0

Monitoring and
Evaluation, Nigeria
(SMEAN)
Society of Monitoring Nepal somenepal.org.np 0
and Evaluation
Nepal (SOME
Nepal)
Somali Development Somalia somdea.org 0
Evaluation
Association
(SOMDEA)
South Africa South Africa  samea.org.za 0
Monitoring &
Evaluation
Association
(SAMEA)
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(Continued)

Name of

Organization Region

Site Searched

Relevant
Results

Sri Lanka Evaluation  Sri Lanka
Association
(SLEVA)

Svenska
utvarderingsféren-
ingen (SVUF)

Tanzania Evaluation
Association
(TanEA)

The Eurasian Alliance Regional
of National (multi-
Evaluation
Associations
(EANEA)

The Evaluators
Network in
Kazakhstan (ENK)

The Hague-based
Evaluation
Network (HEN)

Sweden

Tanzania

Regional
(multi-

the

Turkish Monitoring
and Evaluation
Society (izleme ve
Degerlendirme
Dernegi) (TMES
(IVED in Turkish))

Uganda Evaluation
Association

UK Evaluation UK
Society

Ukrainian Evaluation
Association

Vienna Evaluation
Network

Vietnam Network for
Monitoring and
Evaluation

Washington
Evaluators

Turkey

Africa

Europe
Europe

Asia

USA

national)

Kazakhstan

national),

sleva.lk

svuf.nu

tanea.or.tz

evaleurasia.org

eval.kz/

Netherlands

thehaguebasedevaluation
network.wordpress.com
ived.org.tr

ugandaevaluationassociation.

org
evaluation.org.uk

ukreval.org
viennaevaluationnetwork.eu/

vnme.net.vn

washingtonevaluators.org

0
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