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OVERVIEW

Core Concepts in Evaluation is structured around classic essays on evaluation by Scriven, Weiss,
Chelimsky, Hood, Patton, and Stufflebeam. Each essay presents a principal theme of the book:
1) evaluation is a distinct form of inquiry oriented to judgments of merit, worth, or significance
(Scriven); 2) engagement enhances the usefulness and relevance of evaluation (Weiss); 3)
evaluation is inherently political (Chelimsky); 4) culturally responsive evaluation can lead to a
more just society (Hood); 5) evaluation value is realized through its use and influence (Patton);
and 6) evaluation is a reflexive practice: evaluations can and should be evaluated (Stufflebeam).
Each of these essays is followed by two essays from leading scholars and practitioners in the
field today. A chief virtue of Core Concepts, then, is that it gives readers a comprehensive
picture of important conceptual developments in evaluation over the last few decades,
summarizing some of the best thinking in the field. Each section closes with a guide to spur
further reflection.

PART I: JUDGMENT AND VALUE

Michael Scriven, a seminal figure in evaluation and a philosopher of note, described evaluation
as a paradoxical enterprise. It plays a role in every field, but has not been, until quite recently, a
field of inquiry itself. Montrosse-Moorhead and Bitar, focusing on evaluation as practice in
Chapter 1, amend Scriven’s definition of evaluation by including ethics as a core dimension of
evaluation practice. In Chapter 2 Ghislain Arbour argues that scholars since Scriven have
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focused for the most part on evaluation practice, not on the judgment of value and its logic.
Scholars thus risk overlooking one of Scriven’s most important contributions: it is the judgment
of value that renders evaluation a distinct form of inquiry. Exploring its logic is thus imperative if
we intend to follow in Scriven’s footsteps.

PART II: USEFULNESS AND RELEVANCE

Evaluators have come to recognize the crucial importance of engaging program sponsors,
stakeholders, and participants. In Chapter 3, Bustos, Ayeni, and Saucedo argue that
engagement should be based on certain community-based participatory action research
principles (CBPR). Relationship building and positionality are critical too. Positionality requires
reflexivity. The point here is spelt out nicely in Chapter 4 by Attipoe-Dorcoo and Martinez-Rubin:
Reflexivity is a form of conceptual manumission, the act of freeing ourselves from biases,
preconceptions, and prejudgments. These authors propose the IMPACT Framework as a means
of driving engagement.

PART lll: POLITICS

Programs use public resources to achieve public ends and are thus political from the start.
Grounded in Chelimsky’s seminal work, Billman and Chilisa examine in Chapter 5 what they call
“funder, methodological, and pedagogical colonialism.” The idea, roughly, is this: Colonial
attitudes, assumptions, and biases often figure in the development and execution of
frameworks used to evaluate international aid programs. The authors therefore advocate
decolonizing evaluation through an Indigenous Science Paradigm. In Chapter 6, Mohan argues
that few evaluators have an adequate understanding of the public policy process. This matters:
It is difficult, dangerous even, to use evaluation to steer public policy without a grounded
understanding of the public policy process itself.

PART IV: A JUST SOCIETY

Effective cross-cultural evaluation requires perspectives internal to the communal context, best
assured by opening the evaluative door to community members, both as participants and as
evaluators themselves. Hood was a great champion of this approach. In Chapter 7, Orozco
contends that understanding the significance of family, education, hard work, and respect in
Latin America requires such an internal perspective. Much the same theme is taken up by
Taylor, White, Ellis, and inez liston in Chapter 8, although these scholars argue not only for the
internal perspective of Black evaluators but also for the development of such distinctive Black
methodologies as their Afrofuturist Evaluation (AFE).
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PART V: USE AND INFLUENCE

The different dimensions of evaluation each have their own independent value. In Chapter 9,
Chouinard and Acree, adopting the problematics of the sociologist D. E. Smith, explore the
broader social, cultural and historical dimensions that give shape and content to the local
context of evaluation of the evaluation process. In Chapter 10, Blaiser-Mapitsa and Pabari
enlarge the scope of evaluation by shifting the focus in the African context from use to
transformation, a reconceptualization connecting evaluation use to engagement, politics, ethics,
and development. Evaluation thus acquires a transformative purpose.

PART VI: METAEVALUATION

The final section of Core Concepts takes up Stufflebeam’s concept of evaluation of evaluation, or
meta-evaluation. The idea is to apply the ways and means of evaluation to itself; so conceived,
meta-evaluation explores fundamental issues of evaluation quality. In Chapter 11, Chikate and
her colleagues contend that meta-evaluation, first developed for the varied contexts of the
Global North, is inadequate for judging the quality of evaluations in the Global South, pointing
again to the necessity of decolonizing evaluation practice. Meta-evaluation in the Global South
needs to be shaped in context to support transformative change, another theme seen earlier. In
their New Story of evaluation, Tovey and Smith see meta-evaluation not as a post hoc
procedure tacked onto evaluations but rather as an integral feature of the evaluative process
itself, dissolving the rigid boundary between first- and second-order reflection.

CONCLUSION

All told, Core Concepts in Evaluation offers both scholars and students a thoughtful tour through
some of the most interesting and critical thinking in the field of evaluation, both classic and
contemporary. The division of the text into its six core parts is, | submit, somewhat deceptive.
Readers will find it difficult to examine any one topic without being pulled into the others,
attesting to the underlying unity of the ideas. All told, the dialectic of these core concepts
reveals that evaluation has evolved since Scriven towards a more humanistic orientation.
Whether this trend will continue in the age of big data and artificial intelligence is open to
guestion and can perhaps only be answered by a future edition of Core Concepts in Evaluation.
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