https://utppublishing.com/doi/pdf/10.3138/cjpe-2023-0026 - Wednesday, December 17, 2025 3:27:29 PM - University of Victoria |P Address:142.104.164.10

Foundations for a Utopia: Can Evaluation Contribute to
Achieving a Better World, and How?

Astrid Brousselle
School of Public Administration, University of Victoria,
Victoria, British Columbia, Canada

Larry Bremner
Proactive Information Services Inc., Sandy Hook, Manitoba, Canada

Kiri Parata
School of Mdori Knowledge, Massey University,
Waikanae, Kapiti, New Zealand

Abu Ala Hasan

Independent researcher, Bangladesh

Weronika Felcis
Faculty of Social Sciences, Latvia University, Vidzeme, Latvia

Andrealisa Belzer
Indigenous Services Canada, Government of Canada,
Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada

Nonvignon Marius Kédoté
Institut Régional de Santé Publique Comlan Alfred
Quenum (IRSP-CAQ), Cotonou, Benin

Rituu B. Nanda
The Constellation - Community Engagement and
Participatory MEL, Delhi, Delhi, India

Lynda Olivia Rey

Ecole nationale d’administration publique & Montréal (ENAP),
Montreal, Quebec, Canada

Ligia Maria Vieira-da-Silva

Institute of Collective Health, Federal University of Bahia, Brazil

Abstract: “Considering that we have 10 years to radically transform our societies
to make them sustainable and equitable, what would be the most important action
that we should implement in our practice, as evaluators?” Nine experienced eva-
luators, representing a variety of practices, cultures, contexts, and genders, agreed
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to address this question. With this article, we explore how the evaluation field
could help implement the foundations for achieving this utopia. After receiving the
testimonies, a content analysis was conducted to identify the salient themes. The
objective was not to find a consensus based on the suggestions but to create mean-
ing from the different ideas. The draft analysis was shared with the participants,
who were invited to become co-authors. Some voiced their skepticism on the capa-
city of the field to envision a new utopia. All indicated the need for evaluators to
transcend the status quo mindset, emphasizing the importance of working with
communities to increase their self-determination. One participant also raised the
importance of contributing to larger social movements. The implications for the
role of the evaluator are discussed.

Keywords: evaluation, planetary health, socio-ecological transition, sustainabil-
ity, utopia

Résumé : « Sachant que nous avons 10 ans pour transformer radicalement nos soci-
étés afin de les rendre durables et équitables, quelle serait Uaction la plus importante
que nous devrions mettre en ceuvre dans notre pratique, en tant qu’évaluateurs ? »
Neuf évaluateurs expérimentés, représentant une variété de pratiques, de cultures,
de contextes et de genres, ont accepté de répondre a cette question. Dans cet article,
nous explorons comment le domaine de I'évaluation pourrait aider a mettre en
ceuvre les fondements pour atteindre cette utopie. Aprés avoir recu les témoignages,
une analyse de contenu a été menée pour identifier les thémes saillants. L'objectif
nétait pas de trouver un consensus basé sur les suggestions mais de créer du sens d
partir des différentes idées. Le projet d’analyse a été partagé avec les participants, qui
ont été invités a devenir co-auteurs. Certains ont exprimé leur scepticisme quant a la
capacité du domaine a envisager une nouvelle utopie. Tous ont indiqué la nécessité
pour les évaluateurs de transcender la mentalité du statu quo, soulignant 'impor-
tance de travailler avec les communautés pour accroitre leur autodétermination. Un
participant a également souligné limportance de contribuer a des mouvements
sociaux plus vastes. Les implications pour le role de I'évaluateur sont discutées.

Mots clés : développement durable, évaluation, santé planétaire, transition socio-
écologique, utopie

INTRODUCTION

Utopia is nowhere (outopia) and it is somewhere good (eutopia). To live in a
world that cannot be but where one fervently wishes to be: that is the literal essence
of utopia.

(Kumar, 1991, p. 1)
The aim of this article is to explore what pathways could contribute to a utopia,

a better world, out of the dooming polycrises societies are experiencing. Consid-
ering that we have 10 years to radically transform our societies to make them
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sustainable and fairer, in your opinion, what would be the most important action
that we should implement in our practice, as evaluators? How do we get there?
How can evaluators contribute to this transformation? These questions were pre-
sented to experienced evaluators of different genders and origins, representing a
variety of practices, cultures, and contexts. The hope was that their answers
would give voice to different perspectives to help move away from the status
quo, which contributes to the deterioration of health, social, and environmental
contexts. Their testimonies provide insights on whether or not evaluation can
help achieve this utopia, and if yes, how. Participants helped frame the discus-
sion and contributed further to creating this unconventional article, which
stands between an empirical article and a co-creation piece.

“Utopia is part of a family of concepts of imaginary spaces” (Claeys, 2022,
p- 9). Claeys (2022) explains,

The concept of utopia demands that we rise above the limits imposed by everyday
reality and instead envision long-term Futures in which humanity not only sur-
vives but flourishes. It can be used today both to help explain the history of human-
ity’s aspirations to date and to project viable alternatives to the grim fate facing
us. (p. 3)

This article hopes to contribute to a new imaginary of meaningful practices in
evaluation, as we are facing a dystopian polycrisis at a global scale.

“Utopianism . ..-has unique possibilities for inspiring hope and optimism for the
future (Webb, 2008) and for engaging people in transgressive, creative, and critical
reflexivity, dialogue, and learning concerning the state of the world now and the
shape of radical change (de Geus, 1999; Pepper, 2005). Nevertheless, utopianism is
rooted in the human imagination, reflecting a deep human urge to imagine alterna-
tive ways of living (Davidson, 2010). Transformative change, as an idea and practice,
needs to acknowledge and harness this ‘utopian impulse’.” (Fazey et al., 2018, p. 207)

Obviously, evaluation is not a stand-alone solution, and it constitutes a very
small drop in the ocean of transformative actions. However, as evaluators we
bear a responsibility for the influence we have on projects, programs, and poli-
cies. We contribute to decisions about whether to continue investing in some
interventions or stopping them and funding others. The questions, the criteria,
and the processes evaluators prioritize matter. Evaluators’ positioning matters
as well. In this article, we explore principles that would help steer our field in the
right direction by considering the current health, social, and environmental
situation.

We believe it is urgent to transcend conventional program evaluation. We
need to collectively mobilize to change the conventional evaluation practice and
redirect it toward protection, preservation, regeneration, and reconciliation.

This article does not aim to represent a shared position; instead, it presents
a conversation. It intends to create meaning from diverse positions and raise
awareness of the need to disrupt our practices if we want to contribute to a better
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world. We first present the question asked and the strategy used for identifying
which foundations in the field of evaluation have potential to contribute to this
utopia. Then, the main themes that emerged from participants’ replies are pre-
sented. In the last section, we discuss the implications of the main ideas brought
by participants in relation to evaluators’ competencies and practices. With this
article, we would like to challenge our colleagues around the world to consider
the ideas that are shared and, if we consider them collective aspirations, explore
what they would mean for evaluation practices.

THE QUESTION

A total of 15 evaluators were invited by email to share their perspectives by
answering the following question:

Let’s dream of a society where the air we breathe is pure, the climate has stopped warm-
ing, environmental risks continue to exist but more and more adaptive measures are
being put in place, environmental conditions allow all forms of life to thrive and species
have ceased to disappear, the oppression of Indigenous Peoples is ended, approaches
respecting human rights are implemented. How do we get there? How can evaluators help
bring about this transformation? How can evaluators contribute to accelerating this
socio-ecological transition? Considering that we have 10 years to radically transform our
societies to make them more sustainable and equitable, in your opinion, what would be
the most important action that we should implement in our practice, as evaluators?

The objective of this question was to “embrace the vision of an alternative society
from which present social evils have been eradicated and in which there is com-
plete human fulfilment” (Taylor, 2018, p. 1) and to offer a utopic vision of what
societies could become. The word utopia is derived from “the Greek words for
no-place (ou-topos) and good-place (eu-topos)” (Contandriopoulos, 2013, p. 3).

This utopian question was drafted in response to the urgency needed to
address the multitude of embedded environmental and social crises societies are
experiencing: climate change, loss of biodiversity, pollution, colonization, and
increased inequities representing existential threats to human beings and other
living species (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2023; United Nations
General Assembly Economic and Social Council, 2023). Ten years appears ambi-
tious, but it is still less ambitious than the 2030 United Nations Sustainable Devel-
opment Agenda and the timeline for meeting the targets of the Paris Agreement on
climate change. This question aims to speak to these challenges by instilling hope.

The question is informed by concepts of planetary health. The definition
proposed by Whitmee et al. has been contested as too human centric (Redvers
et al., 2022); Whitmee and colleagues (2015) present planetary health as

the achievement of the highest attainable standard of health, wellbeing, and equity
worldwide through judicious attention to the human systems—political, economic,
and social—that shape the future of humanity and the Earth’s natural systems that
define the safe environmental limits within which humanity can flourish. (p. 1978)
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As an alternative, we offer the following definition:

Planetary health is an approach that considers the interdependence between the ele-
ments and living beings (plants, animals including humans), emphasizing the impor-
tance of cultivating a positive ecosystem to support the flourishing of all forms of life.

Interestingly, in French and in English, we are creating new concepts and new
words to represent the deep interconnections between the ecosystem and living
species when such concepts have existed for generations in some Indigenous cul-
tures. This disparity illustrates how culture and language represent and frame
our worldviews, which impact the way we think and the way we act. For exam-
ple, in the language of the Nuu-chah-nulth people (British Columbia), the
expression “hesook-ish tsawalk” means “everything is one, everything is con-
nected” (Atleo, 2011); in the language of the Haida people (British Columbia),
“gina waadluxan gud ad kwaagid” means “everything depends on everything
else” (info@haidanation.com, 2021). In the southern part of Africa exists the
concept of Ubuntu, which

is an essentially relational ethics, which prizes relationships of interdependence, fel-
lowship, reconciliation, relationality, community friendliness, harmonious relation-
ships and other-regarding actions such as compassion and actions that are likely to
be good for others, in which actions are morally right to the extent that they honour
the capacity to relate communally, reduce discord or promote friendly relationships
with others, and in which the physical world and the spiritual world are fundamen-
tally united. (Ewuoso & Hall, 2019, p. 100)

One could challenge the appropriateness of deciding of the question upfront.
Why not invite participants to draft it or to share their own aspirations as human
beings instead of imposing a utopian vision on them and soliciting imagined path-
ways to make this vision a reality? That is a valid alternative that, if pursued,
would have led to very different reflections. Here, we are aiming to identify some
potential pathways to exit the dead end human beings have created. We acknowl-
edge and respect that a diversity of dreams and values exist in this world. Actually,
we would like to invite the evaluation community to continue this work and invite
people a diversity of people to deeply reflect on their aspirations and what needs
to be done to achieve their dreams. This reflection process is central to the trans-
formational work we collectively need to do.

THE VOICES WE ARE LISTENING TO AND
METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Different voices from across the globe were invited to be heard and bring diverse
perspectives. We were interested in hearing from individuals who identify as eva-
luators, are recognized by their peers, and represent voices outside of the most
dominant ones. We looked for a variety of gender and culture representations.
We emailed those identified an invitation to engage with the question. There was
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no constraint on the format or content of the response. Each person was invited
to offer ideas and reflections in a very open way. The premise of this exercise
involved speaking from the heart and without considering the feasibility of the
imagined changes. In total, 10 individuals agreed to participate and sent us an
answer; these ranged from a few lines in an email to a multi-page Word docu-
ment. All testimonies were written in English even if it was not the contributor’s
first language. (We have not edited the testimonies for style or grammar.)

After receiving the 10 testimonies, a content analysis was conducted by the
main author of this article to identify the salient themes. The objective of the
content analysis was to create meaning from the different ideas. We tried to
respect everyone’s voice and perspective even when the shared content varied in
the topics covered and the length. A lengthier response did not necessarily
equate with greater emphasis; we tried to equally represent all voices. A first
draft of the article was created and shared with the participants. Then, as a way
to further the dialogue, all participants were invited to participate in the discus-
sions and to co-author this article. One individual decided not to proceed, and,
therefore, the responses of nine individuals provide the basis for this article. An
interactive document was made available online for each individual to read,
comment, and contribute to. The article was written over several months, which
allowed people to engage without having determined timelines.

Who are the participants? Short biographies are presented in Figure 1.

A content analysis tries to keep the richness and diversity of the verbatims
unchanged and leads to creating a story, which is presented in the results section.
Creating and sharing stories is the core nature of utopianism (Kumar, 1991).
However, creating such a story bears the risk of misinterpreting or distorting the
ideas these individuals generously shared. For this reason, some verbatims are
introduced to respect the participants’ voices. The text is organized similarly to a
conversation which links and organizes their positions. Participants had a
chance to comment on and add to the chosen verbatims. Participants also con-
tributed to the article discussion. We hope that the interactive and open process
minimized the risks of misinterpretation/distortion and allowed for further
engagement and rounds of feedback. The results are presented as a form of dia-
logue that expresses different perspectives.

Of course, the results presented here are influenced by who these evaluators
are, and different answers would have been provided if other evaluators had
been invited to participate. However, we were struck by the high complementar-
ity of their comments. None of the nine individuals presented a clearly divergent
position. With this exercise, we did not intend to present a representation of
what our field thinks but rather to create meaning from a diverse set of perspec-
tives. It was believed this would help to identify potential pathways that are
needed to respond to the many challenges we are currently facing.

The discussion puts in perspective the participants’ ideas with positions and
debates in the evaluation field. Three foundational changes in the field are iden-
tified to move toward reaching a fairer and more sustainable world.
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RESULTS

In the midst of many interrelated and embedded environmental, social, and
health crises, we need to identify some aspirations that will allow us to imagine a
possible way forward and set the foundation for future action (Morin, 2022).
The question that was asked was not about what to improve but about which
transformations are needed to make our world a thriving environment for
all. We have structured the responses according to three major themes. Some
participants questioned the capacity for human beings to lead this transition.
Many raised the importance of having a different mindset. Finally, the role of
evaluators—from empowering communities to fostering the emergence of social
movements—was raised.

Is a transition even imaginable, and is there room
for a utopia in evaluation?

From the start, several of our contributors challenge whether human beings have
the capacity to achieve a socio-ecological transition and the move away from the
current economic system, which is based on human and resource exploitation. “I
do not believe in transition,” mentions Participant A. They believe we will not
achieve a utopian society, “as the only inhabitable planet we know goes to wreck-
age and we exchange these emails, the powerful of this world play the immoral
game of carbon offsets, clapping each other’s backs.” Participant B states that the
problems we are experiencing are the result of a system of exploitation/capitalism
rooted in inequality and overconsumption. They mention the current geopoliti-
cal systems maintaining systems of violence, exploitation, and oppression.

Participant A stresses our collective indifference when witnessing “the
environmental and social dramas, such as the unprecedented floods in Pakistan,
droughts unseen in Europe for half a millenium [sic/, and pictures of agricultural
losses in Italy as on the African continent, wildfires, melting glaciers,” as well as
the decline of democracies and the resurgence of war and dangerous leaders.
Participants A and B both mention that societies are in a deep moral crisis in
which the most vulnerable are severely impacted and that we dare not put our
eyes on them. This large-scale indifference raises serious concerns for our capa-
city as a field to contribute to the transformation that is needed.

They question the capacity of the field of evaluation to contribute to transfor-
mational change. Even worse, in this system, evaluation is producing knowledge
which contributes to the reinforcement of the existing system. Accountability, a
central concept in the evaluation field, is questioned. According to Participant B,
evaluation has failed to be an accountability mechanism; instead, evaluation is
now a business and a means for making a living with a mostly flawed and
debauched practice which legitimizes the existing system’s functions. According
to Participant A,

The main thing we can do is to redesign the ethics of our profession with all the
humility and realism that it will take to save its potential. The other, keep partnering
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with other disciplines, with think tanks, NGOs and civil organizations . . .~ And stop
pretending we are important and revolutionary. Just help to save the beauty, kind-
ness, intergenerational relations, and nature around us as much as we can, with
strength, energy, and a hope that we can still enlighten in us. Teach kids to preserve
the environment that is left around us, keep including the elderly of the community,
care for our marriages and never stop trying to minimize discrimination towards the
most vulnerable groups in the society—in language, behaviors, daily actions, poli-
cies, and economic relations.

Is the current situation even worth trying to develop into a new imaginary?
Can a utopia take place in this context? Is it already too late? To develop a uto-
pia, one needs to have hope that an alternative is possible. “Hopes have changed
since 2005 when climate change risks became more mainstream,” mentions Par-
ticipant A. They add that

the health crisis [the COVID-19 pandemic] shows us disruptions in our environ-
mental efforts and how much inequality spikes when we are divided or separated
(inequality spiking in pandemic times). This has disillusioned many hopes for uto-
pia. Additionally, conflicts such as Russian aggression on Ukraine, or unprecedented
natural disasters in Pakistan, humble down the dream of utopia towards persever-
ance, deep adaptation, local sustainability, and slow, low-tech solutions.

According to Participant A, we need to nurture realistic hopes:

We are doomed to go the deep adaptation path from Dark Mountain Project Mani-
festo’s Eight Principles of Uncivilisation (Kingsnorth & Hine, 2009). I truly believe
evaluators keep making the mistake of ignoring that:

1. We live in a time of social, economic, and ecological unravelling. All
around us are signs that our whole way of living is already passing into history.
We will face this reality honestly and learn how to live with it.

2. We reject the faith which holds that the converging crises of our times
can be reduced to a set of “problems” in need of technological or political
“solutions”.

3. We believe that the roots of these crises lie in the stories we have been
telling ourselves. We intend to challenge the stories which underpin our civili-
sation: the myth of progress, the myth of human centrality, and the myth of our
separation from “nature”. These myths are more dangerous for the fact that we
have forgotten they are myths (Kingsnorth & Hine, 2009).

A different mindset is needed

Participant B believes that a separate utopia for the evaluation field is not possible;
instead, there should only be one utopia for the world, where evaluation has a role
to play as a part of the whole, because everything is interconnected and integrated:

My utopia is a society, free of inequality, having equal access to resources and oppor-
tunities for everyone with a ceiling. A world where there is no nuclear superpower
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(and some preventing others from having it to challenge their dominance), no UN
security council, no NATO, no globally dominating business corporations and no
patent on life-saving drugs or essential technologies. A world where reparation is
paid for colonial and environmental exploitations and abuses (including climate
change, oil and other mining, logging, commercial farming, such as soybean, palm,
beef, tea, etc.), along with acknowledgement and apology for those wrongdoings.
Mandatory sharing of wealth and technology (particularly with those subjected to
abuse and colonial exploitation), banning all kinds of military investment, arms
development, military expansion, long-range war capabilities, and limiting military
capabilities for all nations to an equitable, domestic self-defence capability. A world
where the oppressed populations such as Palestinians, Uighurs, Rohingyas, Tigra-
yans, Kashmiri Muslims, Kachins, Karens, Kurds, or any other persecuted group,
are actively assisted to achieve their rights, and the rights of self-determination
immediately, regardless of geo-political interests.

In the words of Participant C,

In order to get to this better world, a state of utopia, I believe globally we need to
slow down, or better still, STOP .. .-and listen. We need to live in sync with te taiao
(the natural environment) and take cues from Papataanuku (Mother Earth, from
whom we believe we all originate). We need to listen and learn from Indigenous
ways of being and recognise the structural barriers that need to change in order for
us to flourish as a sustainable, equitable, and just society. In Aotearoa New Zealand
at least, through the expression and application of cultural values, and the imple-
mentation of matauranga Maori (Maori knowledge) we can start at home, spread
locally and impact globally.

This work starts with each one of us: “We need a change of our mindsets,
starting from ourselves” (Participant A). We need a cultural shift to decolonize
evaluation away from the current rules of capitalism (Participants B, C, D, E, F).
According to Participant D,

Through reflective practice, evaluators can continuously expand and deepen our
awareness of plural worldviews, knowledge systems, and values, through which to
understand an intervention’s theory of change and influence. Our personal learning
to perceive and transcend the limitations of our own mental models will equip us to
advocate for, and facilitate equitable, decolonizing, and nature-positive evaluation
processes, that contribute to radical changes in governance, policy, and management
of conditions for all life.

Training in evaluation needs to change, including field activities “with community-
based mentors showing the importance of context and lived realities” (Partici-
pant E).

Many mention Indigenous ways and values as a plausible alternative to the
current paradigm. As Participant E says,

We have to realize that the traditional Indigenous ways of healing and justice are
effective and, in many cases, more effective than Euro-western ways. Evaluators
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must learn to appreciate the knowledge and understanding of Indigenous peoples
when it comes to sustainability. Indigenous peoples have served as stewards of
this land, water, and air for thousands of years and we have much to learn from
them.

From strengthening communities to social movements

This question of creating new mindsets in ourselves and more widely is a jour-
ney of individual reflectiveness (Participant D) but also of engagement. Evalua-
tors can play a role in facilitating conversations, in conveying knowledge across
varied disciplines, in empowering communities, and in contributing to the
emergence of social movements.

According to their positions and experience, different avenues were elicited.
The evaluator is presented as an ally and a facilitator. “When invited into the
community, evaluators must learn to work in ways with community that provide
the community with information and approaches that help them in their jour-
ney to sovereignty and living ‘a good life” (Participant E). “As evaluators this
means we act as allies if we’re non-indigenous and support the decolonisation of
systems that continue to deliver racist outcomes. Healing of people and places
needs to occur” (Participant C). The evaluator can help in elevating different
perspectives, paradigms, ways of living, and ways of being.

This allying and facilitating role is crucial when working with Indigenous
communities, yet it is also relevant in other communities. The role of the evalua-
tor is one of contributing to communities’ self-determination and creating the
conditions, within the communities, to ensure diverse voices are heard. Evalua-
tors can “play a facilitative role to create a safe space where people who are part
of the project share what is their reality” (Participant G).

Some mention that self-determination is possible if communities are
empowered. According to Participant F,

Indeed, faced with the challenges of a more sustainable world, the community must
have control of the process, i.e. it is up to them to plan and evaluate their own inter-
ventions, projects, and programs in accordance with the specific challenges facing
them. The internal, as well as the external evaluator, will simply be in a role of men-
tor, that is to say, to support organizations and communities in achieving their own
evaluation objective. This utopia highlights the values of social justice, equality, and
learning to make the world fairer.

“Communities have to take leadership and play a prominent role in their own
progress” (Participant G). And in the words of Participant H,

We have a duty to adapt our tools, our conceptual frameworks, and our methodolo-
gies to equip and enable them [marginalized communities] to understand and know
their rights. They will thus be able to be equipped to position themselves and make
informed pleas in favor of “democratized, decentralized and equitable” decision-
making in the face of the societal issues that affect them.
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Participant G also states,

Institutions alone cannot address the problems faced by the world today. I feel it’s
time we get serious about the localization of Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning
by the communities—those with lived experience, not just community-based organi-
zations. This will foster evaluative thinking and community centricity, encourage
communities to take responsibility for their issues, and reflect on their own beha-
viour as well as respond to practices in service provision.

The people themselves should be leading (Participant H).

Participant I views the role of evaluators as going beyond isolated commu-
nity experiences. They indicate a potential role in bringing together isolated
practices in a transformative objective. “Clearly, isolated practices will have a
potential for transformation that is greater if articulated in an overall political
project likely to influence government public policies” (Participant I). “This
brings the role of the evaluator to the one of activist, contributing to building
social movements through local production of knowledge and its dissemination”
(Participant I). This suggestion comes from the acknowledgment that the likely
scenario is a world of destruction, “with wars, global warming, loss of species
and increasing social inequities” (Participant I). The response to this situation is
one that requires “militancy, social movements, production of knowledge and
its dissemination” (Participant I). The work of evaluators will need to take place
in a dynamic of post-truth and populism, which we still understand very little of,
and “the production of scientific knowledge will come up against negationist
currents, anti-vaccination movements, flat-earthers, and other setbacks in civili-
sation” (Participant I).

Participant B adds that if evaluation could be freed from its existing vice
and adopt a new mindset, then there is a potential that it might be able to inform
and strengthen communities, increasing accountability and transparency and
paving the way to effective social movements. However, this will only be possible
if radical change in the field takes place.

DISCUSSION

Across disciplines, scholars are developing utopias to support alternatives to cur-
rent paradigms and rally researchers, professionals, and social groups around a
different future (Fazey et al., 2018; Schmelzer, Vetter, & Vansintjan, 2022). Uto-
pia is like a “moral compass” to guide us in difficult times (Claeys, 2022, p. 9).
What are the implications of the nine participants’ words for the practice of eva-
luation if we want to achieve utopia?

We do not analyze what current practices need to be changed in the field in
this article for several reasons. Firstly, practices are numerous, and we do not
pretend to know how the field is currently evolving. Secondly, the objective of
a utopia is to be inspirational, and it is not meant to impose behaviour norms.
Furthermore, given the importance of community agency in the responses
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shared by participants, it is unlikely all communities will share the same aspira-
tions. Desires, hopes, and dreams will necessarily differ among evaluators and
among communities. The response to the global challenges we face will need to
be contextualized, unless a set of global collective norms is adopted to ensure
that collective interest, survival, and well-being prevail over self-interest. Finally,
the current world is one of “rapid alterations” (Munaretto, Siciliano, & Turvani,
2014), and we do not believe one response will naturally address the systemic
complexity of a world defined by evolving multiple and embedded crises.

The words shared by the participants call for some specific competencies
and practice commitments for evaluators who are willing to work toward utopia.
We see these evaluator competencies as inspirational. Evaluators can decide how
to orient their own practices. The discussion is organized around three main
themes: uplifting alternative values to those of the current dominant paradigm;
exposing broader systems of power and influence while working on contextual
solutions; and working toward the public good or public interest is not enough.

Uplifting alternative values to those of the
current dominant paradigm

Europeans have extended their influence and control over other countries and
peoples during colonization. The now dominant economic system is based on
the principle of economic growth, which involves exploiting resources to the
point of extinction, increasing volume production at lower costs at the expense
of labour rights, environment, and public health. The international trade system
has facilitated production specialization, which supposedly leads to increased
human utility but, in fact, decreases a country’s resiliency and capacity to control
its overall economic system.

The mainstream representation of the human-nature relationship is one
of domination and exploitation. Unless human beings give up on the importance
of techno-economic myths (economic growth being one) and redevelop differ-
ent value systems and worldviews that revalue relationships and nature, we will
not be able to truly change the culture that structures our current societies
(Morin, 2022; Schmelzer et al., 2022). Morin (2022) calls for a new paradigm
that should influence all institutions and practices. Many cultures have different
representations of the place and role of human beings. In many Indigenous
representations, human beings are one element among others, in relationships
with other living species and with the elements (Atleo, 2011). The relationship
is not one of domination but one of reciprocity. Stopping, listening to other
representations and values with an open heart, and amplifying these voices is
central. However, it will not be an easy paradigm/cultural shift. This position
raises questions: How can we collectively give voice to a diversity of cultures so
they can shape our many societies? Is such a paradigm/cultural shift imaginable
in the current system of domination? What would it take to challenge the cur-
rent system? Could challenging and counterbalancing the existing system’s
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power be helped by using a community’s shared values about its own develop-
ment and ways of living as lenses to frame the evaluation?

As transformation is needed, the roots and resistances to change need to be
identified and challenged, as well as the existing rules and boundaries of the sys-
tem. Fortunately, the field of evaluation is diverse and supports emerging
authors advocating for transformative approaches, such as culturally responsive,
Indigenous, community-based, democratic, and empowering approaches (see,
for example, the work of Bowman-Farrell, 2019; Chilisa & Mertens, 2021;
Chouinard & Cram, 2020; Cram, Tibbetts, & LaFrance, 2018; Gaotlhobogwe,
Major, Koloi-Keaikitse, & Chilisa, 2018; Greene, 2001; House & Howe, 1999;
Kirkhart, 2010; Wehipeihana, 2019); these approaches support alternative para-
digms to dominant western approaches to (framing) evaluation by promoting
diverse cultures and marginalized groups. Groups and individuals are advocat-
ing for approaches that truly respect and empower communities, instead of rein-
forcing the current dominant (oppressive) system. Guiding principles and
resources on how to work with communities exist (Chilisa & Mertens, 2021;
Cram, 2018; Bremner, 2019; Bremner & Bowman, 2020; Evans et al. 2020). In
these approaches, accountability toward the community is a central element,
representing a shift from an evaluation led for the sole purpose of meeting the
funder accountability objectives (Evans et al. 2020).

What if we tried to implement such approaches in all our evaluations?
What would the implications and consequences be? Currently, the roots of our
discipline are based in Euro-western approaches and language, which continue
to be taught at our universities and colleges. If we are ever to have a utopia, our
teaching approaches in evaluation must change to consider the contexts and rea-
lities in which we work. Too often evaluation has become a process of enabling
the continuance of colonization and systemic discrimination (Bremner, 2019).
To reach this vision, evaluation must be community driven, community owned,
and accountable to the community. Power must revert to the community. The
evaluator needs to understand their own positionality and lenses before under-
taking their work.

Exposing broader systems of power and influence
while working on contextual solutions

In exploring methodologies for sustainable socio-ecological systems, Ostrom
pointed to important elements. First, she mentioned that even if the environ-
mental and social challenges we are facing are global and affecting the whole pla-
net, the solution cannot be global; one needs “to search to find the appropriate
types of solutions for specific niches and help adapt these to particular situa-
tions” (Ostrom, 2007, p. 4). As the situation changes, people “need to have ways
of learning and adapting to these changes” (Ostrom, 2007, p. 6). She also indi-
cates that the advantaged will “vigorously organize to resist efforts to learn from
past mistakes and to adapt new rules better matched to an ecological system”
(Ostrom, 2007, pp. 4-5).
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Even if solutions are predominantly local, as pointed out by Ostrom (2007),
there are still macro forces which strongly shape our global challenges and main-
tain the status quo while resisting change and transformation. The micro-macro
paradox points to the fact that even if positive impacts are achieved at the local
level, the impacts do not necessarily translate at the national or international
level, as they are largely undone by harmful, large-scale activities and policies
(van den Berg, 2011; van den Berg & Cando-Noordhuizen, 2017). For evalua-
tions, mostly focused on micro initiatives, addressing these macro forces will
obviously be a challenge.

Furthermore, post-truth, the new propaganda and a lesser understood phe-
nomenon, is affecting all actions that have high transformative potential (Brous-
selle, 2024). Post-truth is taking shape through various synchronous strategies,
amplified by social media, to maintain the existing balance of power in society
and to advocate for the status quo (Brousselle, 2024 ). In fact, industrial interests
are organizing and using diverse strategies to impede transformation (McIntyre,
2018), from manipulating information by twisting scientific facts, to encoura-
ging polarization in society, to neutralizing strong voices (scientists and activists)
and increasing industries’ social legitimacy (Brousselle, 2024). The strength of
post-truth is that it infiltrates, almost invisibly yet still powerfully, through many
forms to impede scientific discourse and influence local contexts. Exposing the
broader system and the web of interests and power relations is a mechanism to
circumvent such strategies.

Another element evaluators should be aware of and consider when under-
taking their work is the influence of social media and the emergence of populist
movements (Marquardt & Lederer, 2022; Mclntyre, 2018). Populist politics—
also called anti-governmental and anti-elitist groups—is characterized by the
mobilization of people who feel excluded and little (or not) listened to and who
come together, regardless of ideas or ideologies, “against an external enemy that
could be societal elites, scientific experts, or a global decision-making body”
(Marquardt, Oliveira, & Lederer, 2022, p. 779). Populist movements are ideal
targets for tactical manipulation by interest groups opposed to climate action;
when governments are critical in targeting large-scale harmful activities and
policies, many influential players are organizing to support movements seeking
to discredit governmental actions and democratic institutions (see the documen-
tary Merchants of Doubt created from the book of Oreskes & Conway, 2011).

In this new world of informational strategies and tactics, and the juncture
of new social phenomena—social media, populist movements, and post-truth
strategies—an evaluator’s role is not only to understand and expose power struc-
tures but also to understand and expose tactics of influence. The attempt to
represent the broader system in evaluations is not new in our field (see Stame,
2022) and does not come without challenges; however, new approaches are
being identified (Wilkinson, Hills, & Barbrook-Johnson, 2021; Brousselle et al.
2024; Brousselle 2024). With regards to power relations, the fact that evaluations
take place within systems of power, and that they are political, is not new. In
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1987, Carol Weiss stated, “Evaluation is a rational enterprise that takes place in
a political context” (p. 48). However, evaluators often focus on programs and
will not point to broader structures of imposition, thus not challenging the most
important barriers to change. Many evaluators also contribute to maintaining
the existing structure of power so as not to be unpleasant to evaluation commis-
sioners. In program evaluation, the client-commissioner relationship is prob-
ably one of the biggest barriers to considering the broader system and a
motivating factor for systematically ignoring, or even reinforcing, existing sys-
tems of domination.

Furthermore, engagement with communities, facilitation for dialogue, and
deliberation and empowerment are other strategies for dismantling external
manipulation of information and opinions, as well as for rebuilding trust with
all kinds of groups and individuals. The context of the evaluation itself seems to
determine the capacity to identify and challenge the broader system and power
structures, which directly questions the evaluator’s capacity to contribute to
transformation, given the conditions for practice. In a context where the status
quo maintains harmful structures of power and exploitation, the relevance and
adequacy of an evaluation practice oriented toward narrowly defined objectives,
according to the funder’s objectives, is questionable.

Working toward the public good or public interest is not enough

After analyzing evaluations conducted in a development cooperation in Sweden,
Forss (2018) concluded, “The overall picture is one of evaluation as a ‘systems-
preserving’ activity, an intellectual effort which is inherently conservative and
that assists in defending rather than challenging the powers that be, the estab-
lished wisdoms, the current technologies and administrative practices” (p. 190).
This observation is worrisome. At the same time, we observe a greater institutio-
nalization of evaluation inside public administration as well as an expansion of
consultancy roles, both raising important questions about evaluators’ (non)inde-
pendence (Stame, 2018). It might not apply to all contexts; however, it creates
serious doubts on the ability of current evaluation practices to lead to transfor-
mative change. Furthermore, Forss’s observation suggests an important propor-
tion of evaluations are less oriented toward contributing to the public good and
are used more in support of managerial administration (Furubo, 2018; Stame,
2018).

The notion of accountability raised earlier in this article needs revisiting:
To whom are evaluators accountable? To the commissioner, in verifying the
funding was used in a proper and effective way? Or to the community impacted
by the program? When discussing the need to consider the broader environmen-
tal and social impacts of programs in our evaluations, we are often criticized for
being “advocates”: “The very notion of evaluation as advocacy invokes shudders
of distaste and horror among most members of today’s evaluation community,
theorists and practitioners alike” (Greene, 1997, p. 26). Interestingly, this warn-
ing (or critique?) against advocacy arises when the need to consider the broader
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socio-ecological context is mentioned. In fact, institutionalized evaluations are
shaped according to client’s needs and perspectives, which imbeds advocacy
biases. Perrin (2018) reports that evaluations, whether conducted according to a
donor’s perspective or to a civil society perspective, are done using different dis-
ciplines, methods, data, etc., which raises important questions for our field: in an
accountability exercise, is it acceptable that an evaluation be oriented differently
according to the commissioner’s perspective (donor or civil society)? How can
we collectively trust results if the perspective influences the choices throughout
the study? Should not evaluations be conducted independently of the commis-
sioner (see House & Howe, 1998) and of interest groups? In our field, we seem
to tolerate questionable practices when they are institutionalized, and we have
much higher expectations when it comes to systematically integrating socio-
ecological considerations that are part of any program’s impacts. In fact, why
is it inappropriate to voice important documented impacts that should be
addressed? Should not it be the role and responsibility of evaluators to offer
an accurate description of the intervention and of all its impacts, whatever the
context of this practice? When human survival and well-being are at stake,
should we not all give more care to the environmental and social impacts of our
actions, engaging with these topics even beyond evaluation reports? What do
reciprocal relationships with communities mean when the evaluation project
comes to an end? Advocacy in evaluation can be a necessary democratizing strat-
egy, contributing to increasing dialogue, promoting silenced voices and ele-
ments, and supporting fairness—all fundamental elements when assessing the
worth, merit, and value of an initiative (Greene, 1997). According to House and
Howe (1998),

In this sense, evaluators should be advocates—for democracy and the public interest—
and for what this presupposes—an egalitarian conception of justice . . .-. Interestingly,
because evaluators should be advocates for democracy and the public interest, they
should not be advocates for particular stakeholder groups in which perceived interests
are viewed as impervious to evidence and are promoted come what may. (p. 235)

Evaluators should assume “some moral fiduciary responsibility,” not toward
commissioners, but by defending the interests of those less able to do so for
themselves, as stated by House (2020, p. 32), yet also to be a voice for nature, ele-
ments, and all species.

This evaluation practice would not only depart from a managerial adminis-
tration ontology but also from the public good or public interest ontology, as sta-
ted in the early ages of our field (Furubo, 2018; House & Howe, 1999; Stame,
2018). Evaluators should work to truly contribute to planetary health. Adopting
such an ontology would emphasize the importance of relationships between ele-
ments and with living species (including humans), as well as prioritize elements
that matter to communities.

Aspiring to a more equitable and sustainable world involves a deep transfor-
mation of societies. This article indicates a pathway forward which involves
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some principles and roles for evaluators. Evaluators need to adopt an open
mindset, question predetermined myths, value diverse cultures, and adopt a rela-
tional, inclusive, equitable, and respectful approach. Evaluators need to engage
with communities, to adopt community-driven approaches, while bringing a
holistic perspective in the evaluation (Evans et al., 2020). Evaluators are seen as
adopting a broad role where projects, programs and policies, and systems are
questioned, where barriers to change are targeted, and where inequities and
injustices are identified. They are also people who facilitate conversations in
communities, gather and analyze data, and give back results to the community
for dialogue and deliberation. They empower communities, support their self-
determination, and, within communities, elevate more marginalized voices.
They also need to recognize that there will be occasions when it is not appropri-
ate for them to lead an evaluation, that it may be led entirely by community lea-
ders, and instead they are an ally. Furthermore, evaluators are responsible for
sharing with the larger community of peers and contributing to social change.
Evaluation should be used to initiate and foster social movements, working
across isolated evaluation experiences. In this role, evaluators engage in high-
lighting harm, environmental impacts, and injustices and in taking positions
to support action not only for the public gopod—as was the original goal of the
field—but for planetary health (Brousselle & McDavid, 2021). This marks an
important change in the ontology of evaluation as it enlarges the purpose of eva-
luation practice beyond responding to commissioners’ interests, beyond the
public good, to an even larger conception of our role, and with a responsibility
toward nature, while being accountable to communities. Adopting such an
ontology of practice fundamentally implies that the evaluator is standing for the
value of evaluation, which can no longer be an instrument of the system but a
way to reinforce democratic and community processes: Only then will evalua-
tors have the capacity to contribute to transformative change.

CONCLUSION

Utopia is an aspiration. With this article, we want to set the foundation for
further debates and discussions in the field of evaluation. The current state of
the world is such that we urgently need to stop doing harm and start doing good
by regenerating the environment and our social relationships. The current struc-
tures of power which contribute to the deterioration of the environment and
maintain racist structures and injustices in this world have never been and will
never be acceptable. Changing this situation involves changing the current
power structures and culture that maintain a harmful system of exploitation and
social injustices for economic profit. Many solutions exist and have been identi-
fied in all sectors, at all scales, but they are not implemented (Brousselle &
McDavid 2020). The reasons are many, cultural and political, but they also point
to deliberate strategies to maintain the existing structures of power: Some have a
lot to lose and will do everything to maintain their power (McIntyre, 2018).
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As evaluators, we need to first recognize that

the prevailing stance of evaluation is contributing to the problem, that we need to
turn our backs on forces and institutional arrangements that have provided us com-
fort in exchange for complicity, and turn to a future we choose, which is to be a
valued and useful contributor to checkmating extinction. (Rowe, 2022, p. 220)

We want this article to be an invitation to collectively reinvent our field to make
it pertinent for our times. Planetary health is at stake, and we need to raise and
take responsibility, personally, professionally, and societally (Patton, 2021). This
agenda involves a deep reconsideration of our own mindset, our values, and our
practices, as individuals, but also as a community of evaluators.

This demands that evaluators investigate and become aware of their “origin stories”,
where they come from to better understand their current realities and practice and
better understand the shaping of their future. Without understanding where they
come from, they will never fully understand the lens through which they undertake
their work. (Participant E)

This article advocates for a change that is coming from grassroots commu-
nities, from elevating voices of people from different cultures with different
mindsets, and empowering them to bring positive change to their own contexts,
revaluing what matters the most for human beings beyond the dominant myth
of economic growth and capitalism. This change involves a fundamental shift of
culture, in our profession itself, where dominant voices too often come from the
same countries and are too often those of the same people. This article questions
the foundations of our own community, asking for a shift of power toward other
world representations. For us, as individuals, to stand for these values, we will
need the support of our whole profession. It will take a whole evaluation com-
munity commitment to train evaluators in a different way, to other approaches,
considering long-term effects, and adopting a holistic view of projects, pro-
grams, and policies. It will also take other professional regulations creating new
norms of practice well beyond what is already suggested in professionalization
movements, which will create tensions and controversies in our field. It will take
evaluators willing to take and absorb risks, willing to share and redistribute
power to others. Evaluation as a field has changed drastically over a century. It is
time we transform it again to reconsider our relationships with all living species
and elements.
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