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Abstract: This article describes empowerment evaluation and reviews its
adequacy as an evaluation model. The author shows that em­
powerment evaluation, as developed thus far, is very broad in
scope and vague in detail. It is underdeveloped in many areas,
including its orientation to knowledge building (epistemology),
values, appropriate programmatic context and use, and some
areas of method. More work needs to be done to clarify and im­
prove the empowerment evaluation technique ifit is to become
a stronger model.

Resume: Cet article offre une description de I'evaluation axee sur
l'habilitation [empowerment evaluation] ainsi qu'une etude de
la pertinence de ce type d'evaluation comme modele d'evaluation,
L'auteure vise a demontrer que l'evaluation axee sur
l'habilitation, telle qu'elle a ete elaboree jusqu'a present, est
d'une envergure tres large, mais demeure peu detaillee. Elle
est insuffisamment developpee dans plusieurs domaines,
notamment quant a son orientation face a l'acquisition de
connaissances (epistemologie), aux valeurs, au contexte et a
l'utilisation appropriee des programmes et a certains points
relies a la methode. Il reste encore beaucoup a faire afin de
preciser et d'ameliorer la technique d'evaluation axee sur
l'habilitation pour qu'elle puisse devenir un modele plus fort.

Fetterman's empowerment evaluation technique has
caught the interest and imagination of many evaluators of social
programs in the U.S. and Canada. Empowerment evaluation was
the topic of Fetterman's presidential address to the American
Evaluation Association (AE.A) in 1993; has been formally adopted
by the A.E.A as part of the Collaborative, Participatory and
Empowerment Topical Interest Group, with its own mailing list
(empowerment-evaluation@lists.Stanford.edu) and web page
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(http://www.stanford.edu/-davidf/empowermentevaluation.html);
and is the focus of a new book (Fetterman, Kaftarian, &
Wandersman, 1996). This paper assesses that technique's adequacy
as an evaluation model, using criteria suggested by the literature.

A DESCRIPTION OF EMPOWERMENT EVALUATION

As described by Fetterman (1996), empowerment evaluation "is the
use of evaluation concepts, techniques and findings to foster improve­
ment and self-determination" (p. 4). Participant self-determination
or empowerment is the primary aim, and program and individual
evaluation is a tool to be used toward this aim. Two features that
result from the goal of participant empowerment characterize the
practice of empowerment evaluation.

First, it is highly collaborative, with input from program stakeholders
at every stage of the evaluation process. The four steps or stages of
empowerment evaluation are: (1) "taking stock," during which stage
program participants rate themselves on performance; (2) "setting
goals," when participants determine realistic goals for future pro­
gram or individual performance; (3) "developing strategies," during
which strategies to accomplish program objectives are selected and
developed; and (4) "documenting progress," when documentation re­
quired to demonstrate performance is determined. After following
these four steps, program participants implement strategies, collect
the required information, and complete the evaluation process by
comparing results with established objectives (Fetterman, 1996).
There are no restrictions placed on methods: techniques can be quan­
titative or qualitative, and as simple or sophisticated as is required
by the setting.

The second characteristic resulting from the goal of participant em­
powerment is an adjunctive role for the external evaluator. He Or
she operates as "trainer" and "coach" in evaluation techniques,
"facilitator" for "illumination" and then perhaps "liberation" (as
participants first come to a better understanding of their place in
the organizational system and then free themselves from role con­
straints), and perhaps "advocate" for a program or organization if
results warrant action (Fetterman, 1994a, 1994b, 1996). Fetterman
suggests that training, facilitation, illumination, liberation, and
advocacy are the five developmental facets of an empowerment eval­
uation.
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Fetterman (1994a, 1994b, 1996) focuses primarily on programs and
their organizations in his discussions of empowerment evaluation,
although he concedes that empowerment evaluation can be applied
at many levels (including the individual, organizational, community,
or cultural levels). In his work, he has applied empowerment evalu­
ation at the program level within the School for Transformative
Learning at the California Institute ofIntegral Studies in San Fran­
cisco, and in the Oakland, California, public school system. He has
also applied parts of the technique (steps three and four) at the com­
munity level in poor townships around Cape Town, South Africa. In
each case, the evaluation performed is designed to suit the situa­
tion, and the evaluator's role also is modified to respond to program
conditions.

Neither the goal of empowering program participants nor the two
characteristics of empowerment evaluation are original, and
Fetterman does not claim that they are. The empowerment of em­
ployees is a growing theme in organizational theory and practice
(Block, 1990; Byham & Cox, 1990; Conger & Kanungo, 1988; Shera
& Paige, 1995). Empowerment of clients is a flourishing ideology in
many fields, for example, social work (Lee, 1994; Miley, O'Melia, &
DuBois, 1995), community psychology (Schulz, Israel, Zimmerman,
& Checkoway, 1995), and health promotion (Robertson & Minkler,
1994). Meaningful participation of stakeholders in evaluation and a
more personally involved but adjunctive role for the external evalu­
ator also have been advocated and utilized by evaluation theorists
(Ayers, 1987; Gold, 1983; Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Patton, 1994, 1997a).
A reason for empowerment evaluation's present appeal to evalua­
tors may lie in the way Fetterman is able to combine these elements
and communicate them enthusiastically.

The technique has been applied by many evaluators, as the dozen
practice contributions to the Fetterman, Kaftarian, and Wandersman
volume attest (1996). In one, Fawcett et al. (1996) describe the use
oftheir version of empowerment evaluation in the community health
setting. Although their approach is fully congruent with the aim of
participant empowerment, in practice they place special emphasis
on community collaboration at the agenda-setting stage, on com­
municating information to relevant audiences, and on promoting in­
stitutionalization of change after the evaluation proper. Yin,
Kaftarian, and Jacobs (1996) apply empowerment evaluation to com­
munity substance abuse prevention programs. Their emphasis is on
empowerment as a dynamic, group, process, and they incorporate
the environment explicitly into the empowerment evaluation tech-
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nique. Stevenson, Mitchell, and Florin (1996) focus on the program­
matic context of empowerment evaluation in community prevention
coalitions, and conceptualize empowerment evaluation as a stage of
coalition development. Like some other investigators whose work
Fetterman draws upon, Stevenson, Mitchell, and Florin see a con­
nection between some aspects of their approach and Fetterman's
conceptualization of empowerment evaluation, but are not particu­
larly comfortable with using the term empowerment evaluation to
describe their work. The variation in interpretation and application
of the empowerment evaluation technique raises questions about
the adequacy ofthe method as a clearly articulated evaluation model.

STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES OF EMPOWERMENT
EVALUATION AS A MODEL

Fetterman, Kaftarian, and Wandersman (1996) suggest that "em­
powerment evaluation has provided a philosophy, theoretical frame­
work, and methods" to address systematically the concerns of
self-assessment and accountability (p. viii). In this section,
Fetterman's empowerment evaluation is evaluated as a model us­
ing criteria suggested by several authors (Hedrick, 1994; Shadish,
Cook, & Leviton, 1995; Stuffiebeam & Webster, 1983). Shadish, Cook,
and Leviton (1995) suggest that good evaluation theory deals ex­
plicitly with: (a) the foundations of its knowledge (ontology, episte­
mology, and methodology); (b) its values, and justification for its
valuing of programs; (c) the programmatic context, and how the
evaluation model is useful in which contexts; and (d) its practice.
Most writing on evaluation tends not to deal with the first three
issues, instead focusing on evaluation practice. Within the practice
component, sound evaluation theory deals with: (a) the "advance
organizer" who provides the impetus for the evaluation (Stuffiebeam
& Webster, 1983); (b) the decision whether or not an evaluation is
appropriate; (c) the purpose of the evaluation; (d) the role of the
evaluator; (e) the role played by organizational members; (D the
evaluation design and typical methods; and (g) validity and reliabil­
ity (Hedrick, 1994; Shadish, Cook, & Leviton, 1995; Stufflebeam &
Webster, 1983). Empowerment evaluation's strengths and weak­
nesses in each of these areas will be dealt with in turn.

Foundations of Knowledge

Assumptions about the nature of reality (ontology) and of knowl­
edge (epistemology) underlie all forms of inquiry, and justify tech-
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niques for building knowledge (methodology). The major
epistemologies in social sciences research are post-positivism,
interpretivism (or constructivism), and critical theory. Post-positiv­
ists strive for objectivity and distance from the research subject and
prefer data that can be quantified. Interpretivists focus on social
interaction as the basis for understanding the world. Subjectivity is
embraced rather than controlled as it is in the post-positive para­
digm, and the interaction between researcher and subject is em­
phasized. The critical paradigm places its emphasis on the social
mechanisms that control understandings of the world. Knowledge
creation is seen as a product of social systems, and therefore those
in power determine the kinds of knowledge that are generated.

Fetterman does not deal explicitly with questions of ontology and
epistemology, and so his approach needs to be inferred from the theo­
ries and approaches in which empowerment evaluation is based. He
states (1994a, 1994b, 1995, 1996) that the roots of empowerment
evaluation come from related ideologies and disciplines, including
the broad areas of participatory and action research, and action an­
thropology (Stull & Schensul, 1987). These will be reviewed briefly
to show where, in terms of its approach, empowerment evaluation
appears to fit.

Participatory Research

Participatory research, as a set of methods, is most often associated
with the interpretive or critical paradigms. Although more tradi­
tional scientists do use the technique, it is seen as adjunctive to
other, more established forms of research that are less subject to
challenges to objectivity (e.g., Green et al., 1995). But for interpre­
tive and critical (including feminist) theorists, collaborative, inter­
active inquiry with the traditional subjects of research is a compelling
form of knowledge creation. Fetterman sees links in his approach to
these forms of inquiry.

Certainly, the collaborative aspect of empowerment evaluation as
developed by Fetterman is consistent with participatory research.
However, there are many types of collaborative inquiry with differ­
ent epistemological bases, and Fetterman is not clear which of the
forms of participatory research he is following.

Reason (1994) describes three types of participatory inquiry. The
first, flowing from a constructivist paradigm, is cooperative experi-
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ential inquiry, wherein all actors are involved as co-researchers and
co-subjects and move together in a loose cycle of question formula­
tion, explorative action, deepening understanding and experiential
knowledge of an issue, and modification or reframing ofthe original
question.

A second type, action inquiry, builds upon work by Torbert (1991)
and Argyris and Schon (1974). As described by Reason, action in­
quiry is not so much a means of producing knowledge and change
but a way of living knowledge, as action and reflection occur simul­
taneously. This process demands a heightened intellectual and emo­
tional awareness of self, including a clear sense of purpose, an
understanding of one's theoretical orientation to the world, and con­
sciousness of one's behaviors and the effects they have on the social
world. Although Reason indicates that this interpretive approach is
concerned with social change, the link to social change is not clear.
Reason hypothesizes that action inquiry will lead to the develop­
ment of a new kind of community as this form of awareness spreads
to others and a community becomes fully participative.

A third type of participatory inquiry Reason calls participatory ac­
tion research. This form of participatory research is more clearly
linked to critical theory and feminist participatory theory than the
previous two, as its focus clearly is on changing power relationships
and its ultimate aim is to produce socio-political change. It does this
through a collaborative process of research, education, and action
between researcher and community members to produce practical
knowledge useful in building the community. Through this process,
community members' capacity to be critically aware of their place
within society is increased, and action is generated to change exist­
ing political and social structures (Hall, 1993; Maguire, 1987; Park,
1993). The communities served by this research are the marginalized
and powerless. As Freire states, in participatory research "the si­
lenced are not just incidental to the curiosity of the researcher but
are the masters of inquiry into the underlying causes of the events
in their world" (1993, p. x),

The external researcher has to find a balance between guiding and
being guided in the research, education, and action process, and must
be open to sharing power (Comstock & Fox, 1993). There is an as­
sumption that ordinary people, when provided with tools and the
opportunities, are capable of critical reflection and action (Maguire,
1987). In Park's (1993) formulation of the participatory research
method, the external change agent takes the most directive role at
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the beginning stage as an organizer and facilitator to stimulate the
community, and becomes gradually less pivotal as research design
and methods are determined, data gathering and analysis are un­
dertaken, and results are utilized to produce social change.

Empowerment evaluation contains elements of all three forms of
participatory research. It is a reciprocal, developmental process that
aims to produce "illumination" and "liberation" from role constraints
among participants; it shares with action research a commitment to
providing tools for analysis to program participants; and the evalu­
ator takes a less directive, collaborative role. Fetterman does not,
however, suggest that empowerment evaluation has an explicit po­
litical change agenda, and in this he is closer to the form of partici­
patory research used by action anthropologists.

Action Anthropology

Fetterman also traces his roots to action anthropology. Anthropolo­
gists Stull and Schensul (1987) present a more pragmatic view of
participatory research. Like critical and interpretive researchers,
they are concerned with "nonresearch" collaboration as a means to
understanding and to improvement in the quality of life of commu­
nities. However, their argument for the need to involve people in
research has more to do with the complexity of human social prob­
lems than with a sense of the subjective, multiple nature of reality
or the unequal power and resource distribution within society. Their
process of participatory research is researcher rather than commu­
nity driven: investigators select collaborators (who may be govern­
mental officials as well as community members), a topic of inquiry
is selected according to the social problems identified by collabora­
tors, and then collaborators are involved in the development of re­
search strategies. Strategies are for the most part presumed to
conform to traditional research designs, although Stull and Schensul
stress that "considerable flexibility and innovation" may be required
when community collaborators are involved (p. 3). Results are then
transformed into materials for practical and policy use. According
to Schensul (1987) , the advantages ofthis form of anthropology are
that it brings people with diverse backgrounds and experiences to­
gether and thus improves the quality of research; it demystifies the
research process so that those who will be using the information
fully understand it; it builds research capacity among participants;
and it increases the likelihood that results will be used. Schensul
recognizes that this approach is open to criticism from both ends of
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the spectrum: from traditional anthropologists for a possible loss of
objectivity, and from those concerned with empowerment and self­
determination because action anthropologists work too closely with
persons in power.

Empowerment evaluation shares with action anthropology a focus
un the pragmatic decision-making context rather than broad, politi­
cal change. It also shares with action anthropology a commitment
to building capacity through demystification and increasing the util­
ity of research results. However, empowerment evaluation is more
collaborative in nature than the action anthropology approach de­
lineated by Stull and Schensul (1987). Fetterman does not deal with
the conflict between these two areas, or the implications for practice.

Implications of Fetterman's Combined Perspectives

In his writing on empowerment evaluation Fetterman refuses to
support either objective or subjective forms of knowledge building
at the expense of the other. Indeed, he claims empowerment evalu­
ation is not "liberal or conservative ideologically, or positivist or
phenomenological per se" (1996, p. 27). Much of Fetterman's work
appears to share an interpretive and/or critical perspective; how­
ever, critical and interpretive perspectives have many nuances of
difference, as detailed above. The lack of clarity in the underlying
foundations of knowledge building creates a rather confusing per­
spective for the evaluator attempting to perform an empowerment
evaluation. The evaluator's orientation to the research participants
is not clear, and the approach to knowledge building is also very
vague. Empowerment evaluation as a model would be stronger with
a clearer epistemological justification.

Values

In evaluation work, values or ideology about humankind, society,
and services are inescapable. Values affect a broad array of factors,
including types of services offered, decisions about priorities, and
distribution of services. Like ontology and epistemology, values or
ideology about humankind and society provide a starting point for
methodology. Most traditional evaluators, while not ignoring val­
ues, often do not emphasize them greatly in their methodologies and
tend to use descriptive rather than prescriptive science, accepting
stakeholders' values as the basis for decision making (Shadish, Cook,
& Leviton, 1995).
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Empowerment evaluation does have a clear ideological base. In this
value orientation it differs from the pragmatic participatory research
approach of those such as Stull and Schensul and shares a deeper
sense of purpose with the more critical participatory researchers. As
Fetterman says, "Empowerment evaluation has an unambiguous
value orientation - it is designed to help people help themselves and
improve their programs using a form of self-evaluation and reflection"
(1996, p. 5). He notes (1994a, 1994b, 1995, 1996) that his empower­
ment evaluation approach has a base in both community psychology
empowerment theory (Rappaport, 1987; Schulz, Israel, Zimmerman,
& Checkoway, 1995) and self-determination theory (Mithaug, 1993).

Empowerment

"Empowerment" has been defined many ways, but can be seen as
both an ideology and a multilevel construct, including both proc­
esses and outcome for individuals, organizations, and communities.
Empowerment as a value orientation is the belief that people should
have the right to strive to control their own functioning and the way
in which they relate to their environment. From this follows the
notion that when individuals have not had opportunities to develop
skills to exert self-control (meaning control of their environment)
they should be supported in gaining these, and assisted in making
changes in social systems so that there are more opportunities for
control. Empowerment uses a systems or ecological perspective and
proposes that power can only be exerted if environmental conditions
are congruent with input from individuals (Germain & Gitterman,
1980; Miley, O'Melia, & DuBois, 1995; Solomon, 1976).

Schulz, Israel, Zimmerman, and Checkoway (1995) have clarified
empowerment as a construct, and Fetterman draws on these no­
tions as the basis of the "empowerment" in empowerment evalua­
tion. The construct of empowerment includes both processes and
outcomes, can be seen as either global or situation specific, and oc­
curs at at least three levels, including individual, organizational,
and community. Psychological empowerment occurs at the individual
level and is a dynamic process, including an evolving belief in one's
abilities, a growing desire to exert control over one's environment
and to participate in decision making, and an expanding critical
awareness of one's environment. Empowerment as an outcome is
increased control over one's environment (Schulz, Israel,
Zimmerman, & Checkoway, 1995). Organizational empowerment has
two components: an organization is empowered if it controls its re-
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sources and has influence in its external environment, and it is em­
powering if it provides an environment in which its stakeholders
(e.g., staff, clients) can become psychologically empowered, through
mechanisms such as participatory decision making and sharing or
delegation of authority (Conger & Kanungo, 1988). Community
(meaning any group of individuals who share a sense of commonality)
empowerment occurs when many members of marginalized commu­
nities are psychologically empowered and gain the sets of skills to
control their environments and participate in decision making and
policy setting to build their community.

There is a paradox inherent in empowerment work: individuals, or­
ganizations, or communities are not "empowered" by an external
agent, but must experience the developmental process of empower­
ment themselves (Miley, O'Melia, & DuBois, 1995; Swift & Levin,
1987). Fetterman adopts this approach in empowerment evaluation.
The external evaluator works with individuals to enhance empow­
erment, as those individuals make themselves, their organizations,
or their communities more empowering and empowered. The role of
the external evaluator (as trainer, coach, facilitator, or advocate)
thus is ideologically determined.

Self-Regulation Theory

The final influence Fetterman (l994a, 1996) cites is self-determina­
tion theory (Mithaug, 1993). Fetterman was exposed to self-determi­
nation theory and self-regulation theory as a result of his evaluative
work with disabled students. Self-determination and self-regulation
theory are theories of individual behavior and decision making. Self­
determination is the ability to chart one's own course in life, the regu­
lation of one's own life. Individuals vary in their self-determination
ability, and the ability is strengthened or weakened by developmen­
tal factors, personal characteristics (such as disability), and environ­
mental conditions. The model incorporates interconnected
capabilities, such as the ability to identify and express need, estab­
lish and plan to achieve goals, make rational choices from alterna­
tive courses of action, pursue goals, and evaluate results.
Self-determination requires intrinsic motivation, competence, and
persistence (Mithaug, 1993). This theory shares important charac­
teristics with empowerment theory at the individual level, and
Fetterman in his description of empowerment evaluation uses the
terms "empowerment" and "self-determination" interchangeably.
Both theories recognize that individuals change and grow, and both
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value individual strengths and competencies. Both also suggests that
increasing self-efficacy and one's control over the environment will
increase the likelihood that one will be self-determined or empowered.

The two distinguishing characteristics of the empowerment evalua­
tion method - full collaboration of the program participants and
the coaching, facilitating role ofthe external evaluator - flow from
an empowerment ideology. However, Fetterman does not provide a
full description of his empowerment ideology, and several issues and
questions related to the empowerment orientation are unresolved.

One set of issues has to do with the multiplicity of stakeholders.
The empowerment ideology as described by Fetterman does not iden­
tify which stakeholder groups are to be included in the evaluation
process. Those excluded from an empowerment opportunity are by
inference not valued as highly as other groups. Another issue re­
lated to stakeholders is: Given that stakeholder groups may have
competing needs and goals, which group is being empowered? For
what ends is that group being empowered? Fetterman (1996) indi­
cates that although empowerment evaluation has a bias toward the
disenfranchised, it can be applied to all groups. Within an organiza­
tional or program setting, do disenfranchised groups deserve more
empowerment than others (Fawcett et al, 1996; House, 1993;
Stevenson, Mitchell, & Florin, 1996)?

Another unresolved value issue has to do with organizational power
relationships: If true empowerment comes from individuals them­
selves (with possible guidance from an external source), can a proc­
ess initiated and monitored by senior management (as is usual with
any evaluation) truly be empowering for employees? Without atten­
tion to organizational structures and process (or technology), efforts
to empower individuals will not be as successful (Shera & Paige,
1995). Ai; Maguire (1987) notes, although forms of participatory re­
search increase the knowledge of participants, there is no guaran­
tee that there will be any increase in power. The mechanism by which
an empowerment evaluation leads to increased empowerment of
participants is not clear.

A final issue with respect to values is the relationship of the social
program or organization to its environment. Fetterman uses em­
powerment evaluation as a tool for empowering program partici­
pants. In his past work, he has described the ways in which the
voices of the disenfranchised can be incorporated into policy setting
(Fetterman, 1993). In largely restricting the empowerment evalua-
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tion model to the intraprogram or organizational context, he is lim­
iting its effect on social change. Others (VanderPlaat, 1995) advo­
cate using evaluation as a tool to communicate the needs and
interests of the people to the administrative apparatus of the state
to promote empowerment at a social level.

Program Context and Use

Many of the unresolved value issues of empowerment evaluation
point to the need to take account of the organizational purpose and
context, including internal and external environments, and a need
to identify organizations that are appropriate targets for empower­
ment evaluation (Shadish, Cook, & Leviton, 1995). Fetterman places
empowerment evaluation among the formative evaluation tech­
niques, those useful in measuring processes and outcomes on an
ongoing basis to improve organizational functioning (Scriven, 1991).
As Fetterman indicates, the "assessment of a program's value and
worth is not the end point ofthe evaluation - as it often is in tradi­
tional evaluation - but part of an ongoing process of program im­
provement" (1996, pp. 5-6). Empowerment evaluation aims to be
an ongoing, flexible method, and Fetterman believes this approach
acknowledges the dynamic nature of organizations and recognizes
that goals, values, and external forces operating upon organizations
are not static (1996, p. 6).

Summative evaluations, those concerned with evaluating outcomes
of a program (presumed stable), which are usually used in decisions
about funding, are left to other evaluations and evaluators, who can
perform external evaluations (Scriven, 1991). Fetterman does not
see the empowerment evaluation process as replacing external evalu­
ations, but says that empowerment evaluation produces a setting
and rich data for external evaluations. (He is perhaps limiting the
technique somewhat: although a summative empowerment evalua­
tion would be resource intensive and external controls would need
to be available, there is no reason, as the method is currently de­
scribed, that it could not be used for an outcome evaluation.)

As an approach that attempts to build participation among organi­
zational actors so that they eventually become self-evaluating, em­
powerment evaluation in its ideal form would demand a new "way
of life" for the organization as a whole, as do other self-evaluating
techniques. In these techniques, evaluation becomes part of the pro­
gram-planning function (Austin et al., 1982; Usher, 1995). If an or-
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ganization is to embark upon this radical change, the actors involved
(including staff, clients, and board members) must be committed to
the process. The self-evaluation process will affect the organizational
climate, will likely affect organizational structure so that evalua­
tion and incorporation of results can occur in a dynamic manner
(e.g., work group or team approaches), and will also affect the or­
ganization's relationship to the external environment. An organiza­
tion undergoing the empowerment evaluation process must be or
become a "learning organization" - in other words, a more open
one - with power and information sharing within the organization,
flexibility among organizational members and role and job defini­
tions, and greater participation of external stakeholders in decision
making (assuming these are involved in the evaluation process).
Power relationships must shift so that organizational actors are com­
fortable with sharing power (Austin et al., 1982; Usher, 1995).

Two possible difficulties are raised by these demands upon the or­
ganization. The first is simply whether the additional requirements
of the tasks related to evaluation that are placed upon organiza­
tional actors will be too much of a burden on staff and other empow­
erment evaluation participants (clients, community members, etc.),
In the current economic and political climate, many staff already
feel overburdened and unable to cope with workload, and empower­
ment evaluation adds new role demands. Many may be ill prepared
for this role change, in terms of both training and energy (Stevenson,
Mitchell, & Florin, 1996).

A second issue raised is whether an organization without at least
some of the characteristics listed above is suitable for empowerment
evaluation. Fetterman indicates that the program environment most
suitable for empowerment evaluation is within "a dynamic commu­
nity of learners," where an "evaluative folk culture" can develop
(Fetterman 1994b, 1996). Others suggest that before the empower­
ment evaluation process begins, the organization must be empow­
ering and recognize individuals' rights to self-determination (Levin,
1996). Many (if not most) empowerment evaluations have been per­
formed within organizations that use a participatory or feminist
structure, or with those that are attempting to build a more empow­
ered approach (e.g., Andrews, 1996; Fetterman, 1994b; Levin, 1996).
One exception to this is an empowerment evaluation project under­
taken by the Texas Office ofthe State Auditor (Keller, 1996), where
significant work was done with resistant and suspicious manage­
ment in order to promote the use of empowerment/self-evaluating
evaluation. Because empowerment is a developmental process, pro-
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moting limited empowerment at the program or organizational level
can assist in increasing levels of empowerment (Shera & Paige, 1995).

In terms of use, empowerment evaluation assumes, as do other self­
evaluation techniques or models, that the incorporation of forma­
tive evaluation into the "life" of the organization will ensure that
evaluation results are used by that organization. However, many
empowerment evaluation projects are simply that: time-limited
projects. But given that empowerment evaluation assumes the ac­
tive participation of staff, and perhaps clients and others, the method
has similarities to stakeholder-based approaches such as utilization­
focused evaluation or stakeholder-collaborative evaluation. These
models are committed to increasing the use of the results of evalua­
tion through increased participation in the evaluation process (Ayers,
1987; Greene, 1988; Patton, 1997a). Stakeholders can include those,
both internal and external to a program, whose lives are affected by
the program and who have considerable interest in program func­
tioning, among them funders, administrators, boards, sponsors, staff,
beneficiaries of the program, and those who are excluded from par­
ticipating in a program (Gold, 1983; Greene, 1988). In different
stakeholder evaluation models, the degree of control given over to
stakeholder groups varies, from extensive involvement in question
identification but little in actual execution ofthe evaluation (Greene,
1988); to responsibility and control of the evaluation process but
little involvement with the technical aspects of an evaluation (sam­
pling, data collection, and analysis) (Ayers, 1987); to flexible mod­
els, ranging from internally controlled and performed, to internally
controlled and performed with external observation and verification
of process, to externally performed (Patton, 1997a). In all of these
models it is assumed that the participation of various groups in the
evaluation process will increase acceptance of results and lead to
their utilization. As a method that demands staff participation (al­
though not necessarily that of other stakeholder groups), empower­
ment evaluation may yield results that are more acceptable to
organizational members than those performed by external agents.
If empowerment evaluation achieves its goal of empowering staff,
then they potentially will feel ownership of the evaluation results
and may use them accordingly.

Methods

Empowerment evaluation is fairly clear on some aspects of method,
such as its purpose and the roles of the evaluator, but leaves other
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issues, such as who provides the impetus for the evaluation, and
reliability and validity, only partially addressed. Issues of method
will be dealt with in rough chronological order.

The Advance Organizer

Because empowerment evaluation takes its philosophical orienta­
tion in part from critical participatory research and empowerment
theory, one would expect that the impetus for an empowerment
evaluation, in an ideal situation, would originate with the organiza­
tion as a whole. In Empowerment Evaluation: Knowledge and Tools
for Self-Assessment and Accountability (1996), Fetterman does not
make an issue of the originator of various empowerment evaluation
projects. However, in other writing on empowerment evaluation he
does indicate that the request for external assistance should come
from organizational members, and not be imposed by management
(1994b).

From descriptions, it appears that most empowerment evaluation
projects start in the way that many other evaluation projects begin,
in a request from the administrators or funders of a program to pro­
duce evaluative information. Because many of these programs are
innovative and participatory, they are perceived as appropriate for
empowerment evaluation.

Appropriateness of Evaluation

Fetterman recognizes the limitations on the applicability of empow­
erment evaluation: "Like any tool, empowerment evaluation is de­
signed to address a specific evaluative need. It is not a substitute
for other forms of evaluative inquiry or appraisal" (1996, p. 21). If
empowerment evaluations are to be used to increase self-determi­
nation, then programs or organizations where this is not a goal are
not appropriate settings for empowerment evaluation. Unless con­
siderable resources are available to decrease resistance from organi­
zational members (primarily management), results may be
unsuccessful. As well, unless substantial resources are available (in­
cluding available staff, and funding for external expertise) the
method will not be appropriate for organizations that require com­
plex design and data collection methods.
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Evaluation's Purpose

The traditional view of evaluation is that its purpose is to deter­
mine the worth of a program (Scriven, 1991). Although this view is
still held by many working in the evaluation field (Stufflebeam,
1994), more commonly evaluation is seen as having a broader pur­
pose: to provide a wide range of decision-making information to help
an organization and its members solve problems and improve func­
tioning (Shadish, 1994). Empowerment evaluation's primary aim is
to "use evaluation concepts, techniques, and findings to foster im­
provement and self-determination" (Fetterman, 1996, p. 4). The com­
bination within empowerment evaluation of two goals, participant
empowerment and a more traditional function of evaluation, causes
some confusion. As Fawcett and colleagues (1996) view it, empow­
erment and evaluation are "orthogonal," that is, independent, and
do not necessarily work together, although they note the two goals
can be complementary (p. 179).

However, the goals of empowerment evaluation are consistent with
the more contemporary definition of evaluation. The decision-mak­
ing information provided by empowerment evaluation is gained
through the empowerment process (evaluation skills, illumination,
liberation) and provides a technique to improve performance. The
model is similar in purpose to organizational development tools. The
lines between evaluation and organizational development are blur­
ring, as more evaluation models require the participation of organi­
zational stakeholders and involve ongoing processes (as in
self-evaluation models) or long-term relationships with external
evaluators (as in Patton's [1994] developmental evaluation model).

Evaluator's Role

Empowerment evaluation introduces new roles for the external
evaluator. Rather than acting as an assessor of worth, the evalua­
tor "gives evaluation away" (turns over responsibility for decision
making) to organizational members, and acts instead as a trainer,
facilitator, coach, and perhaps advocate (Fetterman, 1994a). As dis­
cussed earlier, this is one of the most notable characteristics of em­
powerment evaluation.

These new roles place great demands on the evaluator, in terms of
energy and time commitments, in clarity of purpose, and in group
work skills. Fetterman does not deal with a dilemma faced by the
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evaluator: ifthere are multiple stakeholders (for example, staff from
different units or who perform different functions), then to whose
empowerment is the evaluator committed? Consensus, the goal of
participatory evaluation, is not always feasible. Values and power
relationships do not make this an easy issue (House, 1993). Another
issue raised by critical participatory researchers concerning the
evaluator's role is the careful line the external evaluator must tread
between providing information and direction and coming to control
the evaluation process (Maguire, 1987; Park, 1993). Fetterman rec­
ognizes that staff may want to depend upon the external evaluator,
but says only that the evaluator must be clear that staff are in charge
of the evaluation process (1996, p. 12). In practice, with a stronger
knowledge base and staff and a project that are alike constrained
by time, this is a difficult task.

Organizational Members' Role

The evaluation participant's role is expanded greatly within the
empowerment evaluation framework. The potential burden on or­
ganizational members in terms oftime and knowledge has been al­
ready mentioned. Appropriate representation of program or
organizational groups is also an issue. In stakeholder evaluation
frameworks, participants are typically chosen on the basis of ex­
pressed interest (Greene, 1988). There is no guarantee that those
who are selected from various stakeholder groups will be acceptable
spokespersons for others in their stakeholder groups. Power differ­
ences again may affect the use and potential abuse of empowerment
evaluation.

The Evaluation Method

The collaborative steps of empowerment evaluation, "taking stock,"
"setting goals," "developing strategies," and "documenting progress,"
were described earlier. All of these steps are time consuming and
require participants to be open to learning and to the opinions of
others. The empowerment evaluation process potentially requires
the reorganization of work or additional tasks for staff, as compared
with other forms of evaluation, where external agents collect data
and monitor progress of programs.
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Validity and Reliability

The major objection of traditional researchers to techniques like
empowerment evaluation is that they are open to too many threats
to validity and reliability, because of their lack of objectivity. Perry
and Backus (1995) describe an empowerment evaluation performed
at a screening program for alcohol and substance abuse where the
staff evaluators became so interested in and involved with the proc­
ess that there was potential for selection bias and interaction of se­
lection and treatment. They suggest that although empowerment
evaluation may produce many benefits, there are also many risks to
planning, validity, and utilization ofresults in a range of conditions
(from low to high program empowerment and low to high evalua­
tion empowerment).

The most extensive critique of empowerment evaluation as a method
comes from Stufflebeam (1994). In his view, an (outcome) evaluation
is performed to judge the merit of a program. He believes that if or­
ganizational members perform their own evaluations in conjunction
with an evaluator, there is no guarantee that they will not tell some
preferred story and produce evaluation results that are not true or
useful. Stufflebeam is also suspicious of empowerment evaluation
because there is no means of ensuring that empowerment evaluations
will not be used to hide highly corrupt or incompetent evaluation ac­
tivity, or that authority figures might use such a loose approach to
impose what is in their self-interests. He fears that evaluations that
foster self-determination may turn into pseudo-evaluation exercises.
According to Stufflebeam an external, independent evaluator is nec­
essary to guard against all ofthese threats. Although organizational
development and training are laudable goals, to Stufflebeam and other
post-positive evaluators they are not evaluations.

Fetterman's reply (1995) to Stufflebeam illustrates the gulf that
exists between many post-positive researchers and interpretive or
critical researchers. Where the traditional scientist relies on rigor,
external validity, the controlled nature of inquiry, and maintenance
of distance between the scientist and objects studied to guarantee
the quality of scientific knowledge, the more interpretive researcher
relies on interaction between the inquirer and the subject and tech­
niques such as prolonged engagement, persistent observation, tri­
angulation, referential adequacy, peer debriefing, member checking,
and audit trails to guarantee trustworthiness (Erlandson, Hands,
Skipper, & Allen, 1993). Fetterman states that in an empowerment
evaluation process, the entire group will serve as a check on its mem-
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bel's, as the process - an open one with many perspectives repre­
sented - becomes highly self-critical. He also describes how em­
powerment evaluation meets standards of evaluation using
qualitative trustworthiness criteria.

CONCLUSION

Empowerment evaluation is an approach to evaluation that has the
primary goal of empowering evaluation participants while at the
same time producing information for program or individual improve­
ment. It demands much of the external evaluator and evaluation
participants, as both groups take on new roles and responsibilities.
The empowerment evaluation technique is appealing to several broad
groups. First, empowerment evaluation shares an empowerment
ideology with those working toward participant empowerment in
areas such as community development, health promotion, or alter­
native education (Fawcett et al., 1996; Fetterman, 1994a; Levin
1996). It also shares with those who have embraced participatory
evaluation techniques a commitment to meaningful participation of
stakeholder groups (Ayers, 1987; Greene, 1988; Gold, 1983), and with
those who have advocated interpretive evaluation an emphasis on
shared understandings and consensus (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). Em­
powerment evaluation also is consistent with current organizational
trends toward participatory decision making (Guzzo, Salas, & Asso­
ciates, 1995; Plunkett & Fornier, 1991), decentralized management
(Schmid, 1992), empowered employees (Block, 1990; Conger &
Kanungo, 1988), learning organizations (Dixon, 1993), and a grow­
ing focus within government and social services on quality of client
services and client outcomes (Human Resources Development Coun­
cil, 1992; Osborne & Gaebler, 1992; Rapp & Poertner, 1992).

Empowerment evaluation is still in its infancy as an evaluation
model, and so as yet is broad in scope and vague in detail. The ten­
sions among the various approaches being blended within empow­
erment evaluation raise many questions, from the epistemological
to the methodological, some of which have been posed in this paper.
Briefly, using the criteria for evaluation theory set out by Shadish,
Cook, and Leviton (1995), empowerment evaluation has two main
strengths: First, like other formative, participatory evaluation ap­
proaches, it recognizes the dynamic programmatic and community
contexts of evaluation. This makes it particularly suitable for use in
organizations looking to build more open, democratic management
practices and in those nontraditional (e.g., feminist) organizations
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already operating with an empowerment philosophy. Second, and
perhaps most importantly, empowerment evaluation, unlike many
more fully developed evaluation models, has an explicit value stance
of participant empowerment.

However, this explicit value stance raises the most difficult issues
around empowerment evaluation as an evaluation model, and also
the most fundamental questions about the approach. An evaluator
looking to use empowerment evaluation as an evaluation technique
would have to answer for her or himselfthree key inter-related ques­
tions about empowerment and empowerment evaluation, the an­
swers to which are as yet not clear in the descriptions of
empowerment evaluation: (1) How is empowerment to be defined,
and who is the empowerment for? (2) How does a goal of empower­
ment make empowerment evaluation different from other partici­
patory forms of evaluation? Finally, given the previous two questions,
(3) can the role of the evaluator truly be "adjunctive" to the empow­
erment evaluation process?

Defining Empowerment

The sort of empowerment an evaluator would be promoting may in
large part depend upon the evaluation context, but is an issue re­
quiring thought and discussion. Because empowerment is a
multilevel construct and both a process and an outcome (ofincreas­
ing or increased control and power), an evaluator looking to pro­
mote empowerment must be clear, both with her or himself and
(ideally) with participants, about which of these levels and dimen­
sions of empowerment the evaluation is working toward: Is the evalu­
ator looking to promote the empowerment process at the individual,
group, organizational, or community level? And if empowerment is
to occur at a group level, how do the evaluator and evaluation par­
ticipants justify empowering one group over another? A related is­
sue from the evaluator's perspective is how to measure the processes
and outcomes of empowerment: What are the desired outcomes of
the empowerment process and how will these be measured (e.g., in­
creased self-efficacy, increased organizational control of resources,
or increased citizen participation in decision making)? (Stevenson,
Mitchell, & Florin [1996) provide a review of some empowerment
measurement issues.) After all, ifthe primary aim of empowerment
evaluation is empowerment, then the success of the empowerment
evaluation undertaking can be measured by the degree to which this
has occurred.
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How is Empowerment Evaluation Distinctive?
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Its goal of empowerment distinguishes empowerment evaluation
from other participatory evaluation techniques. However, ifthis dis­
tinction is to be more than semantic, it must be clear how the em­
powerment evaluation process is empowering; and at present, this
is not clear. As Greene (1997) points out, participation may lead to
empowerment, but empowerment is not necessarily an outcome of
participation. Patton (1997b) suggests that any participatory proc­
ess will foster increased understanding, mastery, and sense of own­
ership and control ofthe process of evaluation, but he wonders ifthis
is sufficient to lead to an "empowered" participant, that is, one who
has freed her or himself from role constraints and in so doing has
effected a change in power relationships. For Patton, this is the dis­
tinction between the facets of "illumination" and "liberation" as de­
scribed by Fetterman. Patton suggests that in order to be distinctive
from other participatory techniques, empowerment evaluation must
lead to liberation of participants. Fetterman, in his description ofthe
facets of empowerment evaluation, takes a more developmental ap­
proach, and does not suggest that empowerment evaluation will
necessarily result in liberation. In part, this softer approach to em­
powerment is a result of the unclear epistemological foundation of
empowerment evaluation: it contains elements of both interactionist
and critical approaches, but lacks a clear social change agenda.

Adjunctive Role of the Evaluator

The previous two subsections have highlighted the need for the evalu­
ator to be sensitive to issues of power throughout the evaluation
process and to be thoroughly involved in the development of partici­
pant empowerment. An evaluator that is to be so much a part of the
process, however, raises a final question about the possibility of the
adjunctive role as described in the empowerment evaluation ap­
proach. Although decision making about the evaluation process may
be "given away" to the participants, the evaluator can hardly be­
come "adjunctive" to the questions of who participates and whose
empowerment the evaluation process is enhancing. As feminist re­
searchers Ristock and Pennell (1996) suggest, power is in a con­
stant state of change, and a researcher must work to be sensitive to
and aware of these constantly changing power relationships. Deter­
mining if and where there is a power imbalance becomes a matter
of judgement in which the evaluator participates. As well, because
the empowerment process is a developmental one, the evaluator
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needs to be sensitive to the changing levels of development (facets)
of empowerment evaluation as participants move from gaining tech­
nical skill, to illumination, to (perhaps) liberation, and needs to ad­
just his or her roles accordingly. This implies an integrally involved
evaluator. In some senses, it would require the evaluator to assume
more responsibility rather than less. Empowerment evaluation as
developed thus far does not help an evaluator grapple with these
contradictions.

ENDNOTE

This paper won the 1997 Canadian Evaluation Society Best Study
Essay in the Field of Evaluation competition.
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