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LATENT PROFILES OF EVALUATORS’  
SELF-REPORTED PRACTICES

Christina A. Christie
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Presented are the results of a study using latent profile analysis 
to describe the self-reported practices of 138 evaluators. Four 
classes emerged and were labeled (a) indistinct pattern of prac-
tice, (b) method-focused, (c) user-focused, and (d) robust pattern 
of practice. Evaluators in the “indistinct pattern of practice” class 
had mean item responses closest to zero relative to the other three 
classes, suggesting relatively weak associations with the practices 
described by the study instrument. The “method-focused” class 
had strong and distinct preferences for using particular methods. 
The “user-focused” class placed high importance on the role of the 
evaluator as facilitator, and was concerned with attaining a high 
level of stakeholder/participant involvement. The “robust pattern 
of practice” class evaluators showed a high degree of rigor in their 
reported patterns of practice, specifically as they are prescribed 
by evaluation theorists. The four profiles were distinguished by 
years of evaluation experience, degree attainment, and internal/
external evaluator status. 

Cet article présente les résultats d’une étude décrivant les pra-
tiques autorapportées de 138 évaluateurs. Une analyse de profil 
latent a servi à déterminer les stratégies de pratique des éva-
luateurs. Quatre classes ont émergé de ces analyses et sont 
désignées : modèle indistinct de pratique; modèle axé sur la 
méthode; modèle axé sur l’utilisateur; et modèle robuste de pra-
tique. Les évaluateurs qui appliquent un « modèle indistinct de 
pratique » ont fourni des réponses moyennes aux questions qui 
se rapprochaient davantage du zéro que les évaluateurs dans les 
trois autres classes. Ce résultat laisse supposer l’existence d’un 
lien relativement faible avec les pratiques décrites par l’instru-
ment de l’étude. Les évaluateurs dans la classe « modèle axé sur 
la méthode » affichaient une préférence distincte et marquée pour 
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l’application de méthodes particulières. Les évaluateurs dans la 
classe « modèle axé sur l’utilisateur  » accordaient une grande 
importance au rôle de facilitateur de l’évaluateur et cherchaient 
à favoriser un degré élevé d’engagement chez les intervenants et 
les participants. Enfin, les évaluateurs dans la classe « modèle 
robuste de pratique » affichaient un degré de rigueur élevé quant 
à l’application des modèles de pratique dont ils ont fait mention, 
en ce qui a trait spécifiquement à ce que prônent les théoriciens 
de l’évaluation. Les quatre profils se distinguaient par le nombre 
d’années d’expérience, par le niveau de scolarisation, ainsi que 
par le statut interne ou externe de l’évaluateur.

INTRODUCTION

People are eager to understand the impact of social bet-
terment programs, be they large federally funded initiatives or small 
locally supported projects. It seems that we have entered an era 
where phrases such as “data-driven decision-making” are part of 
our more general vernacular. As such, many organizations are now 
concerned with doing evaluations of one sort or another. However, 
it is still unclear what it may mean when one says that they “do” 
evaluation.

Understanding evaluation practice has numerous benefits, which 
have been outlined by scholars (e.g., Cousins & Leithwood, 1986; 
Fitzpatrick, Sanders, & Worthen, 2003; Henry & Mark, 2003; Smith, 
1993). However, few studies of evaluation practice have been pub-
lished, and those published often examined the implementation of a 
specific model or approach in practice (e.g., Miller & Campbell, 2006). 
Mark (2004) argues that while the need for more empirically derived 
evaluation practice has been stressed for almost four decades, it is 
largely a field of “expert-based … evaluation practice, rather than 
an evidence-based evaluation practice” (p.  1). Acknowledging the 
difficulty of addressing broad research questions related to evalu-
ation practice, Mark suggests that more ambitious questions about 
evaluation practice may be understood if a body of evidence is built 
from more simple research questions. 

The current study, an example of a type of smaller study suggested 
by Mark, is an attempt to better understand evaluation practice by 
describing evaluators’ practices using self-reported data obtained 
from a sample of 138 individuals conducting local evaluations of 
Healthy Start, a California statewide program initiative. These data 
were previously used to assess and describe evaluators’ practice in 
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relationship to evaluation theorists’ practice (Christie, 2003). In the 
prior study, using multidimensional scaling techniques, theorists’ 
data provided a fixed framework for understanding the practices of 
the Healthy Start evaluators.1 Different from the previous analysis, 
the current study offers an analysis of evaluators’ reported practices 
outside of a fixed framework or in relationship to a specific theoreti-
cal approach (e.g., Miller & Campbell, 2006). Two specific questions 
drive the analysis presented in this article: Using a theoretically 
framed survey instrument, how might we describe differences in 
evaluators’ reported practices? And what explains the differences 
found in evaluator practices? 

Broader studies that categorize or systematically describe evaluation 
practice more generally have an important contribution to make in 
increasing our understanding about practice. Studies that help build 
knowledge of how technical practice differs provide an empirical basis 
on which to further develop theories of evaluation practice (Smith, 
1993). It is our intent that this article will contribute to the current 
understanding of what evaluators say they do. Thus, we are careful 
not to suggest that we offer an objective description of evaluation 
practice. Rather, our study is limited and as such is intended to con-
tribute to a growing body of literature that, as Mark suggests, could 
be considered collectively to better understand evaluation practice 
and generate hypotheses for future inquiry. 

BRIEF REVIEW OF RESEARCH ON EVALUATION LITERATURE 

Most of the existing research on evaluation examines the relationship 
between specific evaluation procedures, contexts, and conditions that 
affect evaluation use. These studies (e.g., Alkin, Daillak, & White, 
1979; Patton et al., 1977) were prompted by the realization that 
evaluations were not being used, which was of great concern to many 
involved in theorizing about and conducting evaluation studies. Upon 
reflection, it is clear that data from these studies influenced both 
evaluation theory and practice. Henry and Mark (2003) referred to 
the period when the majority of these studies were conducted as the 
“golden age” of evaluation research.

Although the field has not seen a resurgence of research on any one 
particular aspect of evaluation, smatterings of more recent studies of 
evaluation practice have been published. Mel Mark, Gary Henry, and 
Jennifer Greene are examples of evaluation scholars who have been 
particularly influential in advocating for and conducting research 
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on evaluation. For example, Greene (2001) investigated the effect 
of stakeholder views of the technical adequacy of an evaluation’s 
methods as well as the extent to which ideas and constructs from the 
philosophy of social science and evaluation theory influence evalua-
tors’ practice decisions. Henry, Dickey, and Areson (1991) studied the 
influence of stakeholder attitudes on an evaluation, whereas Camp-
bell and Mark (2008) developed an experiment to test the benefits of 
alternative ways of framing stakeholder dialogue. 

Occasionally when evaluations are conducted, narrative accounts are 
composed or data on evaluation practice are collected from which we 
can learn about evaluation practice. However, these case examples 
are often limited to reflections about practice, supported only by data 
collected during a particular evaluation (e.g., Christie & Barela, 2005; 
Christie, Ross, & Klein, 2004; Fetterman & Wandersman, 2005) 
rather than studies conceptualized a priori and designed specifically 
to investigate some aspect of evaluation. Another kind of reflective 
case example that can inform practice, and which could be thought 
of as a particular type of study of evaluation practice, are the inter-
views published in the Exemplars section of the American Journal of 
Evaluation (e.g., Christie, 2005; Fitzpatrick, 2002). Like other case 
examples, those presented in the Exemplars section offer important 
insights into evaluation theory and practice; however, there is only 
limited opportunity for generalization about practice beyond the 
particular case discussed. 

Research on evaluation has increased our understanding of both 
evaluation theory and practice in notable ways. Yet, much more 
research is needed. While the current study was developed using 
previously published data, we hope that the analytic approach and 
statistical techniques used will offer new insights into evaluators’ 
reported practices and stimulate future research on the topic. 

METHOD

Participants

This study examines the practices of 138 Healthy Start program 
evaluators. Healthy Start provides public K–12 schools with funds 
to develop collaborative partnerships with local health and social 
service agencies. Programs are designed at the local level to fit the 
specific needs of children and families in the community. Coordinated 
services range from basic needs (food, clothing, shelter), to family 
support (parenting education and child care), to health and medical 
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care, to tutoring, dropout prevention, and job training. Included in the 
Healthy Start program award is the stipulation (and funding) that 
all grantees conduct a yearly evaluation of their program. 

Healthy Start program evaluators were selected as study participants 
for several reasons. First, the program is unique in that its focus is on 
social service coordination yet it is housed on public school campuses. 
This helped to obtain a sample of evaluators practicing in at least two 
different areas, education and social service. Second, Healthy Start is 
a statewide program (in a large and diverse state), creating a sample 
where the contexts in which people practice vary naturally. Lastly, 
because each program is unique, the State does not determine the 
evaluation questions; however, it does require that particular aspects 
of the Healthy Start program be evaluated, for example, program 
implementation and short-term outcomes.

Table 1
Demographic Description of Healthy Start Evaluators

% of total sample (frequency)*

Gender
  Male 20% (28)
  Female 78% (108)
Age
  Under 30 7% (10)
  31 to 39 22% (30)
  40 to 49 30% (42)
  50 + 38% (52)
Race
  Asian 1% (2)
  Black 4% (5)
  Latino/a 12% (16)
  White 77% (106)
  Mixed race/ethnicity 5% (7)
Education
  High school/some college or bachelor’s degree 28% (39)
  Master’s degree 57% (79)
  Doctorate degree 14% (20)
# of yrs conducting evaluation
  0 to 2 40% (55)
  3 to 5 28% (38)
  6 to 10 18% (25)
  More than 10 12% (17)
Evaluator role
  Internal evaluator 64% (89)
  External evaluator 36% (49)
Self-rating of evaluation knowledge & skills
  Minimal–average  34% (47)
  Good  30% (42)
  Excellent 34% (47)
Note. Due to missing data, the column values may not add to 100%.
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Demographic and Professional Characteristics of the Healthy Start Sample

Table 1 presents the demographic characteristics of the Healthy Start 
evaluator sample. Internal evaluators represented 64% and external 
evaluators 36% of the sample. The sample was largely female (78%) 
and white (77%). The greater part of the sample was over age 40. Most 
of the sample (71%) reported having advanced degrees.

When asked to rate their evaluation knowledge and skills, 34% of 
the sample reported having minimal skills, while 64% reported hav-
ing good or excellent skills. With respect to experience conducting 
evaluations, 58% of the participants reported having at least three 
years of experience. 

This sample is similar to one obtained by Fleischer and Christie 
(2009) in a survey study of American Evaluation Association mem-
bers’ perceptions on evaluation use, suggesting that our sample is 
reflective of a larger group of practicing evaluators. In the Fleischer 
and Christie (2009) study sample (n = 1,140; 30% response rate), the 
majority of respondents (87%) classified themselves as having either 
an intermediate or advanced level of knowledge of, and experience 
in, evaluation. Respondents reported differing levels of experience, 
with a majority of respondents (57%) reporting that they had spent 
10 or fewer years conducting evaluations. 

Study Instrument 

Eight evaluation theorists2 were asked to assist in developing a theory 
to practice instrument. Each theorist was asked to submit at least one 
statement related to each of three dimensions of evaluation (methods, 
values, and use) demonstrating the practical application associated 
with his (they were all men) theoretical standpoint. Beyond the one 
statement for each dimension, theorists were free to submit up to six 
additional statements corresponding to any of the three dimensions, 
as they desired. To assess the degree to which an activity is carried 
out when using a particular theory, theorists were asked that state-
ments be written to accommodate an 11-point response scale (0–10) 
anchored by the statements, “This statement is very dissimilar to how 
I conduct evaluation” (0) to “This statement is very similar to how I 
conduct evaluation” (10). An 11-point scale was chosen to minimize 
categorization effects and to improve data analysis (Bendig, 1954; 
Garner, 1960). The larger the number of points on a response scale, 
the better it represents underlying, latent continuums and the more 



231231La Revue canadienne d’évaluation de programme

accurately it reflects the variation. Additionally, larger scales can 
be easily collapsed and then analyzed using a variety of statistical 
methods, but it is impossible to go the other way. The final instru-
ment contained 38 items related to evaluation practice (16 related 
to methods, 12 related to values, and 10 related to use). Readers 
are directed to Christie (2003) for a more detailed description of the 
instrument development. 

Procedure 

A list of Healthy Start program directors was obtained from the 
Healthy Start state office. Program directors were mailed a paper 
version of the instrument and a postage-paid envelope (for conven-
ient return of the instrument) and were asked to pass the packet on 
to the program’s evaluator. A total of 485 instruments were mailed 
to program directors. Participants were asked to think about how 
they typically conduct evaluations—and not to think about any one 
specific evaluation they had conducted—and instructed to respond 
according to how they actually conduct evaluations rather than how 
they would ideally conduct evaluations.

Data Analysis

LPA Overview3

Latent profile analysis (LPA) is similar to factor analysis (FA) in that 
an underlying latent variable is assumed to explain the observed vari-
ance/covariance structure of a set of observed continuous indicators. 
The choice of the LPA model over the FA model must be guided by 
consideration of the particular research objectives. Factor analysis 
is sometimes referred to as a variable-centred analysis—that is, the 
ultimate objective of the analysis is to understand the relationship 
between variables, to explain the observed covariance structure in 
the data, and to evaluate the functioning of particular items. On the 
other hand, LPA can be considered a person-centred analysis—that is, 
the ultimate objective of the analysis is to understand the similarities 
and differences in response patterns across individuals in the data 
set (Muthén & Muthén, 2000). As such, LPA is a useful method for 
understanding evaluators’ self-reported practices. 

The latent class variable in the LPA defines so-called typologies or 
profiles based on the clustering of individual response patterns across 
items. LPA is a kind of cluster analysis and is, under the assump-
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tion of conditional independence of the observed variable, given class 
membership and class-invariant variances for the observed variables, 
analytically equivalent to a k-means clustering procedure. Unlike 
procedures such as discriminant function analysis that begin with 
known and naturally-occurring groups and then determine which 
variables in a set best discriminate between those groups, cluster 
analyses such as LPA begin with a set of variables and then attempt 
to sort individuals into meaningful groups based on their responses 
to those variables such that individuals within those groups are more 
similar to each other than they are to individuals in other groups. 

LPA was selected for use with these data because of the interest in 
exploring the structures of survey responses among the practitioner 
sample as a first step in formulating a taxonomy of evaluation prac-
tice. In his discussion of alternative kinds of research on evaluation, 
Mark (2008) identified classification studies as a specific inquiry 
model that can be used to identify different types of evaluation 
practice. LPA is particularly well suited for studies where the goal 
is to identify subtypes or subcategories. Thus, it is a useful method 
for empirically deriving classifications of evaluators’ practice using 
survey data. 

Item Recombination Procedure

With nearly a third as many items (38) as observations (138), it was 
not possible to conduct a LPA at the item level. The number of mani-
fest variables would need to be much smaller for model identification 
and reliable estimation. To reduce the number of observed variables, 
we conducted an ad hoc item parceling process to identify groupings 
of items with similar structure and content. We examined each of the 
three blocks of items separately—methods, values, and use items—
and grouped items within each block based on the dimensionality of 
the item set suggested by exploratory factor analysis and congruent 
item content. The items for these groupings were averaged together 
to obtain observed scores on a set of 12 combined scales: six scales 
for the methods items, three scales for the values items, and three 
scales for the use items. Two methods items (5 and 14), two values 
items (18 and 26), and one use item (36) were not included in any of 
the combined scales because they did not fit well, content-wise and/
or covariance-wise, with any of the groups. The descriptive statistics 
for the 12 aggregate scales and the corresponding items are given in 
Table 2. The scales means are centred at 5 on the original item re-
sponse scale (0–10), so that negative values indicate mean responses 
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in the range of “dissimilar to how I conduct evaluation” while posi-
tive values indicate mean responses in the range of “similar to how 
I conduct evaluation practice.” The text for each individual item is 
given in Tables 3a, 3b, and 3c.

LPA Model Specification and Estimation

As mentioned previously, the LPA approach as applied in this study 
is more exploratory in nature as there were no a priori hypotheses 
about the number or nature of latent profiles (classes). To determine 
the optimal number of classes, we fit a series of latent profile models, 
incrementing the number of classes by one each time. Each model 
allowed the observed variable means to differ across the classes 
but constrained the indicator variances to be the same across the 
classes. The assumption of conditional independence was employed 
so that the within-class covariances between all indicators were 
fixed at zero. For model selection, we employed the commonly used 
Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC; Schwartz, 1978). The BIC is an 
index used for comparing the relative fit across non-nested models or 
nested models for which the regularity conditions of the traditional 
likelihood ratio test do not apply, as is the case for LPA models with 
different number of classes. The BIC is a function of the log-likelihood 
of the estimated model given the observed data with a penalty for 
the number of estimated parameters in relation to sample size. When 
comparing two models, a lower BIC indicates a better fitting model. 

Table 2
Descriptive statistics for combined scales (centred at 5.00)

Combined scales Items Mean (SD)

Observation methods m6, m9 -0.25 (2.01)

Quantitative/scientific methods m1, m2, m13 1.22 (1.64)

Mixed methods m4, m11, m15 3.01 (1.66)

Evaluator as facilitator m12, m16 2.01 (2.60)

Participant involvement m8, m10 1.95 (2.08)

Program-specific evaluation question design m3, m7 2.36 (1.83)

Evaluation is interpreted and judged by primary users v17, v20, v21, v25 1.97 (1.66)

Evaluation is objective and scientific v23, v24, v27, v28 0.78 (1.85)

Evaluation is part subjective and includes values v19, v22 0.65 (2.00)

Evaluation contributes to general knowledge u29, u31 2.92 (1.70)

Evaluation is used for program-level improvement u30, u32, u35, u37 2.96 (1.47)

Evaluation is used for organization-/agency-level change u33, u34, u38 1.58 (2.04)
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All analyses were done using the latent variable modeling software 
Mplus version 3.12 (Muthén & Muthén, 2004) using full information 
maximum likelihood via the EM algorithm.

RESULTS

Using the 12 combined scales, models with one through five latent 
classes were estimated. The smallest BIC value was found for the 
4-class model. The 4-class model also appeared to yield the most 
meaningful and substantively distinct latent profiles when examining 
the class-specific indicator distributions and class prevalences from 
each of the models. For these reasons, the results of only the 4-class 
model are presented here.

Description of the LPA Classes

Rather than presenting the class-specific means on the combined 
scales, we return to the individual items in order to fully understand 
and effectively characterize the four latent profiles. Individual-specific 
posterior class probabilities—the model-based estimates of the proba-
bility for each individual being in each of the four latent classes—were 
used to create weighted item response means for each latent profile 
across the full set of the 38 survey items. These posterior-probability 
weighted means (centred at 5) are given in Tables 3a, 3b, and 3c. The 
tables are shaded for a visual depiction of where the item response 
means are most similar and most different across the classes. (Table 
3d provides the scale for the shading used.)

Class 1 is the largest class with approximately 38% of the total sam-
ple, followed by Class 2 with 28%. Classes 3 and 4 are approximately 
equal in size, each comprising 16–17% of the sample. Before describ-
ing each of the four classes, there are two general observations that 
should be made across the classes with respect to evaluator response 
patterns. First, nearly all of the item response means are above 0, 
which is above 5 on the original 0–10 scale. As explained, 0 on the 
original response scale indicates that the practice described in the 
item was most dissimilar and 10 was most similar to one’s own prac-
tice. Thus, when discussing the four profile classes, in most cases 
we are describing practices as being similar to the item statements, 
rather than dissimilar. Second, as Tables 3a-c indicate, there are some 
items that do not easily distinguish between profile classes because 
of the closeness in item response means. For example, method items 
m1 and m13, addressing quantitative versus qualitative approaches, 
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have very similar response means across the four classes. Thus, we 
use the combined scales presented in Table 2 to describe the four 
profile classes more generally. Examining the results in this way, 
however, shows less diversity across classes, thus exemplifying why 
it is important to also examine the specific mean item scores for each 
class (Tables 3a-c) for a clearer picture of how the evaluators in each 
class are distinct from one another. 

Class 1—Indistinct Pattern of Practice

As seen in Tables 3a-c, this profile class is best described by mean 
item responses generally closest to zero relative to the other three 
classes. Because the study instrument items were written by evalu-
ation theorists to reflect practices that best define their own theories, 
we can assume that practitioners with low mean item responses are 
not using practices that are closely associated with a range of theoreti-
cal approaches. Therefore, there is little evidence to suggest that the 
evaluators in the class have reported a pattern of practice resembling 
a systematic evaluation model or approach. Examining the items 
with mean scores above zero, we will describe this class; however, 
we caution and note that the mean scores are in most cases quite 
close to zero, suggesting relatively weak associations on most items. 

Examining the dimensions of evaluation practice measured by the 
study instrument most generally we find that evaluators in this class 
use mixed methods to address evaluation questions that are program-
specific; hold the view that evaluation is part subjective and includes 
values; and believe that evaluations are best interpreted and judged 
by primary users, and that evaluation should both contribute to gen-
eral knowledge and be used for program-level improvement. Exam-
ining this class more closely, we find that evaluators place the most 
value on how useful the evaluation results are for program improve-
ment. Class 1 evaluators tend to put more emphasis on qualitative 
methods than quantitative, but are open and flexible to use whatever 
methods are best for each specific context, including the combination 
of both qualitative and quantitative approaches. They also report 
stakeholders to be important participants in the evaluation process 
and place an emphasis on evaluation methods that ultimately lead to 
the actual use of the evaluation results. What might be considered a 
defining feature of this class is the reported role of the evaluator as 
a facilitator in the evaluation process.

It is also helpful to examine negative item endorsement—in other 
words, where there is most dissimilarity with practices described 
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by the instrument items. Class 1 evaluators have the lowest mean 
scores on the block of value items. Looking within class, value item 
mean scores are lowest relative to methods and use items, as well as 
relative to the mean item scores for the block of value items across 
the other three classes. 

Class 2—Method-Focused

As seen in Tables 3a-c, Class 2 is best described by higher means on 
items related to facility with the (research) tools of evaluation (e.g., 
combining quantitative and qualitative methods), and lower response 
means on items related to the role of the evaluator as facilitator, and 
engaging primary users in judging and interpreting the evaluation. 
Basically, Class 2 members do not view the evaluator (him/herself) 
as an instrument of evaluation, but rather as someone who selects 
and wields the best instruments (tools) for the evaluation task at 
hand. Overall, the highest and lowest mean item scores for Class 2 
evaluators were found on method items, indicating strong and distinct 
preferences for using particular methods. Thus, we labelled Class 2 
“method-focused.”

Examining the dimensions of evaluation practice measured by the 
study instrument more closely, we find that evaluators in Class 2 are 
similar to Class 1 evaluators on value items (the three top scores for 
the value items are the same for the two classes). However, Class 2 
varies from the other three classes most notably in their reported 
use of methods. This group strongly disagrees with using a single 
methodology (e.g., observation methods), remaining open to using 
whatever methodology works best within the context of the program, 
so to provide the most useful and accurate results. Examining use 
items, Class 2 evaluators are very similar to those in Classes 3 and 
4, reporting that they engage primary users to determine the next 
steps for the evaluation and that they design evaluations to generate 
information for program improvement. 

Class 3—User-Focused

As seen in Tables 3a-c, Class 3 is described by higher means on 
items related to using observation methods, the role of evaluator as 
facilitator, and engaging primary users in the evaluation process, and 
lower means on items related to the use of specific methodological 
(research) tools of evaluation. Examining Class 3 more closely, we 
see that this is the only class that does not put the most emphasis 
on mixed methods as a way of collecting evaluation information. In-
stead, this user-focused class places high importance on the role of 
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the evaluator as facilitator, and is concerned with attaining a high 
level of participant involvement, having primary users play a role in 
shaping the goals of the evaluation and determining how to assess 
program goals. What distinguishes Class 3 from the other classes is 
the reported inclusion of primary users in determining the meaning 
and interpretation of evaluation data.

In sum, Class 3 is best described as user-focused, not only because 
this group is most concerned with how data are useful to the primary 
users, but also because of the reported importance of the evaluator’s 
role as facilitator in attaining this goal.

Class 4—Robust Pattern of Practice

This profile class has mean item responses generally larger and 
further from zero in the positive direction relative to the other three 
classes. The item response means for this class are most different from 
Class 1, with means sometimes four or more times greater than that 
of Class 1 with the exception of item m6 (“My evaluation approach is 
qualitative, focusing predominantly on the observation of events”) for 
which Class 4’s mean is less than Class 1—even negative in value. 
To ensure that Class 4 did not merely consist of individuals with a 
response bias toward the high end of the original 11-point scale, we 
consider item mean ranges and mean scores across all items. The 
range of item means in this class is from –0.89 to 4.98, and for 9 of 
the 38 instrument items Class 4 does not have the highest item mean 
across classes. Thus, we are confident Class 4 evaluators were not 
simply high endorsers.

Examining reported practices, Class 4 evaluators mostly emphasize 
the role of the evaluator as a facilitator who is flexible about the 
methods used, places emphasis on stakeholder involvement in the 
planning stages of the evaluation process, and is interested in evalu-
ation results being used both to increase our generalizable knowledge 
base and for direct program improvement. Most important to note, 
however, is that this class’s reported practices are the most similar to 
those of the evaluation theorists who constructed the items used for 
the study instrument, on all three dimensions of evaluation practice 
(methods, values, and use). As such, they show a high degree of rigour 
in their reported practices specifically as prescribed by expert evalu-
ation theorists. Thus, this group can be described as being engaged 
in evaluation practices that are rooted in theory. 
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Latent Profile Covariates

To understand the composition of each class, the relationships be-
tween individuals’ characteristics and class membership were ex-
amined. Because of the sample size and sparse cell counts related to 
the smaller classes (Classes 3 and 4), presented are only descriptive 
summaries and chi-square tests of the associations between individual 
characteristics (e.g., years of evaluation experience) and modal class 
assignment where each individual is “assigned” to a particular class 
for which it has the largest posterior class probability. This method 
does not take into account the uncertainty of class membership nor 
does it account for the correlations between the individual charac-
teristics under consideration. 

Findings specified three variables related to modal class membership: 
degree attainment, years of evaluation experience, and evaluator 
status (i.e., internal or external to the program), and are presented 
in Table 4. Each row of the table gives the conditional probabilities 
of class membership for the given covariate category.

There is a trending between the indistinct pattern of practice (Class 
1) and robust pattern of practice (Class 4) classes relative to educa-
tion, years of experience, and evaluator status (internal or external 
to the program). Those with higher levels of degree attainment and 
greater years of experience conducting evaluations are increasingly 
less likely to be in the indistinct pattern of practice profile class and 
more likely to be in the robust pattern of practice class, when examin-
ing data within classes. When examining data between classes, those 
with higher degree attainment and more years experience are most 
likely to be in the method-focused (Class 2) class and least likely to be 
in the user-focused (Class 3) class, even less likely than being in the 
indistinct pattern of practice class despite the fact that the response 
means on most of the items are higher for the user-focused class com-
pared to the indistinct pattern of practice class. Internal evaluators 
are most likely to be in the indistinct pattern of practice class and 
least likely to be in the robust pattern of practice class.

DISCUSSION

Christie’s (2003) previous study yielded an empirically derived com-
parative framework of evaluation theorists’ practice, which was used 
(i.e., fixed) to describe the practices of those conducting evaluations 
primarily outside of the academy. Findings from the prior study sug-
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gest that evaluation practitioners do not conduct evaluations using 
a specific or indeed any theoretical model. Because it was found that 
evaluators’ practice lacked a formal theoretical structure, we felt it 
was important to reanalyze the data in an attempt to understand 
evaluators’ reported practice outside of a framework imposed by 
the theorists’ data—to offer a description of what evaluators were 
reportedly doing by using statistical models driven by the practition-
ers’ data.

This study offers an alternative story of evaluators’ reported practices. 
Results from the current study suggest that there is a considerable 
group (62% of the sample, Classes 2, 3, and 4) of evaluators who 
do indeed report using a definable and describable set of practices 
(measurable by the study instrument) when conducting evaluation 
studies. Still, a noteworthy proportion of the sample (38%, Class 1) 
emerged with a vague or indefinable profile of practice. In contrast, a 
much smaller proportion of the overall sample (17%, Class 4) reported 
practices that seemed to be more grounded in evaluation theory. 
While the small size and the particular characteristics of our sample 
limits our capacity to decisively conclude that evaluators in Class 1 
are not using any distinct approach to guide their practice, it is also 
important to note that three distinguishable profiles of practice did 
in fact emerge, which arguably seem to reflect some of the more com-
mon approaches to evaluation practice. 

Class 1 and Class 4 evaluators’ reported practices seem to anchor a 
continuum where on one end mean item responses were generally 
closest to zero (Class 1 - Indistinct pattern of practice) and on the 
other end mean item responses were generally larger and further 
from zero in the positive direction relative to the other three classes 
(Class 4 - Robust pattern of practice). Perchance with a larger sample, 
we might see profiles of practice that order along such a continuum, 
or perhaps these are simply two discrete but contrasting profiles of 
practice. Further investigation is needed to determine which more 
accurately reflects evaluators’ practice.

The two other profile classes fell outside of this hypothesized contin-
uum and reflected two of the three dimensions of evaluation practice 
represented in the study instrument (methods and use). This is sim-
ilar to what Christie found previously when describing evaluation 
theorists’ practice using multidimensional scaling analyses, and two 
dimensions emerged—one related to methods and the other, stake-
holder involvement. In the current study, the user-focused profile 



246 The Canadian Journal of Program Evaluation246

class had the fewest number of evaluators of the four classes, and 
so findings related to this class should not be generalized widely. 
Thus we will focus our discussion here on the methods-focused class. 
Evaluators in the methods-focused class showed strong endorse-
ment for and reported use of mixed methods. However, there was 
a negative association reflecting dissimilarity in practice with the 
two items related to the use of observation methods. Additionally, 
Class 3 evaluators had the lowest mean item score across profile 
classes on an item describing the use of mixed methods with an 
emphasis on qualitative methods (m1). Thus, methods-focused class 
evaluators are best described as a group who reported using mixed-
methods, with a de-emphasis on qualitative methods. This suggests 
that those who ground their evaluation practice in methods are not 
loyal qualitative methodologists, but rather are more likely to be 
post-positivist researchers using quantitative methods in combina-
tion with some specific qualitative methods, such as focus groups 
or semi-structured interviews, which are used to supplement or 
enhance quantitative data. 

Thus far, we have discussed what did emerge from the LPA model. 
Specifically related to the three dimensions of evaluation practice 
intended to be measured by the study instrument, we found that two 
dimensions emerged prominently as distinct latent profile classes. 
The value dimension did not, however, emerge as a profile class and 
thus is worth some speculative discussion. This finding may suggest 
that the valuing dimension of evaluation practice is perhaps a second-
order dimension (not a second-order factor in the statistical sense) 
of evaluation practice, perhaps one that underlies, is inherent in, or 
is subsumed by the more dominant dimensions of methods and use. 
In a recent article, Stake (2004) points out that both the American 
Evaluation Association Guiding Principles (2004) and the Joint Com-
mittee Standards for Program Evaluation (1994) are “equally non-
specific about evaluator value-orientations” (p. 106). This statement 
is made while discussing the role of advocacy of values in evaluation 
practice, and he advocates for dealing with values more explicitly in 
relationship to practice. Although the value dimension of practice is 
obviously a crucial and relevant (core) part of our theoretical dialogue, 
and without brushing over the supposition that valuing is perhaps re-
flected in evaluators’ choices related to methodology and stakeholder 
involvement, results from this study suggest that in relationship to 
practice, it may be more descriptive to discuss methodological choice 
and the extent to which and the various ways that evaluators involve 
stakeholders in the evaluation process.
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With respect to the covariate analysis, three variables were found 
to be related to latent profile class membership: degree attainment, 
years of evaluation experience, and evaluator status (i.e., internal or 
external to the program). This finding offers a measure of concurrent 
validity for the LPA profiles. That is, only meaningful relationships 
between individual characteristics and class would be hypothesized. 
Thus, if classes are appropriate descriptions of evaluation practice, 
covariates related to evaluation practice (i.e., degree attainment) 
would be stronger predictors of class membership than those not 
related to evaluation practice, such as age or gender. 

Analysis of class memberships also provides insights into some pro-
fessional issues of evaluation (Mark, 2004), specifically the influence 
of educational training and practical experience on practice. Degree 
attainment and number of years conducting evaluation were, in gen-
eral, positively related to describable profiles of practice. For example, 
when examining Class 4 (the robust pattern of practice group), which 
consisted mainly of external evaluators, we find a majority of evalua-
tors reported having doctoral degrees or 5 or more years of evaluation 
experience. In contrast, when examining Class 1 (indistinct pattern 
of practice), which consisted mainly of internal evaluators, we find a 
small proportion of evaluators reported having a doctoral degree or 
more than 5 years of evaluation experience. This finding may certainly 
be limited to the evaluators sampled in this particular study and not 
reflective of internal and external evaluators more generally, thus it 
should be confirmed by other studies of evaluator practice. Nonethe-
less, these results do offer an empirical understanding of the kinds 
of practices more and less experienced evaluators are likely to report 
engaging in when conducting evaluations. For instance, more experi-
enced evaluators are more likely to report using a methods-focused ap-
proach than a user-focused approach (looking between profile classes). 

Study Limitations

It is important to consider the findings of this study in light of its 
limitations, which are not inconsequential. First, the conceptual 
framework for the study was limited to examining three dimensions 
of practice (methods, values and use), chosen by the lead author as 
a foundation for a previous study. Thus, from the outset, the study 
was limited to understanding reported practices within the confines of 
these dimensions. And it could be argued that these three dimensions 
provided a more appropriate framework for the original study, and a 
less ideal predetermined framework for the current study. 
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The study instrument was derived from eight theorists. Though the 
eight were purposefully selected to represent a broad range of theo-
retical approaches, it should be noted that eight individuals cannot 
offer a breadth of perspective that reflects the field more generally. 
With little doubt, relevant approaches to and features of practice 
have not been considered in this study. Thus, the current study is 
limited to only assessing the reported practices of evaluators that 
the eight theorists deemed relevant when asked to develop items for 
the study instrument. 

The study sample from which data were derived is homogeneous and 
as such restricts the generalizability of results. The sample is limited 
to Healthy Start evaluators practicing in California. Although evalu-
ators were asked to describe their practice generally (rather than 
just in the context of the Healthy Start evaluation), Healthy Start 
programs are limited in scope. Thus, it is possible that the evalua-
tors sampled were chosen by programs specifically because they “fit 
the program” either philosophically, methodologically, or perhaps 
because of proximity to the program. Furthermore, the small sample 
size precluded us from doing the LPA on the item level and using 
the covariates as direct predictors of latent class membership in the 
LPA model.

In addition to sample limitations, study data were self-reported, thus 
what evaluators actually do cannot be concluded. Instead, this study 
offers a look at what evaluators say they do. Therefore, the findings 
from this study should not be considered a measure of the “state of 
evaluators’ practice.” 

Implications for Theory and Practice

In this practical field, there are always questions of what does good, 
empirically grounded evaluation theory offer the field (e.g., how 
might theories improve how decisions are made or what we know 
about programs, and why are we better off having theories specific 
to evaluation rather than relying on theories from other disciplines?). 
One argument is that we will establish a stronger practitioner base 
with a unique professional identity and a knowledge base that moves 
beyond that of “working knowledge” to one that is more grounded 
in scholarship. As others have suggested (e.g., Kennedy, 1982), the 
term “working” when referring to working knowledge has two mean-
ings: “the special domain of knowledge that pertains to one’s work” 
and “that the knowledge itself is tentative, subject to change, as the 
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worker encounters new situations or knowledge” (Kennedy, 1982, 
p. 2). In the evaluation literature, we have talked about the “work-
ing knowledge” of decision-makers in the context of how one might 
use knowledge generated by an evaluation study. However, working 
knowledge can also describe the knowledge base that practicing 
evaluators draw upon when studying a program.

Most evaluation practitioners have a working knowledge, that is, an 
organized body of knowledge of evaluation procedures, which is used 
spontaneously and routinely in the context of their work. There are 
four components of working knowledge: formal evidence, experience, 
interests or goals, and beliefs (which include values). An evaluator’s 
working knowledge includes not just what one has learned from 
work, but also assumptions about what good studies look like (which 
has likely been derived from a substantive area of study such as 
education, social work, or public health), knowledge about the social 
problem that the program under investigation is designed to address, 
the political and organizational factors surrounding the evaluation 
and the program under study, and the interests and predictions of 
relevant stakeholders. 

There is reason to suggest that working knowledge alone does not 
lend itself to the highest quality decisions. As Kennedy (1982) pointed 
out, cognitive psychologists have found that working knowledge does 
not lead to the best reasoning. Based on the findings of the current 
study, in particular results related to Class 1, it can be hypothesized 
that working knowledge has a greater influence on some evaluation 
practitioners’ decisions and practices than formal evaluation theories 
and scholarship, which is further corroborated by the finding that an 
evaluator’s area of academic study was predictive of practice. In other 
words, evaluators used very little evaluation-specific scholarship to 
inform their practical work. The fact that evaluation practice is dif-
ferent from subject-specific research on several important dimensions 
(Fitzpatrick et al., 2003) and has its own set of competencies and 
standards and guidelines to guide practice has important implications 
for the field and professional evaluation associations, and calls into 
question the reach of our formal evaluator training and preparation 
programs.

When reflecting on the core aspects of an evaluation preparation, 
most will agree that strong training in methods is an essential com-
ponent of an evaluator’s skill set. Schwandt (2005) argues, however, 
that just training evaluators in the technical aspects of evaluation 
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is short-sighted and incomplete because evaluation requires that 
the professional practitioner “wrestle with the ends or goods that a 
practice is intended to serve” (p. 105). Evaluation scholarship deals 
with issues that are of critical importance to the practice of evaluation 
beyond methods. Thus the understanding of theory should sit beside 
methods in priority because it offers a guide for understanding when, 
why, and how particular procedures should be used, a sequence for 
doing so, and what result to expect from the action (Shadish, Cook, & 
Leviton, 1991). Without this grounding, evaluators are left to specu-
lation based on what may have worked in the past and in different 
contexts, and what has been taught in other disciplines. An evidence 
base from which practitioners can draw upon will lead us away from 
working knowledge to a more explicitly systematic practice. 

Directions for Future Research

Results from this study confirm findings from other studies (e.g., 
Christie, 2003) suggesting that an evaluator’s training and educa-
tional background are related to an evaluator’s practice. To better 
understand this relationship, future studies should examine the 
specific training evaluators reportedly have completed in relation-
ship to reported practices. With the development of a professional 
designation for evaluators in Canada, and the expansion of pro-
fessional development training opportunities for evaluators in the 
United States and Canada, training should not be limited to just 
those courses evaluators may have taken as part of a formal degree 
program, and it should include an examination of training received 
outside of university preparation programs. Little is known about the 
use of professional development for acquiring additional evaluation 
training, including the types of training that practicing evaluators 
acquire through professional development forums, and to what extent 
this training may influence an evaluator’s practice. 

NOTES

1.	 The discussion of this previous study is extremely limited, so we would 
like to direct interested readers to Christie (2003) for a comprehensive 
description of the study.

2.	 The eight theorists were Robert Boruch, Huey-tsyh Chen, J. Bradley 
Cousins, Elliot Eisner, David Fetterman, Ernest House, Michael 
Patton and Daniel Stufflebeam. The theorists were asked to submit 
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survey items corresponding to three dimensions of evaluation practice 
(methods, values, and uses) that they would use to help determine 
whether or not an evaluator was utilizing their theory to guide their 
work. Thus, it is the theorists’ understanding of their own theories 
that is represented in the items, rather than the ideas or agenda of 
the independent researcher. See Christie (2003) for a more detailed 
description of theorist selection and instrument development. 

3.	 For a broader and more detailed overview of latent profile analysis, 
latent class cluster analysis, and latent class analysis, there are 
several excellent texts, including Arminger, Clogg, and Sobel (1995); 
Bartholomew (1987); and Hagenaars and McCutcheon (2002).
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