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ABSTRACT

This article concludes the thematic section on evaluation in an unsettled world. The present
context in which evaluation is conducted is shaped by several factors, including the rise of
populism, the spread of post-truth, and the accelerated development of artificial intelligence
(Al). In this environment, mistrust of expertise and scientific knowledge is increasing. To address
these challenges, the article identifies five avenues to support the future of evaluation. These
include acknowledging the enduring nature of current transformations, cultivating the resilience
of the evaluation community, and adapting methodological approaches to increasingly complex
and polarized environments. It also emphasizes the need to renew professional competencies,
including relational, communicative, and digital skills, to better position evaluation within
evolving information environments. Finally, these developments highlight the need for a re-
humanization of evaluation practices, reaffirming the importance of judgment and dialogue.
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RESUME

Cet article conclut le segment thématique consacré a I'évaluation dans un monde incertain. Le
contexte dans lequel se déroule actuellement I'évaluation est alimenté par plusieurs
phénomeénes, tels que la montée du populisme, la diffusion de la post-vérité et le
développement de l'intelligence artificielle (IA). Dans cet environnement, la défiance a I'égard
de I'expertise et des connaissances scientifiques tend a s’accentuer. Face a cette situation,
I'article présente cing pistes pour orienter I'avenir de I'évaluation. Il s’agit tout d’abord de
reconnaftre le caractére durable des transformations en cours, de renforcer la résilience de la
communauté évaluative, d’adapter les approches méthodologiques a des environnements plus
complexes et polarisés ainsi que de renouveler les compétences, notamment sur les plans
relationnel, communicationnel et numérique. Enfin, ces évolutions invitent a réhumaniser les
pratiques évaluatives en réaffirmant I'importance du jugement et du dialogue.
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INTRODUCTION

The contributions in this thematic section outline some profound changes that
evaluators are currently facing. Many trends are emerging concurrently, transforming social
relations and the way we work. We are observing developments like the resurgence of
populism, the emergence of new forms of propaganda and ways of shaping public opinion, all
seemingly contributing to divisions and polarization in society. Amplified by social media, these
developments are growing fast and are worldwide. The virtual world and “platform society” has
become a new power, simultaneously influencing beliefs beyond borders (van Dijck et al., 2018).
In parallel, we are observing the acceleration of content generation with artificial intelligence
(Al), resulting in material that is both realistic and untrustworthy. The use of Al tools is
significantly reshaping the landscape of information production, often blurring the distinction
between meticulous analysis and automated synthesis and multiplying alternative narratives
competing with established facts.

Each of these trends has its own characteristics. Disinformation, populism, post-truth,
social polarization, social media, and Al all have distinct definitions and features. However, the
trends also overlap and support or amplify each other. A full understanding of them seems to
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require holistic analyses that bring their relationships and mutual influences together. On the
other hand, by amalgamating these trends, we risk misunderstanding them individually,
perhaps reducing our capacity to act effectively. A deep and connected analysis of these
phenomena is therefore required. For example, as we discover how to use new technologies
and to understand their risks and potential, we also have an imperative to understand this
broader context that is shaping public opinion, social movements, and eroding the legitimacy of
knowledge and expertise. But fundamentally, what are the risks of these embedded
phenomena?

Let’s start with a simple and concrete discussion by first acknowledging that individually,
there is value in using Al in our work, for efficiency and even gains in quality. Discussions in the
evaluation field are taking place on what constitutes responsible use of Al. Training is being
offered on Al-powered apps to improve evaluation practices, creating more pressure and
incentives for evaluators to use these tools. The same is happening in other professional
communities, such as the public administration, the professoriate, and the teaching profession
in schools. Fundamentally, we are being called upon to delegate our work to “intelligent”
machines and apps. But by doing so, are we giving up on our capacity to further develop our
knowledge and analytical skills (Kosmyna et al., 2025)? Collectively, our capacity to develop and
maintain our knowledge and skills for analytical and critical thinking seems to be under threat.
How much do we give up when we assume the machines are doing a better job than us, or
when we believe that joint work with Al is for the better?

In a broader context, Al constitutes only one layer of a world also shaped by
disinformation, populism, organized propaganda, and post-truth dynamics. In this broader
context what becomes of our (perhaps already diminished) collective capacity to share a
common representation of the world? And to debate and analyze the value, merit and worth of
competing representations and options? There are some worrying signs that, in the longer
term, we may lose the knowledge we have about history and the capacity to learn from past
experiences. For example, there has been a disappearance of evaluation reports and data sets
from well-respected organizations in the U.S.A. over the last year (Choo, 2025). Furthermore,
will we always be able to distinguish between what’s true and not? How will we maintain our
critical thinking skills traditionally used for social betterment? Will we still be able to debate
ideas in a civil fashion? All these issues are leading to more fundamental questions: What’s truly
at stake in this new world by becoming accomplices or victims of these overlapping dynamics?
What is humanity gaining and at risk of losing?

Together, these trends are altering the conditions under which evaluations are
conducted and are potentially undermining our capacity to generate common standards to
judge the quality and relevance of our analyses. This is making the sometimes tenuous place of
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evaluation in decision-making processes more uncertain. In this context, the legitimacy and
usefulness of evaluation as a practice for producing knowledge in the service of public and
collective action towards social betterment can be questioned (Jacob, 2024; Marra et al., 2024).

The articles of this thematic section discuss different topics of this new, seemingly global
situation. Each offers different orientations, observations and pathways for evaluation practice.
However, two themes contribute to an underlying narrative thread. First, the erosion of trust in
public institutions and governments, in science and expertise, and in products created with the
help of artificial intelligence. In a context where knowledge derived from scientific and
evaluative works are increasingly contested by competing opinions and narratives, evaluation
can no longer rely solely on conventional recognition of the value of evidence. The erosion of
the credibility of institutions and the exacerbation of polarized public discourse have
contributed to the diminution of the authority accorded to evaluative findings. A central
guestion this collection of articles raises is: how can we build and rebuild trust at all levels,
starting with enhancing trust in evaluations, trust among evaluation participants, with
communities, and with regulating agencies and institutions? The second thread underlying
these articles is the importance of relationships at all levels. This perspective focuses on the
need to engage with different knowledge systems and cultures, engage in meaningful
conversations, and ground evaluations in communities.

The following discussion is based on the issues identified across the contributions to this
thematic section. Its aim is to delineate a set of directions that may help sustain the relevance
and credibility of evaluation in this unsettled world by reflecting on possible responses to the
challenges created by Al, post-truth, polarization and populism. The objective is not to provide
an exhaustive list of possible solutions, but rather to identify a set of approaches that can
support evaluation practices in environments characterized by the intense contestation of
knowledge and rapidly changing conditions for knowledge production through Al tools.

1- ACKNOWLEDGING TWO DECADES OF TRANSFORMATIVE CHANGE
IN THE FIELD OF EVALUATION.

It is important to recognize that evaluation now takes place within an environment
profoundly transformed by social, political, and technological changes over the past two
decades. These developments have radically impacted the conditions under which knowledge is
produced, circulated, and received. It is important to acknowledge these changes as a
preliminary step to comprehending the present tensions surrounding evaluation. This
recognition enables us to situate evaluation within a shifting environment characterized by
increasing uncertainty and tension.
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Reflections on the evolution of evaluation in the face of challenges are not novel. In the
aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis, the book Evaluation in Turbulent Times underscored the
profound changes affecting the environment in which evaluation was being conducted (Furubo
et al., 2013). The challenges at hand have been described as “long-term social, political,
technological, and geophysical forces that challenge the conception, content, and context of
public policy” (Gray, 2013, p. 34). At that time, the evaluation community was encouraged to
recognize the irreversible nature of the transformations underway and to acknowledge that a
return to previous conditions was unlikely. That central premise was expressed this way:

The present challenge for evaluation is to recognize that the past is truly past. A new
reality of perpetual turbulence is now upon us (for how long, of course we do not know)
and evaluation can and should not behave as if things are still as they were a very short
time ago. There may well be another period of calm upcoming — the time of which is
only conjecture — but it will not be a return to the status quo. The past is truly past (Rist,

2013, p. 256).

More than a decade later, this diagnosis remains relevant and resonates with the contemporary
transformations that continue to redefine the conditions under which evaluation is conducted.
Presently, “[t]he rise of post-truth politics and epistemic relativism [...] and a corresponding rise
in populist challenges to expert authority [...] have been exacerbated by the rise of social media
and the digital transformation of information landscapes” (Howlett & Mukherjee, 2025, p. 3).
Not only are these phenomena embedded, but changes seem to accelerate, making it difficult
to follow or totally understand. Our adaptative capacity does not depend on our understanding
and mastery of one phenomenon, but on our capacity to embrace this structural transformation
of the public sphere (Kelkar, 2019).

2- BUILDING RESILIENCE WITHIN THE EVALUATION COMMUNITY

Evaluators today operate in a context in which their traditional role as producers and
providers of knowledge about the merit and worth of public programs is frequently questioned.
Traditionally, the role and contributions of evaluators were generally recognized with relatively
little debate, and their analyses were usually viewed as credible inputs into decision-making
processes. This recognition has, however, been increasingly challenged by the broader attacks
on science that have been observed in recent years. Consequently, both the value of evaluation
findings and the professional credibility of the individuals or organizations who produce them
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are now more frequently subject to scrutiny and contestation. This development impacts not
only the reception of evaluation findings but also the professional posture of evaluators.

In this context, resilience emerges as a new dimension of contemporary evaluation
practice. The concept itself has been broadly explored across various disciplines. The term
“resilience” is derived from the fields of engineering and physics where it signifies the ability of
a material to return to its original form after being deformed under pressure (Frigotto et al.,
2022b, p. 5). In the field of organizational studies, it is defined as “the ability to bounce back,
respond and recover when facing disturbance or adverse triggers” (Frigotto et al., 2022a, pp. 43-
44).

In the current climate of post-truth, polarization and Al, resilience in evaluation refers to
the ability of evaluators to maintain the rigor and quality of their analyses within increasingly
unstable and politicized environments characterized by widespread distrust. Resilience is not
merely an individual attribute; it is also a component of institutional and professional dynamics
that facilitate the recognition and relevance of evaluation. In professional contexts, resilience
entails managing multiple, often conflicting expectations while maintaining a space for
professional judgment in environments where traditional standards of authority and credibility
are in decline (Rosenberg, 2018). Supporting the resilience of evaluation entails acknowledging
the prevailing tensions in evaluation practice and affirming the necessity to safeguard its
contribution to public debate and decision-making processes. In an environment characterized
by uncertainty and mounting challenges to established knowledge, the conditions under which
knowledge is produced are evolving rapidly. Considering these developments, the capacity to
adapt while maintaining professional standards emerges as a key component to the future of
evaluation.

3- REVISITING EVALUATION APPROACHES AND WAYS OF WORKING

The evolution of the context in which evaluation takes place necessitates a re-
examination of the approaches and professional practices that guide its implementation.
Evaluators frequently emphasize the complexity of the programs and environments in which
they operate. This complexity is not hypothetical; public policy mechanisms are frequently
multidimensional, and the existing knowledge remains, in many cases, partial or evolving.

The context of polarization, populism and post-truth creates unprecedented contextual
conditions for evaluation practice. Contandriopoulos and Brousselle (2012) have shown that
evaluation use was largely determined by the evaluand, the latter defined as being either
propitious to collaboration (paradise for evaluation use), not interested in the evaluation
(knowledge swamp), or polarized (lobbying zone). Each evaluand context required an
adaptation of the evaluation approach to increase the likelihood of use. However, post-truth
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contexts and disinformation create a new contextual universe beyond polarization. Even in so-
called polarized contexts, groups were sharing a certain reading of our society and could debate
around scientific observations. What if one needs to deal with groups not sharing similar
worldviews or the same system of beliefs? What if science and experts are discredited from the
start? How can we engage with these groups to deliberate on policy options, and the worth,
merit and value of programs and policies? House (2020) mentions that in some fragmented
contexts, democratic and deliberative approaches may not be potent enough. Conventional
evaluation methods or approaches are no longer regarded as adequate in a turbulent or “post-
truth” world (Gray, 2013, p. 51). It is also important to acknowledge that the post-truth context
is not homogeneous or stable. It is characterized by a diversity of situations and changing
dynamics depending on the environment. As a result, “the diverse and dynamic circumstances
of post-truth milieux requires from evaluation practitioners to recognize the differences in
contextual situations and adapt our roles and tactics to specific contexts and degrees of
challenges” (Olejniczak et al., 2024, p. 193).

Then what are the options for evaluators? Nothing magic, but a mapping and a deep
understanding of the schemas of beliefs and positions on the topic covered by the evaluation
may increase the evaluator’s agility in some contexts (Fischer, 2021; Yanow, 2000). The power
relations that structure the production, circulation, and reception of knowledge are sometimes
unexplored in analyses of the post-truth phenomenon. Therefore, “a renewed emphasis on
power, dominance, and liberation is imperative to ‘reading’ post-truth, and necessary for any
methodology that seeks to address it” (Bacon, 2018, p. 10). A comprehensive understanding of
contemporary evaluation environments could be achieved through an examination of the power
dynamics that shape them. This includes examining how influence is distributed and how
struggles for legitimacy unfold across the public sphere and are reflected in the evaluation
processes.

Once this mapping done, different engagement strategies may help steer the evaluation
project in difficult contexts (Brousselle, 2024). In highly contested grounds, the evaluator may
want to not take anything from granted and to co-construct the evaluation, its observations and
analysis with local groups and communities, developing share-ownership and representation of
the produced information. In this regard, several contributions to this special issue emphasize
the importance of anchoring evaluation results in their respective contexts and in the lived
experience of the actors involved. While attention to context has long been an integral part of
evaluation practice, it now appears to be an essential dimension in addressing the growing
skepticism about the knowledge and results produced by evaluators. The integration of
contextual knowledge and experiential perspectives is likely to enhance the credibility and
usefulness of evaluation results. In environments where confidence in scientific information is
more fragile, this anchoring in lived realities helps to situate the evaluation as closely as possible
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to the practices and concrete issues to which it relates. Uncertainty and complexity have the
potential to result in an underestimation or an insufficient highlighting of the existing scientific
consensus. However, when there is a high degree of scientific consensus, explicit
communication may be beneficial in several ways. Firstly, it helps to reinforce understanding of
the results and counter misinformation. Secondly, it facilitates the distinction between areas
where legitimate debate persists and those in which it does not (Dryhurst et al., 2022).

The transition towards more contextualized forms of evaluation is not merely a matter of
changing methods. It also involves adjusting evaluators’ professional posture and approaches
depending on the context of the program being evaluated and the degree of challenge
encountered. From this perspective, the evolution of evaluation practice is accompanied by
increased attention to the principles of integrity and transparency in the conduct of evaluations.
In situations where the credibility of knowledge is frequently questioned or contested, rigorous
approaches, transparent processes and co-construction strategies are essential conditions for
credibility.

4- RE-HUMANIZATION OF EVALUATION PRACTICE

A shared concern arising from the current multilayered context is the gradual
dehumanization of relationships. Dehumanization can be understood as “the imposition on
people, whether by force, fraud or ignorance, of tools and/or symbolic structures that derail or
prevent users from attaining their optimal life condition” (Marinoff, 2026). Evaluation practice is
not immune to these dynamics. Therefore, re-humanization emerges as a necessary response,
calling for the reaffirmation of dialogue and human judgment at all stages of the evaluation
process, both in knowledge production processes and in social relationships.

In the realm of knowledge creation, the growing integration of Al underscores the
continued necessity of human judgment and verification in documents generated or co-
generated by Al tools. It is important to remember that while Al has the potential to enhance
efficiency, it cannot substitute for professional responsibility.

On the social front, as polarized discourses and algorithmically mediated communication
increasingly shape the circulation of information, social relationships between individuals may
become more distant and transactional, while communities’ cohesion may weaken. This results
in a reduction of space for dialogue and development of shared understanding. Concurrently,
populist dynamics underscore the need for authentic engagement in evaluation practice. The
contemporary confrontational environment calls for a nuanced understanding of local belief
systems and power relations. In such contexts, evaluation approaches that prioritize co-
construction of knowledge and meaningful participation, from data collection through analysis
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and interpretation, become especially important. These approaches acknowledge that the
legitimacy of the evaluation findings is also secured through inclusive and dialogical processes.

Re-humanization of evaluation processes, therefore, implies the reaffirmation of the
centrality of human capacities such as judgment, reflexivity, relational engagement, and
responsibility at all stages.

5- RENEWING PROFESSIONAL COMPETENCIES FOR A CHANGING
WORLD

Over the past few decades, several professional associations, including the Canadian
Evaluation Society (CES), have developed competency frameworks to ensure the quality of
evaluation (Gauthier & Roy, 2023). A re-examination of these competency frameworks is
necessary to address the growing political and technological challenges presented in this special
issue.

In this regard, evaluators should cultivate a heightened capacity for adaptation in their
professional practice. This encompasses their methodological or technological inclinations, as
well as their modes of interaction with decision-makers, evaluation participants, and the
concerned communities. Firstly, updating professional skills primarily concerns the relational
and communicational aspects of evaluation practice. Evaluators now work in contexts where
confidence in expertise is often fragile or even absent. In environments where expertise is met
with skepticism or even hostility, the ability to engage in constructive dialogue necessitates a
profound understanding of the power relations and institutional, political, and social dynamics
in which evaluation takes place. This attention to context allows for the flexibility to adjust the
presentation of results without compromising their rigor. It is also important to note that this
approach calls for a professional posture based on flexibility and reflexivity.

Secondly, in this era of post-truth and Al, there is an increasing need for professionals to
develop and refine their skills in the digital and Al domains. Strengthening digital competencies
and developing Al literacy are becoming increasingly necessary to conduct evaluation in the
future. The increasing use of digital tools and Al in the production and dissemination of
knowledge necessitates that evaluators understand how these tools shape the creation and
circulation of information. It also emphasizes the necessity for careful consideration of their
limitations and to the potential impact they may have on evaluation (Jacob, 2025). A
professional approach is essential, one that is attentive to the potential uses and misuses of Al
tools.

In summary, maintaining the relevance of evaluation in these unsettled times depends
on the constant development of methodological and digital competencies. It further demands a
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well-developed set of interpersonal skills that facilitate engagement with a wide range of
individuals and organizations. By combining these competencies, evaluators will be able to
adapt to the evolving professional landscape they are confronted with.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

At times, it feels as though humanity stands at a crossroads. The current political, social,
and technological landscape offers a crucial opportunity to reflect deeply on our practices.
Multiple scenarios are unfolding, and it is up to us, collectively, to shape the path forward. We
may not be omnipotent or always able to reverse the course of events, but shouldn’t we at least
try?

Let’s first consider what happens if we do not. Imagine evaluators continuing to use Al
without fully addressing potential biases and risks. Imagine we decide not to engage with
groups that distrust science and experts. Imagine allowing powerful interests to set the terms of
public debates and impose their own priorities. Would this not lay the groundwork for
authoritarian tendencies, erode democracy and pluralism, and devalue diversity and equity?

The alternative is to commit to re-humanizing our practices, which involves rebuilding
relationships and trust at every stage of the evaluation process. This is neither the easiest nor
the most efficient path. It is complex and demanding, requiring time, collective action, and
sustained mobilization. But isn’t it worth the effort?
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