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Abstract:

Résumé:

The author draws connections across the three articles in this
thematic segment and poses a series of questions on the future
of the evaluation function. He concludes that an enduring role
for evaluation within Canadian public administration requires
the adoption of a culture change agenda within the evaluation
community and, by extension, within the organizations in which
we work. Central to such a change agenda is sustained movement
toward increasing the professionalism of the function.

L’auteur crée des liens entre les trois articles de ce segment
thématique et pose une gamme de questions sur 'avenir de
la fonction d’évaluation. L’auteur conclut que, pour avoir un
role plus durable au sein de la fonction publique canadienne,
la collectivité d’évaluation doit adopter une nouvelle volonté de
changement de culture s’étendant au sein des organisations ou
les évaluateurs travaillent. La question de progres soutenu vers
la professionnalisation accrue de la fonction d’évaluation est
centrale a ce changement culturel.
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I The three foregoing articles in this collection (McDavid
& Huse, 2006; Mayne & Rist, 2006; Young, 2006) raise important
challenges for the evaluation function in the public sector and pose
fundamental questions on its future role in Canadian public admin-
istration. In fact, they each suggest a trend of declining influence and
contributions of evaluation. Collectively, the articles are a wake-up
call to evaluators and place the onus on the evaluation community
to address this decline.

While in general agreement on the challenges facing evaluation, the
three articles propose a variety of solutions for strengthening the eval-
uation function. An underlying theme of all three articles is a call for

Corresponding author: Terry Hunt, Senior Director, Results Based Management
Division, Expenditure Management Sector, Treasury Board of Canada
Secretariat, Ottawa, ON, K1A OR5; <Hunt.Terry@tbs-sct.gc.ca>



I 122 THE CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PROGRAM EVALUATION
.|

a fundamental culture change within the evaluation community and
by extension within the organizations in which we work. The article
by James C. McDavid and Irene Huse (2006) includes an overview of
key issues facing the evaluation community. Notable among these is
whether evaluation will prosper in the future or be absorbed by other
professions. McDavid and Huse suggest that to prosper, evaluation
needs to reconcile the growing role of performance measurement with
the diminished role of program evaluation. They point out that, in the
public sector in Canada and elsewhere, performance measurement
has become the principal means by which organizations are expected
to keep track of, compare, and report their results. They question why
evaluators have largely been sidelined as performance measurement
has burgeoned and suggest that if these developments are not chal-
lenged, program evaluation runs the risk of becoming less and less
relevant to public sector and non-profit organizations.

The article offers a perspective that links program evaluation and
performance measurement and takes advantage of the core strengths
of the program evaluation field as a whole. McDavid and Huse suggest
that the limits of performance measurement are complemented by the
strengths of program evaluation, and argue that the two functions can
and should play mutually supportive roles. Proposed ways of strength-
ening evaluation’s contribution in the public sector are relevant to the
federal government. The article suggests three ways that evaluation
can prosper in the future: (a) promote a corporate, government-wide
evaluation function; (b) assert and support the importance of evaluator
independence; and (c) professionalize the function.

McDavid and Huse conclude that unless efforts are made to move
forward as a profession, evaluation will continue to lose ground.

The second article, by Gail Young (2006), examines how an evalu-
ation unit in a federal government department transformed itself
from a traditional function focusing on a few time-consuming, re-
source-intense program evaluation studies per year, to a more serv-
ice-oriented unit that has made results measurement one of its
core functions.

According to Young, evaluators in that department did themselves
a disservice by insisting on purity through the separation of evalu-
ation and results measurement. The new evaluation unit looked
to meet the emerging, significant, and largely unmet demands for
results measurement to inform the development, implementation,



LA REVUE CANADIENNE D’EVALUATION DE PROGRAMME 123 I
.|

monitoring, and improvement of government policies and programs.
Young describes the challenges, successes, and lessons learned when
the well-established evaluation function expanded its mandate to
include a results measurement practice. In so doing, the evalua-
tion unit recognized that, over the longer term, having good results
data would improve the quality of evaluation studies. Relying upon
one-time survey data, labour-intensive file reviews, interviews, and
anecdotal information was a poor substitute for the inclusion of solid
trend data from results indicators. A lack of performance information
led to weak evaluation studies.

Consistent with Mayne and Rist’s suggestion, the Evaluation Unit
adopted “a just do it’ mentality”: no waiting for a formal mandate
or new work descriptions but, rather, fill the void. As a result, ap-
proximately one-quarter of the unit’s professional staff time is now
spent on frameworks and other results measurement activities such
as performance reporting, results measurement training, and assist-
ance on outcome measures.

The Evaluation Unit has also adopted a more proactive marketing
strategy. As Young points out, “It has to be out there looking for work
and making the case that it is the right unit to take on the work.... It
has challenged organizations to come up with a results framework by
pointing out who has a good framework and who doesn’t, by creating
comparisons and provoking competition” (p. 83).

Achieving these objectives has meant that the unit had to develop
new products and services and adopt a new business philosophy. For
example, Young’s unit developed a training package on Results-based
Management Accountability Frameworks (RMAF's), which establishes
a program’s performance and evaluation framework. Over time, as
program expertise has grown, the staff time that evaluation must
devote to RMAF's has been decreasing. Young cautions that demand
for the services can easily outstrip the evaluation unit’s ability to
meet this demand, and she provides a number of strategies including
solid planning, assisting programs to obtain the necessary services,
and making program and policy officers more competent to manage
the results framework process themselves.

In the third article, John Mayne and Ray C. Rist (2006) argue that
evaluators need to change their role within organizations to facilitate
the production and use of evaluation information. They assert that
single-program evaluation studies are not enough. They suggest
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that there is a role for evaluators prior to and after the production of
evaluation studies. That is, evaluators should adopt a more strategic
role within our organizations to facilitate the production and regular
use of performance information. As the authors note,

We want to challenge the contentment of the evaluation
community — even as others come in, encroach on the
domain of evaluation ... [W]e want to challenge the evalu-
ation community to awaken to the fact that the discipline
appears to be on the verge of real decline. No discipline
can presume to last just because it has all the accoutre-
ments of a discipline. (p. 112)

Central to Mayne and Rist’s proposal is the reconfiguration of evalu-
ation units into offices of evaluative services that facilitate evaluative
activities, promote learning, and create evaluative and performance
information. They reject the idea that evaluators cannot be involved in
designing programs as well as their monitoring systems. In fact, they
suggest that advising on performance measurement ought to be a key
business line of evaluation units. For them, managers will continue
to remain responsible for their programs and associated monitoring
systems regardless of whether they have had help from the evaluation
unit or have hired an outside consultant to help them.

Mayne and Rist suggest an expanded role for evaluators in three
areas:

e the analysis and interpretation of results-based management
and evidence-based information,

¢ using this (and other) information to strengthen knowledge
management and organizational learning, and

e creating and building ongoing analytical streams of evalua-
tive knowledge.

The authors view all three of these areas as crucial if evaluation is to
survive as a credible partner in public sector management.

Core to their argument is that “simply making evaluative informa-
tion available is unlikely to ensure its use” (p. 104). If evaluation is
to inform decision making, evaluators have a role to play in ensur-
ing the utilization of evaluation studies. They suggest a number of
techniques to facilitate such utilization including
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e learning events;
managing evaluation information; and
creating innovative evaluation information including new
evaluation methodologies, synthesizing evaluative informa-
tion, playing a control function either during the production
of information or assessing the quality of performance infor-
mation produced.

These three articles raise a number of questions for strengthening
evaluation. The first set of questions includes what should be the
goal of evaluation, who should be the primary client, and how can
evaluation balance the information needs of individual clients with
broader issues of the public good.

As McDavid and Huse point out, the traditional, expected role of pro-
gram evaluation was to provide an overarching, summative view of
a program to inform expenditure decision making, as well as inform
program improvement. The authors conclude that evaluation has
under-delivered in meeting this expectation. Part of the problem, in
my view, is that evaluations have overly focused on the program man-
ager as the primary client. Program managers are largely concerned
about questions of efficiency and effectiveness that guide service
delivery and program improvements. While critical to the conduct of
an evaluation, focusing evaluation solely on the needs of this group
reduces its utility to decision makers such as deputies, central agen-
cies, Ministers, Parliament, and ultimately Canadians. The informa-
tion demands of these stakeholders requires a focus on larger issues
centred on the public good as opposed to program operations.

Generally, decision makers within departments, Ministers, Parlia-
mentarians, and Canadians want to know that government programs
and services are achieving value-for-money. That is, is the program
relevant and what is its performance (i.e., is it being delivered in a
manner that achieves economy, efficiency, and, most importantly,
effectiveness in achieving intended results)? As well, are there any
unintended results that need to be managed?

A second area of questioning raised by the three sets of authors
is what is the role of evaluation in relation to other management
instruments such as audit or performance measurement? Within
the Canadian federal government, there is a clear and continuing
need on the part of decision makers for information as to the value-
for-money achieved by programs.! Here, evaluation has a clear role
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to play. No other instrument, whether it is audit or performance
measurement, can fully demonstrate the achievement of value-for-
money. For example, audit does not address relevance, but focuses
on issues of efficiency and economy from a process, as opposed to a
results, orientation. Further, audit only assesses whether the entity
can demonstrate effectiveness, as opposed to assessing whether it
is indeed effective. In terms of performance measurement, all three
articles agree that performance measurement itself, while a necessary
ingredient, is insufficient for informing fundamental questions as to
whether the program should exist or addressing issues of attribution.
In other words, what difference did the program make?

Thus, if evaluation is to continue to play a role in public adminis-
tration beyond informing program improvements, addressing the
fundamental needs of decision makers is paramount. All three sets
of authors agree that performance measurement is a necessary pre-
condition for high-quality, timely evaluations, but performance meas-
urement itself cannot address the fundamental need for summative
program information. Decision makers need a strong performance
measurement function and a strong evaluation function if their
information needs are to be addressed. It is not one function versus
the other, but rather, the two functions need to work together. To
this end, the suggestion by Young in terms of the role of evaluation
not only in supporting performance measurement, but additionally
in reporting on the performance of results measurement activities
and promoting competition among programs in terms of performance
measurement and reporting, is important.

A third set of questions raised by the articles surrounds the position-
ing of evaluation within organizations and its related governance.
These issues are also raised by Peter Aucoin (2005) where he notes,

The importance attached to the use of evidence in deci-
sion making invariably waxes and wanes over time. The
relative positioning of the program evaluation function,
accordingly, has not been constant. At the same time,
it is important to note that no regime can effectively
govern or manage its fiscal resources well if it does not
invest in the evaluation of what government does (its
“programs”) and how well it performs (the “effective-
ness” of its programs). Neither ignorance of perform-
ance nor a blind eye to performance is ever a recipe for
good governance. (p. 1)
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Among the three articles, McDavid and Huse come the closest to
Aucoin’s position, and, like Aucoin, they view governance issues,
particularly the need to implement evaluation as a corporate func-
tion, at a government-wide level as opposed to within departments,
as a necessary requirement if evaluation is to inform allocation and
reallocation decision making. Such a position no doubt has merits and
has been advanced by others. However, one could argue that such
an approach would remove evaluation as a management function.
That is, evaluation would be cast more in the realm of accountability
as opposed to a tool for senior departmental officials to inform their
decision making.

An alternative position is to maintain evaluation as a management
function but strengthen its ability to undertake summative types
of evaluations. Maintaining evaluation as a management function
is closest to the positions advocated by Mayne and Rist, as well as
Young, who argue that evaluation needs to work closely with program
managers if a deeper, meaningful understanding of programs is to
be achieved.

Related to the issue of governance is the question of whether evalua-
tors possess an appropriate level of independence or if an alternative
regime for the conduct of evaluation is required. McDavid and Huse
call for greater independence for evaluators, whereas the other two
articles advocate an arms-length relationship between evaluators and
program managers that is supportive, yet enables the provision of
summative conclusions to inform decision makers. Whichever side is
adopted, it is clear that evaluators, program managers, and decision
makers would benefit from a clearly established framework upon
which evaluators relate to others in the conduct of their work. This, in
my view, suggests the need for a new framework. Such a framework
could include instituting better internal governance mechanisms,
as well as providing the necessary support for evaluators to provide
summative conclusions as to the functioning of programs. For exam-
ple, governance options could include neutral financing of evalua-
tions, controlled by evaluators; clear standards to guide the conduct
of evaluations; and confirmation of the organizational head as the
primary client, along with central agencies and political representa-
tives. Additional supports could include increased professionalism
of the function, including core competencies, principles of conduct,
and an agreed-upon set of standards to assist evaluators in their
relations with program managers and decision makers. However,
such professionalism needs to recognize that, unlike audit which is a
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governance function, evaluation is a management function. As such,
the job of evaluators is more challenging and therefore requires a dif-
ferent framework, one similar to, but distinct from, the independence
framework adopted by auditors.

Regardless of the supports provided to evaluators, however, a fun-
damental question posed by Mayne and Rist is the willingness of
organizations to use evaluation to inform decision making. For them,
evaluators need to adopt different strategies to promote the use of
evaluations to inform decision makers.

This raises two questions: Is the organization’s willingness to use the
information to inform decision making? Are evaluations themselves
capable of supporting such decision making?

Clearly, improvements are needed on both of these fronts. In terms
of the use of evaluations, an examination of best practices within
federal departments found that those organizations with a culture
of results and transparency were most apt to produce evaluations
of a summative nature and use this information to inform decision
making (Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat, 2004). As Mayne and
Rist argue, evaluators have an important role to play in promoting a
culture of results within public sector organizations. The articles of
both Mayne and Rist (2006) and Young (2006) contribute important
strategies for how the evaluation community can play a role in pro-
moting such a change process.

If evaluation is to meet the information needs of decision makers,
the bar must be raised in terms of the type of issues addressed. Fur-
ther, the design and associated methods employed must be credible.
On the issue of quality, a review of federal government evaluations
(EKOS Research, 2006; CEE-TBS, 2006) found that, if evaluation is to
increase its contribution to decision making, the quality of the evalua-
tion design and associated methods employed need to be improved.

If the needs of decision makers for timely, strategically focused evalu-
ation information on issues of program relevance and performance
are to be met, one option is to balance the complexity of evaluation
design and associated methods with the risks associated with the
program. In other words, evaluation studies need to be informed by
risk and be used as a key instrument to mitigate risks.

Last is the question of whether the evaluation community should
seek increased professionalization similar to that of other functions.
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McDavid and Huse most convincingly put this issue forward. As these
authors note, “In Canada, evaluators have diminished in numbers
and influence in part due to their inability to organize and compete
as a profession” (p. 67).

The issue of professionalization raises the question: If anyone can
practice evaluation, how can its quality be assured? If the quality of
evaluations is inconsistent, then it is easier to dismiss the usefulness
of its contribution to public administration. The ability of the evalu-
ation community to provide a clear distinction between a qualified
evaluator and someone who is not represents a real service to decision
makers. Such a distinction would increase the assurance to decision
makers that the evaluators whom they engage possess the profes-
sional competencies, knowledge, and judgement necessary to inform
decision making. If evaluations are not credible, then their ability to
inform decision making is reduced. The evaluation community owes
it to their clients to provide the necessary assurance that the findings
and recommendations of an evaluation can be defended. Real issues
are at stake, including the relevance and quality of government and
non-government services. The larger the risks associated with the
decision at hand, the greater the need for this assurance. A worst-
case scenario would be to have decision makers advocate a policy or
program position on the basis of evaluation results that are unsound.
Canadians require and expect unbiased reporting and evidence-based
advice on the use and effectiveness of their tax dollars. The evaluation
community has a professional mandate to provide such a service.

Independent papers commissioned by the TBS Centre of Excellence
for Evaluation (Cousins & Aubrey, 2006; Gussman, 2005; Kernaghan,
2006) have all supported the professionalization of the function. This
work suggests a clear role to be played by an external professional
organization.

CONCLUSION

Crookall and Schachter (2003) define organizational culture as “how
we do things.” They describe culture as a set of

beliefs, values, behaviours, and understanding of cause
and effect, particularly around how to influence clients
and how to treat each other.... It includes beliefs about
what business we are in. It is the assumptions on which
people base their daily behaviour. (p 1)
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The three articles presented in this thematic segment of the Canadian
Journal of Program Evaluation all contribute to our understanding of
cultural behaviours that need changing both within the organizations
we work for and within the community of evaluators.

While the three articles propose a variety of solutions for achieving
these changes, an overriding theme is that the evaluation community
must first recognize the need for change and commit itself to a change
agenda if evaluation is to continue to play a role in Canadian public
administration. A key issue put forward is the professionalism of the
evaluation function. Clearly the Canadian Evaluation Society is best
positioned to play such an innovative role.

McDavid and Huse (2006) suggest, “The history of divisions among
evaluators suggests it is unlikely that it will be possible to bring eve-
ryone onside with efforts to professionalize” (p. 68). The findings of
a recent survey of the members of the Canadian Evaluation Society
show that there is general agreement with the goal of professionaliza-
tion2 (Gauthier, Borys, Kishchuk, & Roy, 2006). This suggests that
most members of the evaluation community itself are ready, willing,
and open to change.

NOTES

1.

Budget 2006 commits to using the results and value achieved by
programs to inform decision making. The Federal Accountability
Act 2006 requires all Transfer Payment Programs be reviewed (for
relevance and effectiveness) over a five-year cycle.

2. The survey of 1,000 members of the evaluation community in Canada
found that two-thirds desired ways to identify themselves as qualified
evaluators, especially those with 10 or fewer years in evaluation.
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