Book Review

ORIGINAL CONTRIBUTION Canadian Journal of
Program Evaluation
DOI: 10.18357/cjpe.2026.40.1.961 Q
. . Revue canadienne
https://ces.journals.uvic.ca/ d'évaluation de programme

Nielsen, S. B., Rinaldi, F. M., & Petersson, G. J. (Eds). (2025).
Artificial intelligence and evaluation: Emerging technologies
and their implications for evaluation (1st ed.). Routledge.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003512493 330 pages.
(ISBN: 978-1-0035-1249-3)

Oralia Gomez-Ramirez, MA, PhD, CE

British Columbia Centre for Disease Control (Vancouver, Canada)

Artificial intelligence (Al) is dominating the news. The rapid implementation and
corporate push for widespread adoption of Al technologies present us with the pressing task of
gaining foundational literacy and sharpening our understanding of their applications in
evaluation practice. Artificial Intelligence and Evaluation, a volume edited by Nielsen, Rinaldi,
and Petersson, provides one of the first in-depth spaces for evaluators to explore this
undertaking.

The key argument running throughout this volume is that emerging digital technologies
are already reshaping how evaluation is conducted and how the practitioner workforce
operates. The volume’s authors ponder the broad question of what these transformations mean
and how evaluators must adapt to these developments. Such a question is prescient, given how
real the editors (Chapter 1) consider the possibility that Al tools will affect if not displace
knowledge-intensive occupations, including evaluation.

In 14 chapters, including an introduction and three broad sections, the volume
overviews emerging digital and Al technologies in evaluation, presents detailed case studies,
and finally discusses workforce practice implications.
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The beginning section effectively helps build a reader’s essential understanding of Al
technology. Bruce, Gandhi and Vandelanotte (Chapter 2) explore the possibilities of using
technologies like social media, satellites, or virtual reality for data collection and Big Data
analytics or machine learning for analyses. York and Bamberger (Chapter 3) define data science
analytics as a wide range of tools that facilitate automation, merging, scanning, prediction, or
simulation in evaluation. They illustrate these tasks through structural causal modelling
precision analytics, which helped automate the extraction of customer feedback in a public
transit organization and predict optimal funding allocations to nonprofits to support community
wellbeing (as also noted by York in Chapter 11).

The case studies provide deeper insights into specific digital and Al technologies, their
evaluative applications, and benefits. Ziulu, Anuj, Hagh, Raimondo and Vaessen (Chapter 5)
describe how the World Bank’s Independent Evaluation Group tested different text analytics
methods, including text mining, supervised and unsupervised machine learning, and natural
language processing, to identify projects, analyze portfolios, and synthesize evaluative
information. Naess, Holermann, Prabhu, Engebretsen and Mjaaland (Chapter 6) reflect on the
process of using text mining and machine learning to identify cybercrimes within the pool of all
crimes reported to the Norwegian police in a year, while Holm, Newman-Griffis and Petersson
(Chapter 7) recount the utility of machine learning algorithms to determine priority areas for
research funding based on their likelihood to achieve societal impact and assess the Research
Council of Norway’s return on investment. Gatto and Bundi (Chapter 8) illustrate the use of
guantitative text analytics, like the Wordfish method, to infer policy positions among
participants in consultations about Swedish financial regulations. Rinaldi, Celardi, Miracula and
Picone (Chapter 9) discuss how Google Trends, Python’s Tweepy, hashtag social network
analysis, and text mining helped them understand public perceptions about the Russia-Ukraine
conflict. Most chapters showcase text analytics tools, but Anand, Batra, and Uitto (Chapter 10)
turn to satellite and drone data to explain how geospatial tools supplement field evaluation
evidence and strengthen evaluations of environmental projects.

Mobilizing digital technologies for evaluation, as evidenced throughout this volume,
requires access to multidisciplinary teams and IT/Al infrastructure. Yet, two chapters prove
relevant for more routine evaluation practice. Greenstein and Cho (Chapter 4) provide tangible
guidance for responsibly deciding when to use data science tools in evaluation and evaluating
data science applications using ethics and equity as signposts. Additionally, they provide a
practice exercise that employs a stepwise procedure for determining warranted use. Similarly,
Leeuw (Chapter 12) introduces the realist evaluation framework to highlight the importance of
real-world evaluations of Al’s impacts and clarifying the roles of contexts, mechanisms, and
outcomes in Al systems. In these chapters, Al serves both as a tool and a subject of evaluation.
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The volume last turns to the workforce implications of emerging technologies. Nielsen
(Chapter 13) explores how these will affect the evaluation market, anticipating that as
evaluation commissioning evolves, digital and Al technologies will indelibly reshape data
capture, storage, and processing tasks, even though the need for expert evaluative knowledge
may prevail. Rinaldo and Nielsen (Chapter 14) conclude by revisiting key questions that frame
the book: What skills do evaluators need to adapt to these digital and Al-driven changes? They
assert that to “stay technologically fluent” (p. 291), evaluators will need comprehensive skills in
digital literacy, programming and coding basics, and the ability to collaborate across disciplines.
While Al technologies provide new data sources, support analyses of larger datasets, and
increase the efficiency of evaluation tasks, the evaluators’ eye for appropriateness,
effectiveness, equity of use, and validity remains essential.

The volume offers rich descriptions of the inner workings and backends of different
technologies, along with reflective accounts of the contexts, processes, and learnings from each
project. However, many chapters are technically complex and require readers to have a firm
grasp of statistical methods, linguistic and programming language concepts, as well as
evaluative thinking, criteria, and standards. At times, readers are compelled to take the authors’
statements at face value. For instance, at various points, the authors inform the reader, without
fully demonstrating, that the Al-mediated evaluation processes and outputs are more accurate
or efficient than they would have been otherwise. Nevertheless, it is through the transparent
recounting of processes and zooming into specific Al tools that the volume succeeds in
encouraging evaluators to enhance their knowledge of technological shifts, enabling them to
meaningfully participate in crucial conversations.

The timing of this volume could not be better. Using Al tools in evaluation and evaluating
Al-mediated interventions necessitate quick upskilling and critical thinking. Both novice and
experienced evaluators will benefit from reading this book. | remain intrigued by how much
current circulating discourse on Al carries an optimistic perspective of successes, which
presupposes and endorses the view that Al-centred evaluation is the only way forward.

Still, we humans get to decide. By advocating for proper governance and applying
thoughtful evaluative inquiry, we can and should shape the futures we want out of this shifting
technological context.
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