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Abstract:

Résumé:

The main thesis of this article is that program evaluation and
program evaluators have largely missed out on the movement,
now into its second decade, to make performance measurement
the centrepiece of public sector management and accountability.
If these developments are not strategically faced by evaluators,
program evaluation runs the risk of becoming less and less rel-
evant to public sector and nonprofit organizations. Evaluators,
divided by epistemological and methodological differences, have
collectively not been willing to embrace professionalization as a
way to reclaim territory lost to the audit and management con-
sulting professions. It is essential that evaluators develop and
implement strategies that are intended to create a professional
practice space that includes designing and implementing perform-
ance measurement systems. Evaluators are well-positioned to do
so, if they act collectively.

L’argument principal de cet article est le fait que ’évaluation
et la plupart des évaluateurs de programme n’ont pas suivi le
mouvement amorcé il y a plus de 10 ans visant a faire de la
mesure du rendement la pierre angulaire de la gestion et de la
responsabilisation dans le secteur public. Si les évaluateurs ne
font pas face a ces développements de facon stratégique, 'évalua-
tion de programme risque de devenir de moins en moins perti-
nente pour le secteur public et les organismes a but non lucratif.
Les évaluateurs, divisés par des différences épistémologiques et
méthodologiques, ont décidé collectivement de choisir de ne pas
adopter la professionnalisation comme moyen pour reprendre le
terrain perdu aux mains des professions de la vérification et de
la consultation en gestion. Il est essentiel que les évaluateurs
élaborent et mettent en ceuvre des stratégies visant a créer un
milieu favorable a 'exercice de la profession, incluant la concep-
tion et la mise en ceuvre de systémes de mesure du rendement.
Les évaluateurs sont bien placés pour le faire, s’ils agissent
collectivement.
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INTRODUCTION

EEE The main thesis of this article is that program evaluation
and program evaluators have largely missed out on the movement,
now into its second decade, to make performance measurement the
centrepiece of public sector management and accountability. Perform-
ance measurement has become the principal means by which public
sector organizations in Canada, the United States, Britain, New Zea-
land, and Australia are expected to improve program efficiency and
effectiveness, and demonstrate accountability. Performance meas-
urement is a key part of New Public Management (NPM), which
has become the dominant paradigm for public organizational reform
globally (Borins, 1995; Hood, 1991). A key component of NPM is a
focus on program and policy results, and performance measurement
has become the principal means by which organizations are expected
to keep track of, compare, and report their results.

Why have evaluators largely been sidelined as performance measure-
ment has burgeoned? This article will explore answers to this question
— looking at the intellectual history of program evaluation itself,
the way that program evaluation has been practiced, particularly
in Canada, and the evolution of other professions that now claim
performance measurement work for themselves.

If these developments are not challenged, program evaluation runs
the risk of becoming less and less relevant to public sector and non-
profit organizations. It is essential that evaluators recognize the
impacts of past and current events and trends, and develop and im-
plement strategies that are intended to create a professional practice
space that includes performance measurement.

The next three sections of the article are structured around themes
that help to explain why program evaluation has diminished in impor-
tance for governments, particularly in Canada. Together, these themes
offer us ways of accounting for current trends and prospects.

The article then offers a perspective on the linkages between program
evaluation and performance measurement intended to take advantage
of the core strengths of the program evaluation field as a whole. The
suggestion is that evaluators can reclaim performance measurement
as a part of evaluation practice, while at the same time offering knowl-
edge and skills that will strengthen the ways in which performance
measurement systems are designed, implemented, and used.
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Finally, the article comments on the prospects for evaluation in the
absence of professionalization of the field. Given the general move-
ment toward professionalizing disciplines and sub-disciplines like
accounting and public sector auditing, evaluators will continue to
lose ground relative to these other professions until steps are taken
to build a profession that is recognizable to governments, prospective
clients, and its own practitioners.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE EVALUATION PROFESSION

Over the past three decades, evaluation has been transformed by its
own ranks (McDavid & Hawthorn, 2006). Beginning in the mid-1970s,
the evaluation field, particularly in the United States, fragmented.
Up to that point, the dominant paradigm was epitomized by the
contributions of Donald T. Campbell and his colleagues (Campbell
& Stanley, 1966; Cook & Campbell, 1979). Campbell’s positivistic,
social-science based experimental and quasi-experimental approach
to program evaluation inspired large-scale social experiments in both
Canada and the United States: the Kansas City Preventive Patrol
Experiment (Kelling, 1974), the New Jersey Negative Income Tax
Experiment (Pechman & Timpane, 1975), and the Mincome experi-
ment in Manitoba (Hum & Simpson, 1993), to name a few. Campbell’s
work established the criteria and benchmarks for sound evaluation
practice at that time. Exemplars of program evaluations tended to
be social experiments, wherein program or policy options were imple-
mented under controlled conditions intended to optimize the validity
of internal and statistical conclusions (Shadish, Cook, & Campbell,
2002). Data analysis was largely quantitative, and evaluation reports
tended to be written so that they could be defended methodologically.
The language of program evaluation was the language that social
scientists also used — practitioners who were the clients of program
evaluations often needed to find ways of “translating” evaluation
findings into language that they could use to describe programs and
policies and assess their effectiveness.

Although these evaluations generated interesting and sometimes
relevant program or policy-related findings, there were many situ-
ations where the reports languished. Conducted as applied social
research projects, these evaluations tended to appeal more to other
evaluators than to practitioners and policy-makers. Since one goal of
the evaluation enterprise at that point was to do research that was
valid across times and places, accumulating knowledge was a central
value for evaluators. That knowledge was expected to inform public
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decision-making generally, but not necessarily the program decisions
of a particular client.

The Paradigm Wars: The Qualitative Challenge to Positivism

The hegemony of the positivistic, experimentally focused paradigm
was challenged on both intellectual and practical grounds in the
1970s. The intellectual challenges focused on the epistemological
assumptions underpinning the so-called quantitative program evalu-
ation paradigm. Instead of assuming that understanding consisted
of working with one social reality, the attributes of which could be
measured, correlated, and fit into generalizations/hypotheses/theo-
ries, advocates of qualitative program evaluation approaches assumed
that there were multiple realities, none of which was privileged.
Understanding was developed by interacting with people and learn-
ing the meanings that stakeholders had developed to describe and
understand their realities. Fundamentally, meanings and under-
standings were constructed from the language(s) that were used by
stakeholders. Program evaluation was not about discerning a “scien-
tific truth,” but instead was about constructing and communicating
credible narratives.

Michael Quinn Patton, who played a major role in the evaluation
field during this period, contributed to the epistemological debates
that challenged positivism (Patton, 1980, 1986). In his books, he used
stories, even cartoons, to illustrate qualitative evaluation methods
and at the same time persuade other evaluators that qualitative
evaluation was a more reasonable, more practical way to proceed. His
focus on utilization — involving the users in the evaluation process
so that the results would be understood and used — has redefined
the evaluation field.

Although his earlier writings were strongly critical of the then-
dominant experimental and quasi-experimental approach, Patton has
more recently advocated that the evaluation community get beyond
debating paradigmatic positions and instead accept the view that
sound evaluations mix methods, words, and numbers as appropriate
in a given situation (Patton, 1997).

But the “paradigm wars” are not over yet. In 2002, the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education announced a policy that privileged Randomized
Controlled Trials (RCTs) as the preferred way to evaluate federally
funded programs (Coalition for Evidence-Based Policy, 2002). This
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announcement, and the attendant realization that hundreds of mil-
lions of federal program dollars would be influenced by this policy,
triggered several debates on Evaltalk, the listserve of the American
Evaluation Association. Evaluators came down on both sides of the
debate, and in the end agreed to disagree about this issue.

Patton, among others, argued that making RCTs the “gold stand-
ard” was a mistake. In a response to a posting by Bill Fear (Patton,
2003), Patton alluded to the emotions that had characterized such
debates and suggested that no one research method can be the “gold
standard”:

I have found this exchange to be serious and thoughtful
— and carefully focused on whether any method deserves
gold standard status. What we have been reiterating is
that methods should be judged by their appropriateness,
not by some absolute orthodoxy. These debates, in the
past, have become rancorous and distorted when the
positions of one side or the other are stereotyped (and
then easily dismissed) as “anti-experimentalist” or over-
simplified, as you have done, by reducing a complex and
nuanced design issue to [characterizing my position as]:
“experiments cannot be conducted with ‘thinking human

>

beings’.

The pluralism that Patton (1997) and others have advocated is offered
as a working compromise among evaluation approaches that compete
with each other. There are many voices when it comes to represent-
ing disciplinary views on policy issues that affect the well-being of
evaluation and evaluators.

A Short History of Program Evaluation in the Canadian Federal
Government

A second strand that helps to explain the current state of play of
evaluation in Canada is the evolution of program evaluation as a func-
tion in the federal government of Canada. The federal government
has and continues to be a key stakeholder and a leader in defining
and promoting program evaluation for public sector organizations
across the country.

Beginning in the late 1960s with the government’s commitment to
implementing programmed planned budgeting, there has been a
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demand for and resources to support a program evaluation function
for federal departments and agencies. As the evaluation function
emerged to assess the efficiency and effectiveness of programs, Treas-
ury Board of Canada assumed a leadership role in defining the scope
of the evaluation function and in providing both the resources and
the intellectual leadership to encourage the development of program
evaluation capacity across the government.

The Office of the Auditor General (OAG) of Canada has played a
central role in the evolution of the program evaluation function, by
periodically assessing the way that program evaluation was organ-
ized, managed, and practiced. Highlighting findings and conclusions
of these audits is a useful way to chart the trajectory of program
evaluation in federal departments and agencies. Between the late
1960s, when the evaluation function was first implemented, and the
mid-1990s, there were five audits of the system, occurring in 1978,
1983, 1986, 1993, and 1996. Segsworth and Volpe (2005) have re-
viewed these audits and generally conclude that the Auditor General
of Canada has been supportive, within limits, of the evaluation func-
tion. They also note that, over the 20 years spanned by the audits,
they have highlighted the persistent gaps between expectations and
the “delivery” of program evaluation.

Two of the evaluation-related audits (1986 and 1996) were shorter
term follow-ups to audits conducted in 1983 and 1993, respectively.
The audits conducted in 1978, 1983, 1993, and 1996 will be high-
lighted here to create snapshots of the evolution of the evaluation
function over a 25-year span.

The 1978 review (Auditor General of Canada, 1978) was intended to
assess the establishment of the program evaluation function across
government and, among other things, resulted in the issuing of
Treasury Board Circular TB 1977-47, which required all departments
and agencies to establish procedures to evaluate the efficiency and
effectiveness of programs. Up to that point, the resources that had
been designated for program evaluation had largely been used for
policy analysis and related activities, resulting in few program evalu-
ations actually being done. The Office of the Comptroller General was
established in 1978 to implement this new policy. Two documents
became the benchmarks for the evaluation function across the federal
government: the Guide on the Program Evaluation Function (Office of
the Comptroller General, 1981a) and the Principles for the Evaluation
of Programs (Office of the Comptroller General, 1981b).
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The 1983 review was intended in part to assess the progress since
1978. It concluded that, although considerable progress had been
made in establishing the program evaluation function government-
wide, the quality of many program evaluations was deficient. Among
the findings in the audit was an assessment of the methodologies
used to conduct effectiveness evaluations: “approximately half of the
studies were unable to adequately attribute outcomes to activities”
(Auditor General of Canada, 1983, Section 3.14).

In 1985, bracketed by OAG Canada audits of the evaluation function,
the (then) newly elected Conservative government commissioned a
review of all federal programs, to be conducted by a task force headed
by the Deputy Prime Minister. Among the findings of the Nielsen Task
Force (Task Force on Program Review, 1986) were assessments of the
program evaluation function, as well as the program evaluations that
had been conducted prior to the review. In particular, the Task Force
raised questions about the relevance of the program evaluations they
accessed. Their consultations across federal departments indicated
a general distrust of program evaluation. In the Introduction to the
Process of Program Review (1986), the Task Force commented on the
program evaluations they encountered: “Many study teams reported
that routine government program evaluations were generally useless
and inadequate for the work of the program review” (p. 23). They
went on to say:

[R]outine evaluations conducted by departmental officials
are undertaken for the department’s deputy minister. By
definition, therefore, they tend to be self-serving, even
though the scheduling and methodology of these evalu-
ations are subject to the approval of the Comptroller
General. (p. 23)

In 1993, the Office of the Auditor General conducted a major audit of
the program evaluation function in federal departments and agencies
(Auditor General of Canada, 1993). By then, there had been consider-
able downsizing of the evaluation function and considerable amalga-
mation (beginning in 1983) of program evaluation and internal audit
units in federal departments and agencies. The Auditor General’s
assessment of program evaluation was summed up as follows:

Program evaluation is at a crucial stage in its develop-
ment. Although there are examples of success, in the
main it has not lived up to its potential, particularly in
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meeting expectations beyond those of operational man-
agement in departments. In addition, the government is
gradually losing the capacity to do evaluations because
of the reduction in resources available to it. These reduc-
tions come at a time when the effectiveness of current
expenditures is becoming a major concern: there is a
shift toward a more results-oriented public service and a
growing public interest in holding government account-
able for its performance. (Auditor General of Canada,
1993, Section 10.8)

By 1996, program evaluation and internal audit were becoming less
distinct as administrative functions: “56 percent of departments place
evaluators and auditors in a combined unit, compared with 33 percent
in 1993” (Auditor General of Canada, 1996, Section 3.90). Among the
issues raised in the 1996 audit were continued concerns with the focus
of program evaluations on internal management issues and concerns
with the scope and relevance of program evaluations. The Public Ac-
counts Committee, in its response to the 1993 audit, had suggested
a series of indicators that were intended to contribute to periodic
summative assessments of the program evaluation function:

¢ the percentage of each program that has been evalu-
ated;

¢ whether the programs have been evaluated from the

standpoint of relevance as well as achievement of ob-

jectives and cost effectiveness;

who used the evaluation studies;

the studies' timeliness;

the savings made possible by the studies; and

the proportion of government expenditure covered by

the studies. (Auditor General of Canada, 1996, Section

3.81)

Collectively, they also suggest concerns with evaluation studies. From
the early 1970s to the mid-1990s, the program evaluation function
in the federal government rose and fell. The resources and energy
that supported the growth of program evaluation in the 1980s had
substantially dissipated by the time the 1996 audit was conducted.

There are several reasons that can be adduced for this trajectory.
First, program evaluation promised more than it could deliver. In
1981, the Guide on the Program Evaluation Function (Office of the
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Comptroller General, 1981a) summarized the rationale for program
evaluations in these terms:

Program evaluation in federal departments and agen-
cies should involve the systematic gathering of verifiable
information on a program and demonstrable evidence on
its results and cost-effectiveness. Its purpose should be to
periodically produce credible, timely, useful and objective
findings on programs appropriate for resource allocation,
program improvement and accountability. (p. 3)

The comments offered by the Neilson Task Force Report suggest that,
in the main, program evaluations did not deliver on these promises.
Muller-Clemm and Barnes (1997) have also commented on the gap
between promise and performance as a key theme in the history of
program evaluation in the federal government of Canada.

By 1996 the public sector had changed. In the United States, the
Government Performance Results Act (GPRA) had been passed
by Congress in 1993 (Government Performance Results Act, 1993)
— committing all federal departments and agencies to a regime of
strategic planning and performance measurement as a means of
increasing public accountability. Performance measurement was
emerging as the centrepiece of government reforms in Britain, New
Zealand, and Australia (Barzelay, 1997). New Public Management,
with its emphasis on managing for results, focused on identifying
program objectives and targets and then measuring progress toward
those targets. Performance measurement and performance monitor-
ing were expected to yield timely information that could be used to
improve program efficiency and effectiveness, and could also be used
to demonstrate accountability. Program evaluation, with its resource
requirements, longer timelines to show findings, and its checkered
history, gave way to performance measurement.

Although this review of the history of program evaluation has focused
on the federal government in Canada, the stories in the provinces
are roughly parallel. In Alberta, for example, the Government Ac-
countability Act was passed in 1995, mandating strategic planning,
department and agency business planning, performance measure-
ment, and performance reporting. Alberta was a leader in Canada
in adopting this approach to evaluating programs, and committed its
evaluation resources to supporting the performance measurement
and reporting function.
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In British Columbia, the capacity to conduct program evaluations
was downsized between 1995 and 2000. By the time the Budget
Transparency and Accountability Act (BTAA) was passed in 2000 by
the NDP government, fewer resources were available for any kind of
analysis work (program evaluation, policy analysis, program reviews,
and performance audits) and what remained in most ministries had
been converted to meeting the performance planning and reporting
requirements of the BTAA (McDavid, 2001). B.C. government man-
agers who were interviewed as part of a government-wide review of
the status of program evaluation indicated that approximately 60%
of all evaluation-related resources remaining in 2000 were targeted
toward performance measurement. Only 22% continued to be used to
fund program evaluations, with the remainder going to performance
audits (12%) and program reviews (7%) (McDavid, 2001).

The Shift from Program Evaluation to Auditing

Between 1983 and about 1995, the federal government of Canada
gradually shifted its focus away from program evaluation as a means
of assessing programs. Instead, there was a movement toward internal
auditing. Prior to 1983, most federal departments and agencies had
separate program evaluation and internal audit units. In fact, the
Guide on the Program Evaluation Function (Office of the Comptroller
General, 1981a) included a model that was intended to distinguish the
two functions in government. Although both functions were intended to
inform both the strategic and operational plans of government organi-
zations, the essential difference was that internal audit was intended
to focus on the linkages between program operations and outputs,
whereas program evaluation was intended to focus on the linkages
between program outputs and outcomes (impacts and effects).

Quoting an earlier report produced by the Office of the Comptroller
General, the Guide defined internal audit and program evaluation
this way:

Internal audit is the systematic, independent review
and appraisal of all departmental operations, including
administrative activities, for purposes of advising man-
agement as to the efficiency, economy and effectiveness
of the internal management practices and controls.

Program evaluation is the periodic, independent and ob-
jective review and assessment of a program to determine,
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in the light of present circumstance, the adequacy of its
objectives, its design and its results both intended and
unintended. Evaluations will call into question the very
existence of the program. Matters such as the rationale
for the program, its impact on the public, and its cost-ef-
fectiveness as compared to alternative means of program
delivery are reviewed. (Office of the Comptroller General,
1981a, p. 19)

The problem with this division of territory was that it was not exclu-
sive in practice. Program evaluators routinely considered the linkages
among program activities, outputs, and outcomes (that is the point of
working with logic models of programs). In addition, most program
evaluations did not call into question the existence of programs;
evaluations were more formative than summative and, as such, were
closer to the territory of internal auditors.

Although there is a conceptual distinction (Mayne, 2006), the ter-
ritorial distinction outlined in the Guide was workable only as long
as there were sufficient resources to support both functions. But
beginning in 1983, when the federal government began downsizing
programs, departments and agencies combined evaluation and audit
units and in many cases made internal audit the lead in the com-
bined units — the emerging view was that having internal controls
over expenditures was an important part of the general government
movement toward fiscal prudence.

The movement away from program evaluation ran in parallel with
the growing importance of audit in the federal government. Within
a year of J.J. MacDonnell becoming the Auditor General of Canada
in 1976, Parliament had passed the Auditor General Act, which pro-
vided the Auditor General with a mandate to conduct value-for-money
audits that could focus on the economy, efficiency, and effectiveness
of government programs (Segsworth & Volpe, 2005). That mandate
was elaborated and refined with the development of 12 attributes of
effectiveness as criteria for auditing management representations
in public organizations (Canadian Comprehensive Auditing Founda-
tion, 1987). The predominant focus of many program evaluations on
internal management issues created opportunities for overlap with
the kinds of audits that were being produced, using value-for-money
and then effectiveness audit criteria.

The creation of the Canadian Comprehensive Auditing Foundation
in 1980 marked another development that was intended to support
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audit and auditors in the public sector in Canada. The CCAF (since
renamed as the CCAF-FCVI) provides research, publications, confer-
ences, and advocacy that are intended to “strengthen management,
accountability and audit in the public sector” (Canadian Comprehen-
sive Auditing Foundation, 1987).

In 1996, in an article published in CA Magazine, Donald Cockburn
(1996) summarized trends in financial auditing that were likely to
impact the accounting profession. His conclusion was that financial
auditing was no longer sufficient to sustain the accountancy profes-
sion — it was essential for accountants to broaden their lines of
business to include assurance services. Referring to information that
decision-makers use, he said:

[D]ecision-making information can be almost any type of
information. Users will want credibility/assurance added
to that information. Users will define what information
is important; what credibility/assurance is to be added;
whether credibility is to be added to the data or to the
systems/processes that produce the data; and how of-
ten credibility is to be added.... As a profession, we are
uniquely trained to provide that credibility and if we do
not accept the challenge, others (for example, actuaries,
environmental engineers) undoubtedly will. When issued,
the standards for assurance engagements will provide a
professional framework for us to expand our services into
these new areas. (Cockburn, 1996)

Beginning in 1999, the CCAF-FCVI has been conducting a research
and publications project that has focused on public performance
reporting. There has been a series of studies and reports that have
elaborated the principles that should underpin public performance
reporting (CCAF-FCVI, 2002) and the need to audit performance
reports to assure users that the reports are credible (CCAF-FCVI,
2004). This program has advanced the public auditors’ claims that
performance measurement and performance reporting are essential
for public accountability — and that auditors are well positioned to
guide this process.

In British Columbia, for example, successive Auditors General have
argued that it will be necessary to have independent assurance for
the legislated annual service plan reports (Auditor General of British
Columbia, 2001, 2006; Auditor General of British Columbia & Deputy
Ministers’ Council, 1995).
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A final comment about performance measurement is relevant to this
section. The Canadian Institute of Chartered Accountants (CICA),
in summarizing the competencies that its members have, include
organizational effectiveness, control and risk management, finance,
taxation, assurance, performance measurement, and information
and information technology (Canadian Institute of Chartered Ac-
countants, 2006).

Given the general trends in governance and public sector manage-
ment, the CICA has positioned itself to be squarely in the middle of
the broad movement toward performance measurement, perform-
ance management, and accountability. Having the coherence and
organizational capacity that accrues to a well-organized profession,
accountants have been successful in acquiring a significant share of
the business of New Public Management.

CLAIMING PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT: A ROLE FOR
EVALUATORS

The growth of performance measurement as an approach to assess-
ing/improving the efficiency and effectiveness of public sector pro-
grams has been viewed with skepticism by some evaluators. Perrin
(1998), for example, points to a series of problems with performance
measurement that collectively amount to a strong criticism of the
enterprise. His skepticism is taken up by Feller (2002), who shows
how performance measurement in the post-secondary institutions
with which he is familiar in the United States has led to a short-
sightedness that undermines the meaning and value of a university
research environment.

Advocates do not ignore the problems that the skeptics point to, but
instead emphasize that performance measurement is an evolving
process, with ample opportunities to learn how to do it better (Bern-
stein, 1999).

Like the “paradigm wars” in the 1970s and 1980s, performance meas-
urement has divided the evaluation community. Although perform-
ance measurement work has grown as the movement has spread,
there continue to be program evaluation opportunities — albeit fewer
of them than there were before evaluation resources were re-tasked to
build and implement performance measurement and (often) reporting
systems. Some of the program evaluation business that is available
in the United States, for example, is high-profile work associated
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with the Program Assessment Rating Tool (PART) process that has
been promulgated since 2002 by the U.S. Office of Management and
Budget (2004). The PART is intended to evaluate federal programs
(approximately 20% of them each year) and includes program evalu-
ation results, where they have been done for programs. The rating
system puts a premium on being able to demonstrate whether and
how well a program has achieved its intended objectives; program
evaluation and performance measurement are principal means for
doing so (Aucoin, 2005).

But much performance measurement work is not done by program
evaluators. In fact, in addition to accountants, there are a large
number of purveyors of advice, methodologies, and other tools with
which they enter the marketplace. Given the widespread movement
to performance measurement as a means by which organizations
are expected to meet growing accountability expectations, the range
of approaches and their degree of success are broad. Often, because
performance measurement systems are built while organizational
resources are being reduced, there are shortages of time, money, and
expertise to do the job well.

WHAT CAN EVALUATORS OFFER?

What core competencies do evaluators have that can be applied to
performance measurement? Among those competencies, which ones
are the strongest assets as evaluators engage in designing, imple-
menting, and repairing performance measurement systems?

Evaluation is rich and varied, both conceptually and in practice. In
addition to a range of qualitative and quantitative evaluation ap-
proaches, there is a wide range of disciplinary backgrounds among
evaluators, and a wide range of subject matter experts. Evaluators
can make a career focusing on health-related programs, for example.
Or evaluators can make a career working with and in developing
countries. Evaluators can design and conduct fully randomized ex-
periments that are analogues to the projects that defined the field in
the 1960s and 1970s.

What is common to much (but not all) of evaluation practice is the
importance of understanding, working with, and estimating the ef-
fectiveness of programs. Although there is some controversy around
the desirability of evaluating programs in terms of intended objec-
tives/outcomes (Scriven, 1974), the core of evaluation practice is
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focused around answering the question, “Did the program achieve
its intended outcomes?” Figure 1 is intended to depict (and unpack)
this central evaluation question.

In Figure 1, an evaluation of program effectiveness entails examining
whether the program caused the observed (measured) outcomes. Is-
sues of attribution are central to answering this question, and one of
the central features of program evaluation as a discipline is the range
of approaches that have been developed for determining whether the
program caused the observed outcomes.

Figure 1
Linking Programs to Outcomes
N Intended
’ Outcomes
A
?
9 . 4
Proaram ! , Observed
g Outcomes

The linkage between the observed and intended outcomes depicts a
second effectiveness-related question: to what extent are the observed
outcomes consistent with the intended outcomes? Answering that
question involves comparing what the program actually accomplished
with what it was intended to accomplish — ideally, the observed
(caused) outcomes are consistent with the intended outcomes, but
that might not be true, given environmental contingencies, program
implementation problems, or program technology shortcomings (Mc-
David & Hawthorn, 2006).

Like program evaluations, asking whether the program achieved the
intended outcomes is the question that many performance measure-
ment systems are designed to answer — the dashed arrow in Figure
1 links the program to the intended outcomes directly. But knowing
that the program “achieved” its intended outcomes does not tell us
whether the program caused those outcomes. This limitation is one
that architects of performance measurement systems have wrestled
with for as long as they have advocated such systems.
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Different kinds of solutions have been proposed; three will be men-
tioned here. First, the New Zealand government, for example, has dis-
tinguished program outputs (countable, measurable, and attributable
program results) from program outcomes, and focused the system on
accounting for outputs (Norman & Gregory, 2003). John Mayne (2001)
has advocated a step-by-step process he calls contribution analysis,
as a means of addressing the attribution issue. A third solution is
advocated within New Public Management principles: give program
managers the human resource and financial management freedom
to alter mixes of inputs and production processes, establish perform-
ance targets for programs (levels of outcomes that are expected to
be accomplished in a specific time frame), and hold the managers
accountable (Moynihan, 2006).

Analysts who have reviewed the New Zealand experience point out
that a focus on outputs has resulted in important gaps in achieving
public policy objectives (Norman & Gregory, 2003). The recent move
to incorporate outcomes into the New Zealand budgetary process is in-
tended to address that problem, but raises the attribution problem and
the attendant challenge of getting commitments to outcome targets
(Steering Group Managing for Outcomes Roll-out 2004/05, 2003).

Mayne’s (2001) contribution analysis resembles program evaluation
in important respects — it utilizes many of the methods and tools
that evaluators might use to determine whether a program caused
the observed outcomes. Although it has filled an important need, the
approach does not appear to have been widely implemented, in part
because it is resource- and time-intensive.

Moynihan (2006), in his review of New Public Management in the
American states, points out that implementation of NPM principles
has emphasized strategic planning and performance measurement
(the accountability leg of the stool) but has not decentralized manage-
ment significantly. The human resource management and the fiscal
management autonomy that would be needed to achieve program
efficiencies and improve effectiveness have not been implemented
in most states.

BRINGING PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT HOME:
PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT FROM A PROGRAM
EVALUATION PERSPECTIVE

What can program evaluation contribute to performance measure-
ment? In addition to competencies that focus on navigating the politics
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of evaluation — there are certainly politics involved in designing and
implementing performance measurement systems (de Lancer Julnes &
Holzer, 2001) — there are clusters of knowledge and skills that can be
adapted to either program evaluation or performance measurement.
Figure 2 displays a summary of those clusters and their relationships
to both performance measurement and program evaluation.

Figure 2
Core Evaluation Skills that can be Applied to both Program Evaluation and
Performance Measurement

Applied to Applied to
Program Evaluation Core Skills Performance Measurement
Focus on Loaic modeli Building logic models
program effectiveness 0gic modetling to identify key constructs
Understanding causality, Working with Understanding causality:
rival hypotheses research designs what versus why questions

Understanding validity
and reliability of
measures and data sources

Understanding validity
and reliability of
measures and data sources

Measuring
constructs

In Figure 2, logic modelling is common to both program evalua-
tion and performance measurement. There are many styles of logic
models; as ways of depicting programs and even organizations, logic
models are adaptable to a wide range of uses. When they are used
to describe the intended causal linkages in a program, logic models
are powerful tools that can be used to build a visual display of in-
tended causal linkages, communicate them succinctly, and identify
and connect key program constructs. In program evaluations, key
linkages in program logic models serve as a way to identify working
hypotheses about intended links between outputs and outcomes.
When program resources are identified, logic models can be used as
conceptual models for conducting efficiency and cost-effectiveness
analyses. In designing performance measurement systems, logic
models facilitate identifying constructs that are key to the success of
the program. These constructs become candidates for being translated
into performance measures.

Research designs are the key to understanding attribution of ob-
served program outcomes in program evaluations. It is not necessary
to embrace RCTs as the gold standard to appreciate the value of
being able to conceptualize and identify rival hypotheses. Causality
is at the heart of determining program effectiveness, and research
designs offer a language and logic that guides the comparisons that
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reduce uncertainty about whether intended cause-and-effect link-
ages are corroborated by evidence. Scriven (2004) has addressed
the RCT debate directly by pointing out that human beings are
“hard-wired” to discern causes and effects — and it is possible to do
causal analyses that combine observations of contingent events and
experiences.

Measurement is perhaps the most challenging part of the work that
evaluators do. Resource and time constraints often combine to limit
the ways that constructs in logic models can be measured. In per-
formance measurement systems, there is usually a heavy reliance on
existing data sources to measure performance constructs, and these
data often have unknown reliability and validity properties. The
quality of the data that are used to measure performance will affect
the credibility of the results.

If performance measures are used internally, that is, if program
managers are using the data for program management, they will
generally have an incentive to check its accuracy. But where perform-
ance measurement systems have been designed and built to meet
external reporting requirements, it is possible for the measures to
become decoupled from the internal management of the organization
— they are offered for public consumption and are not connected with
the information sources that are used to make internal management
decisions (Power, 1999).

To sum up this section, program evaluation and performance meas-
urement can draw upon the same core skills — skills that will be
familiar to program evaluators. By emphasizing logic models and
research designs, it will be clear what performance measures can and
cannot do: performance data that are used to assess program effec-
tiveness probably will not distinguish between attributable outcomes
and intended outcomes. With performance measures, it is possible to
describe what happened in a program — to track performance, moni-
tor levels and mixes of results, and compare results to benchmarks.
Explaining why the observed results occurred is an evaluation issue
that can best be addressed by focusing on the causal linkages in a
program and using combinations of comparisons to build an under-
standing that is used to answer the “why” question (Aucoin, 2005).

CONCLUSIONS

In Canada, during the 1970s and 1980s, program evaluation played
a central role in governments’ efforts to assess and improve the ef-
ficiency and effectiveness of programs. In addition, claims were made
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that program evaluation was important for improving the account-
ability of governments. But the promises of program evaluation were
not realized by its practice.

Demands for accountability have grown over time, resources for
evaluations have diminished, and the resources that remain (or have
been added) have tended to support performance measurement and
auditing functions in governments. Performance measurement, as a
central part of accountability for program results, had been connected
with auditing through the advocacy of principles for performance
reporting and, more recently, the advocacy for independent audits
of public performance reports.

Power’s book, The Audit Society (1999), makes the case that there
is a general movement toward checking, assuring and re-assuring
ourselves, and generally verifying information so that we can believe
what we convey to each other. We are moving away from a world
wherein trust made it possible to rely on people and organizations
to report on their work without having to systematically verify the
performance information. The emphasis on reporting results is a part
of the general movement toward auditing.

When the Auditor General of Canada assessed the federal program
evaluation function, it was through the lens of auditing, and by 1996
the cumulative shortcomings that were documented and reported had
contributed to diminishing the role of program evaluation in federal
department and agencies. Since then, audit and auditors have moved
to centre stage, and it is unlikely that rebuilding an evaluation func-
tion will challenge the dominance of audit and auditing approaches
as modalities for assuring ourselves that our public resources are
well-used and accounted for.

WHAT HAVE WE LEARNED?

1. One lesson from the history of the program evaluation function in
the federal government of Canada is that it is a strategic mistake
to promise more than can realistically be delivered. Historically,
program evaluation promised summative evaluations that would be
useful for making budgetary decisions and re-allocating resources,
and instead delivered formative evaluations that were useful for the
operational decisions of managers. The program evaluation function
devolved to administrative departments, supporting the policy and
program agendas of agency and department heads. Aucoin (2005)
points out that, in the absence of a corporate, government-wide
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evaluation function, it is unlikely that a robust summative evaluation
function will ever emerge.

2. In a world where auditing is a key part of assessing the efficiency
and effectiveness of programs, a premium is placed on the independ-
ence of the assessors — auditors promise independence and have
constructed methodologies and rules of engagement that are intended
to reinforce the sense that audits are independent, if not objective.
Evaluators, who have a rich history of conducting formative evalua-
tions, have developed approaches that are self-consciously intended to
work with clients to increase the relevance, utilization, and learning
that happens in an organization that participates in an evaluation.
Patton’s utilization-focused evaluation approach (1986, 1997) and
Fetterman’s (2001) empowerment evaluation approach are but two
of these client-centred approaches.

Among evaluators, Scriven (1997) is in a minority when he asserts
the importance of evaluator independence. Scriven’s metaphor com-
pares an evaluator to an expert witness in court, wherein the witness
delivers his or her testimony and then leaves the decision-making
to other stakeholders. Most evaluators do not subscribe to Scriven’s
perspective, nor do they practice evaluation in the ways that his
position suggests.

The contrast between the ways that program evaluators have gen-
erally related to clients, including program evaluators in Canadian
federal departments and agencies, and the current premium placed
on the independence of auditors could be a challenge for evaluators.
Although there has been and will continue to be a role for formative,
client-focused, and even collaborative evaluations, future opportuni-
ties will feature evaluations that are seen to be independent and can
be used to make summative decisions about programs. Historically,
evaluators have not been well equipped to conduct these kinds of stud-
ies. In contrast to auditors, the nascent evaluation profession gener-
ally does not yet have the standards and rules of engagement that
would be required to conduct defensible, independent evaluations.

Aucoin (2005), in his assessment of the history and prospects for
program evaluation in the federal government of Canada, sides with
Scriven in promoting the value of independent, summative program
evaluations:

Program evaluation should not focus primarily on as-
sisting managers at the level of program management
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in improving program management or delivery. Perform-
ance measurement systems are better at helping in these
regards. The value of program evaluation is best suited to
raising demanding questions about program effectiveness
for senior departmental officials. To do so, they need to
be independent of program managers. And, they should
do so in ways that also provides evaluations with which
central agency officials can challenge the claims of senior
departmental officials in the government decision-making
process. (p. 13)

3. Professionalization, like the shifts in values that support auditing,
is a trend that is widespread and growing, and evaluators, with their
wide range of disciplinary, epistemological, and practice perspectives,
have not tended to see themselves as a profession. Although there
are a number of reasons for the diminishing role that evaluators
play in the public sector, not being organized as a profession creates
a competitive disadvantage compared to accounting, auditing, man-
agement consulting, and other approaches that have professionalized
their practice. Professionalization — identifying and promoting a
core body of knowledge and a domain of practice, developing a code
that guides practice both practically and ethically, developing an or-
ganization that is capable of regulating entry to practice, standards
of conduct for practitioners, credentialing, certification and licensing
of practitioners and the accrediting of programs that prepare profes-
sionals — has been controversial among evaluators in Canada and
the United States (Altschuld, 1999; Worthen, 1999). The importance
of professionalizing evaluation is addressed by Leonard Bickman, in
his 1996 Presidential Address to the membership of the American
Evaluation Association:

We have a body of knowledge that is unique. We have
specific skills and theories. But we do not control who
enters the profession or who does evaluations, which are
critical elements in defining a profession. We need to move
ahead in professionalizing evaluation or else we will just
drift into oblivion. (Bickman, 1997, p. 8)

In Canada, evaluators have diminished in numbers and influence in
part due to their inability to organize and compete as a profession.
Evaluators have a unique set of competencies, including knowledge
and skills in assessing program effectiveness that can be applied to
both program evaluation and performance measurement, and can be
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featured in any efforts to professionalize evaluation and evaluators.
The history of divisions among evaluators suggests it is unlikely that
it will be possible to bring everyone onside with efforts to profes-
sionalize. Individual evaluators, who have succeeded in “branding”
themselves, may not want to join a professional body that would
impose constraints on their practice. But unless efforts are made to
move forward as a profession, evaluation will continue to lose ground
relative to other professions.
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