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Accountability requirements by central agencies in government 
have imposed expectations on management to show results for 
resources used — in other words, “value for money.” While dem-
onstrating value for money means showing that the program has 
relevance and a rationale and that the program logic and theory 
make sense, the core of value for money lies in showing that a 
program is cost-effective. Unfortunately, many public programs 
and policies do not provide quantifi able outcomes, and this limits 
conclusions on value for money. However, labour market training 
programs are amenable to cost-effectiveness analysis (CEA), pro-
vided that the evaluation methodology meets certain conditions. 
This article reviews CEA in the context of labour market train-
ing, especially programs directed to economically disadvantaged 
groups. After reviewing the data availability and the analytical 
methods commonly used to support value-for-money analysis of 
training programs, the authors present several practice improve-
ments that would increase the “value” and validity of value-for-
money analysis.

Les critères d’imputabilité des agences centrales gouvernemen-
tales ont créé des attentes quant à la gestion visant à montrer 
les résultats des ressources utilisées, soit en d’autres termes, 
l’« optimisation des ressources ». En démontrant l’optimisation 
des ressources, nous démontrons la pertinence d’un programme 
et la clarté de ses fondements théoriques et logiques, mais le 
principe central de l’optimisation des ressources repose sur la 
démonstration de coût-effi cacité du programme en question. 
Malheureusement, plusieurs politiques et programmes publics 
ne se prêtent pas à une analyse quantitative des résultats, et ceci 
limite les conclusions que l’on peut tirer quant à l’optimisation 
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des ressources. Toutefois, les programmes de formation sur le 
marché du travail se prêtent à une analyse coût-effi cacité, dans 
la mesure où la méthodologie d’évaluation respecte certains critè-
res. Cet article examine l’analyse coût-effi cacité dans le contexte 
des programmes de formation sur le marché du travail, et plus 
spécifi quement les programmes visant les groupes économique-
ment désavantagés. À la suite d’un examen des types de données 
disponibles et des méthodes d’analyse qui peuvent être utilisées 
afi n d’établir l’optimisation des ressources dans les programmes 
de formation sur le marché du travail, les auteurs recommandent 
des améliorations au niveau de l’application de ces méthodes, 
qui pourraient augmenter la « valeur » et l’utilité de l’analyse de 
l’optimisation des ressources.

Accountability requirements by central agencies in gov-
ernment have imposed expectations on management to show results 
for resources used. Because the term “value for money” has positive 
associations with effi ciency, good management, and outcomes that 
are uniquely the result of the intervention, the evaluation of public 
sector programs must determine whether programs offer value to 
the taxpayer.

Government has a long history of offering supply- and demand-side 
programming to encourage return to work by economically disad-
vantaged persons such as employment insurance clients and social 
assistance recipients. Supply-side programs are interventions that 
improve the capacity of workers to fi nd and retain employment. 
Sometimes this merely consists of basic courses in résumé writing and 
other “light” interventions; in other cases, an active labour market 
program (ALMP) may include substantial educational upgrading and 
fi nancial support to take training in a trade or even to learn how to 
start a business. In contrast, demand-side programming offers incen-
tives, such as targeted wage subsidies, to employers to hire workers. 
Some programs combine both supply- and demand-side methods, such 
as on-the-job training, where employers receive a wage subsidy and 
workers learn skills. Finally, some interventions work to improve 
the information available to employees and employers, as well as the 
functioning of the labour market.

Part II of the Employment Insurance Act specifi es a set of employment 
benefi ts and support measures that may be funded to support em-
ployees, employers, and the operation of the labour market. Canada 
has entered into agreements with provinces and territories to deliver 
programming in support of delivering these employment benefi ts and 
support measures (EBSMs). A central goal of the summative evalua-
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tions of the federal-provincial-territorial labour market development 
agreements (LMDAs) is the measurement of the cost-effectiveness of 
the EBSMs. 

The article starts with a review of value-for-money concepts, placing 
cost-effectiveness in relation to cost-benefi t and cost-utility analysis. 
We show that while cost-effectiveness is probably the most useful of 
the three methods for measuring value for money for training pro-
grams, it is possible to extend the approach to include elements of 
cost-benefi t analysis. As we show, the measurement of outcomes and 
costs assumes central importance in this discussion. We present a 
synopsis of active labour market programs drawing from a survey of 
the literature that was originally commissioned by Human Resources 
and Social Development Canada (HRSDC). 

From a cost-effectiveness perspective, the value-for-money problem 
reduces the methods to measure the outcomes attributable to the 
program and the costs of the interventions used to achieve these 
outcomes. For ALMPs, the central challenge turns on the measure-
ment of net impact, that is, the change in outcomes for program 
participants attributable to the intervention. Measurement of cost 
often presents fewer challenges, especially if government uses grants 
and contributions to third parties to deliver programming. The ar-
ticle concludes with a critical assessment of data and methods cur-
rently used to establish the value for money of ALMPs and proposes 
approaches that could be used for improved assessment of labour 
market interventions.

MEASURING VALUE FOR MONEY 

Value for money appears throughout the evaluation and audit litera-
ture. Treasury Board of Canada has recently defi ned a value-for-mon-
ey “tool” as addressing two general questions: (a) Program relevance 
—Are we doing the right thing? and (b) Program performance — Are 
we achieving value? (Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat, 2006).

Relevance requires that the program or intervention addresses an 
important problem. Little value exists in doing useless things well. 
One might add “rationale” to the relevance question, because the 
validity of the program theory establishes that the outputs produced 
by the program lead to the required outcomes or results. Only by 
establishing a tight link between the activities and outputs of the 
program and the associated outcomes can one conclude that the 



THE CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PROGRAM EVALUATION4

resources committed have responsibility for the results. This is the 
attribution problem in evaluation.

Finally, the value-for-money tool developed by Treasury Board re-
quires a program to be economical, effi cient, and effective. Economical 
programs acquire resources at least cost. Effi cient programs combine 
these resources to produce the required outputs at least cost. Con-
sequently, cost-effective programs produce outcomes or results at 
least cost. This article focuses on measuring the cost of producing 
required outcomes.

PRELIMINARY COMMENTS

Results chains may be used to represent programs delivered by 
government.1 Mapping the acquisition of inputs (human and other 
resources), their coordination into the production of outputs, and the 
consequent interaction of those outputs with the social and physi-
cal environment reduces public interventions to a manufacturing 
analogy. Although the results chain has limits, most specifi cally 
that these program schematics exclude confounding factors that 
interfere with realization of desired outcomes, this model is a meta-
phor for discussing aspects of value for money. Indeed, the program 
performance question of the new value-for-money tool of Treasury 
Board expresses value for money as the economical acquisition of 
resources, the effi cient coordination of inputs into outputs, and the 
realization of outcomes at the lowest cost possible. Most evaluators 
and economists tend to emphasize the latter question, arguing that 
the relevant question is whether a program produces results at the 
lowest cost. Whether the program acquires offi ce supplies at least 
cost is not relevant.

A challenge for all cost-effectiveness analysis is when to assess the 
outcomes — in the immediate, intermediate, or long term. As dis-
cussed in more detail in relation to ALMPs, the issue becomes de-
ciding how to balance the attribution of outcomes to the program 
outputs, best done in the short term, with the understanding that 
some programs will require time to show results. Searching for out-
comes too soon risks fi nding relatively modest results, but waiting 
too long risks including factors other than the program in producing 
the outcomes.

The formal methods for assessing the fi nal question about program 
performance are known as cost-effectiveness analysis (CEA), cost-util-
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ity analysis (CUA), and cost-benefi t analysis (CBA). We now turn to 
a more formal explanation of these methods before discussing active 
labour market interventions.

COST-EFFECTIVENESS, COST-UTILITY, AND COST-BENEFIT 
ANALYSIS

CEA and CBA appear to be used interchangeably in many contexts, a 
practice that obscures important conceptual and technical differences. 
CBA is much more challenging than CEA, and for most evaluations, 
analysts would do well to execute a cost-effectiveness analysis, let 
alone attempt a cost-benefi t analysis. In some instances, a CEA can 
extend to incorporate some elements of a CBA, but before explaining 
CEA in more detail, it is useful to start with an explanation of CBA 
to understand its challenges. 

The Challenges of Cost-Benefi t Analysis

Current practice in cost-benefi t analysis has its origins in applied 
welfare economics fi rst developed by Pigou (1932), who attempted to 
demonstrate that a benevolent government can intervene in society 
through a system of taxes and subsidies to increase social welfare. 
Subsequent economists, in particular Hicks (1939), Samuelson (1947), 
and Coase (1961), reformulated (some would say destroyed) the Pigo-
vian concepts to lay the foundation for modern cost-benefi t analysis. 
The insight of this group is that interventions by government can 
be expressed through a system of cash equivalent transfers among 
“winners” and “losers.” The winners are program benefi ciaries, while 
the losers are those that suffer consequences and/or must pay for a 
project. For example, the winners in a new airport may be travellers 
who benefi t from improved service, while the losers may be residents 
in the area who experience increased noise. 

The notion of fi nancial compensation leads to the defi nition of cost-
benefi t analysis as the “evaluation of alternatives according to their 
costs and benefi ts when each is measured in monetary terms” (Levin 
& McEwan, 2001). CBA provides a powerful conceptual framework 
for assessing a program in terms of the difference between its costs 
and benefi ts — if the discounted value of benefi ts exceeds the dis-
counted value of the costs, the program is unambiguously benefi cial. 
Discounting is explained briefl y below, but Nas (1996) and Treasury 
Board of Canada Secretariat (1998) outline two accessible treat-
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ments of CBA, while the book by Just, Hueth, and Schmitz (2004) is 
the standard graduate-level text on the applied welfare economics 
foundations of CBA.

CBA faces some important challenges, not the least of which is es-
timating the money value of every benefi t and cost that might arise 
due to the program. For example, in transportation projects, one 
benefi t might be increased safety as measured by reduced injury and 
death rates. Valuing a life often uses estimates of lifetime earnings 
or examines the increased wages needed to induce people to work in 
industries where death and injury rates are higher than average. 
Translating benefi ts into fi nancial equivalents represents one of the 
core challenges for CBA. A similar challenge exists for estimating 
the fi nancial equivalence for costs, such as the cost of wages in high 
unemployment areas; if people are unemployed, should we count 
their wages as the full cost of a program? Economists typically adjust 
compensation costs to produce a “shadow wage” that refl ects the “true” 
costs of using a resource in the production of outputs.

Enumerating the range of benefi ts and costs also challenges cost-
benefi t analysis. For example, the benefi ts of a training program for 
disadvantaged persons would typically include the increased wages 
enjoyed by the trainees upon re-employment. Other benefi ts could in-
clude reduced unemployment and increased taxes to government from 
having more of the population employed. Other less direct benefi ts 
could include the long-term demonstration value to children of seeing 
parents productively employed. This latter benefi t was identifi ed as 
an important part of the rationale for welfare reform (see HRSDC, 
1999). However, placing a fi nancial value on such indirect benefi ts 
or “intangibles” clearly represents a signifi cant hurdle to valuing the 
outcomes of many programs. 

Other challenges for CBA include the following:

• Time alters the fi nancial estimates of costs and benefi ts. A 
cost incurred now is valued more than a cost that will only 
be incurred in several years. Similarly, a benefi t that arises 
in the future has less value than one received now. This time 
preference has been fi rmly established by the experimental 
literature (see Coller and Williams, 1999, for a typical study), 
but it also is intuitive whenever fi nancial benefi ts and costs 
occur over time. If interest rates are 10%, then I should be 
indifferent to a choice between receiving $100 now and $110 a 
year from now. In other words, $110 to be received in one year 
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has a present value of $100. The process of converting future 
costs and benefi ts into a present equivalent is termed “dis-
counting” future values to a present equivalent. The interest 
rate used to make the conversion is the “discount rate.”

• Of course, I might have a pressing need for the cash right 
now, in which case I would not use the prevailing market in-
terest rates. The “social discount rate” refl ects adjustments to 
the market-based discount rate, similar to the adjustments to 
the market wage in high- or low-unemployment settings.

• Some projects are so large in terms of benefi ts or costs that 
winners win really big and losers lose considerably. When 
government programs substantially alter the distribution of 
income for a large number, cost-benefi t analysis confronts 
very signifi cant challenges in providing a framework for 
determining the value of the program. Dealing with changes 
to the distribution of income and wealth represents an area 
of controversy and ongoing development. Adler and Posner 
(2001) provide a good summary of ethical and other chal-
lenges for CBA.

Assuming that one can translate all benefi ts and costs into present-
day fi nancial values, a cost-benefi t analysis provides a very convenient 
way of summarizing the value for money of projects. If the discounted 
present value of benefi ts exceeds the discounted present value of costs, 
the program or project should proceed. One feature of CBA is that the 
ratio of discounted dollar value of benefi ts (outcomes) to discounted 
dollar value of cost indicates unambiguously the value of the program 
or intervention. Any program that has a benefi t-cost ratio of more 
than one is valuable on its own merit. Among several alternative pro-
grams, choosing the one with the highest benefi t-cost ratio represents 
an optimal decision. However, the conceptual and computational 
requirements of a CBA can be severe. Most-for-money studies would 
be well advised to attempt a cost-effectiveness analysis.

Cost-Effectiveness Analysis

CEA has become widely used in education and health care, where 
shorter-term outcomes may be expressed using concrete measures 
such as increased lifespan in years, reduced incidence of drop-out, and 
increased academic standing using standardized tests. The outcomes 
must be quantifi able and completely attributable to the intervention. 
Levin and McEwan (2001) offer many examples of CEA, especially 
in education.
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In addition to quantifi able outcomes, CEA also obviously requires 
accurate measures of the cost of the intervention. Finally, a CEA 
requires the comparison of at least two interventions, one of which 
can be the current intervention or status quo.

As an aside, CUA is the extension of CEA incorporating a subjective 
valuation of the value placed on the outcome by program participants. 
Primarily used in health-care evaluations, this method uses survey 
and other techniques to place a value on results such as increased 
lifespan. For example, if a procedure extends life by fi ve years, but 
places substantial limits on the activities in which patients may 
participate, CUA incorporates a quality-of-life adjustment that at-
tenuates the outcome. Aside from the techniques used to estimate the 
quality of life, Levin and McEwan (2001) explain these procedures. 

CEA is a more specifi c and narrower calculation than CBA, which 
simply forms a ratio of activity, output, or outcome to its cost. For 
this reason, it serves as a measure of economy, effi ciency, and ef-
fectiveness. It calculates the cost of producing one unit of activity, 
output, or outcome. As stated above, measuring the cost-effectiveness 
of outcomes represents the most common use of CEA.

Unlike CBA, which collects all outcomes and forms an estimate of 
their money value, CEA concentrates on a single measurable outcome, 
such as increasing hours worked or the earnings from paid work. 
CEA also does not attempt to value indirect outcomes, while a CBA 
would attempt to include all results. Finally, CEA typically does not 
use discounted costs, although nothing precludes such time-value 
adjustments. The CEA ratio is simply the cost of producing one unit 
of outcome.

Also, unlike CBA, CEA needs more than one alternative. For example, 
to know that Program A costs $2,000 per graduate is not particularly 
useful. However, to know that Program B requires $3,000 to produce 
a graduate (presumably an equivalent output) provides manage-
ment with strategic information to potentially reallocate resources. 
Of course, this assumes that fi nancial information includes all ele-
ments of cost and that the graduates in the two active labour market 
programs are similar. 

This model differs from a CBA, which examines all benefi ts and costs, 
private and public, tangible and intangible, converts everything to 
a money value, and then takes the discounted sum of benefi ts and 
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costs before presenting the fi nal ratio, which immediately communi-
cates the “value” of the single program with reference to any other 
intervention. When faced with more than one program, managers 
should obviously select the one with the highest benefi t-to-cost ratio, 
all other things being equal. However, it is possible to adjust CEA to 
incorporate some features of the CBA, as discussed below, but unless 
the analyst expresses multiple outcomes, tangible and intangible, as 
a money value, the boundary between CEA and CBA remains intact. 
Before discussing how CEA may be extended toward a CBA, it is im-
portant to explore active labour market program to serve as a basis 
for exploring value-for-money concepts.

DEFINITION OF AN ACTIVE LABOUR MARKET PROGRAM

In North America, active labour market programming has evolved 
in two contexts. First, many policies address the issue of how to 
return previously employed workers to work. This might include 
modest interventions to support job search, or more substantial 
support to switch trades and careers. In Canada, the effectiveness 
of active labour market programs has formed a common element of 
many studies of unemployment and, more recently, the evaluation 
of the Labour Market Development Agreements that serve as the 
federal-provincial-territorial platform for Part II of the Employment 
Insurance Act. Similarly, in the United States many studies have 
examined the CEA of ALMPs in the context of public and private 
employment insurance programs. 

Second, the training offered under welfare reform programming also 
typically addresses the needs of two broad groups. There are those 
who temporarily receive social assistance, but who have a high level 
of education and job experience and really need modest assistance 
to return to work. They represent a somewhat similar problem as 
returning previously employed persons to work. Then there are those 
whose basic education and motivations to work are low. The latter 
group often contains many without high school and with minimal job 
experience who usually require a prolonged training process. Each 
of these policy problems poses a different challenge for measuring 
the cost of obtaining a result. (See Ochel [2004] for a good review of 
welfare reform.)

Typical elements of an ALMP include supply- and demand-side in-
terventions, as well as measures to improve the functioning of the 
labour market by improving information and planning. Government 
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has typically invested signifi cant resources in supply-side interven-
tions such as assessment, job search support, counselling, training, 
and education to increase the quality of labour supply. Demand-side 
measures include direct stimulation of labour demand (grants to 
municipal governments and fi rms for work placement) and wage 
subsidies to reduce the cost of labour (includes non-fi nancial sup-
port to employers who accept apprentices and participants). Finally, 
labour market measures include matching of workers to jobs through 
matching workers to vacancies, increased planning by industry to 
estimate future needs, and alignment of training capacity to meet 
those needs.

The studies reviewed as part of a survey completed for HRSDC fall 
into four categories as shown in Table 1. A publication may appear 
more than once if it analyzes more than one type of intervention.

Table 1
Classifi cation of Articles by Intervention Type

Intervention category Study (see References)

Supply-side measures 

A. Assessment, counselling, training, and 
education to increase the quality of labour 
supply (includes apprenticeship and voca-
tional training)

Athanasou (1998), Bassi and Ludwig (2000), Beaton 
(1995), Dockery et al. (2001), Ellig et al. (2000), Fadden 
and Lalonde (1995), Heinrich (1998), Hollenbeck (2003), 
Hülsmann (1997), HRSDC (1996, 1999), McConnell and 
Glazerman (2001), Revell et al. (2000), Temple (1995), 
United Nations (2000)

Demand-side measures 

B. Direct stimulation of labour demand Dockery et al. (2001), HRSDC (1997), Roy and Wong 
(2000)

C. Wage subsidies to reduce the cost of 
labour

Bassi and Ludwig (2000), Corson and Haimson (1996), 
Corson et al. (1991), Decker and O’Leary (n.d.), Dockery 
et al. (1997), HRSDC (1997), Orr et al. (1997), United 
Nations (2000)

Labour market enhancement 

D. Matching of workers to jobs through job 
search assistance and matching vacancies to 
worker availability

Corson and Haimson (1996), Corson et al. (1991), 
Decker and O’Leary (n.d.), Decker et al. (2000), Dolton 
and O’Neill (2001), HRSDC (1996, 1997, 1999), Meyer 
(1995),
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CONCEPTUAL ISSUES IN CEA OF ALMPS

The cost of the assessment and classifi cation activities in a training 
program varies with the needs of the client, as do the costs of provid-
ing the entire course of the intervention. This process is more costly 
for some clients than for others. Simply comparing unit costs of out-
comes across programs assumes that clients and the interventions 
are homogeneous. Programs may target specifi c clients, such as social 
assistance recipients, and this may allow the evaluator to compute 
the relative costs of offering training to clients with different needs. 
For example, social assistance recipients with university education 
who receive welfare due to divorce, illness, or another kind of setback 
typically recover employment quickly with some job-matching, résumé 
building, and counselling. More expensive to move from training to 
work are clients with little education and no job experience who have 
dependent children. 

As an aside, the obverse of calculating the unit cost of reaching a 
specifi c output or outcome is the calculation of the number of par-
ticipants produced for a dollar of intervention. These are equivalent 
expressions. Few studies of training reviewed in the survey below use 
this “productivity” perspective, but some unpublished (proprietary) 
studies by fi rms certainly focus their training evaluations on this 
perspective.

Although the calculation of the net cost of activities and outputs is a 
very useful role for CEA in program management, the most common 
application of CEA in the training literature calculates the cost of 
producing a unit of net outcome. The term “net” indicates that the 
evaluator has controlled the external infl uences on outcomes and 
estimated the exact relationship between the ALMPs and the change 
in employment of clients. 

Two issues are fundamental to the measurement of the CEA of 
ALMPs: (a) What is the outcome? and (b) When should one meas-
ure the outcome: immediately after the training or over some time 
period?

Outcomes of interest in labour market programs typically relate to 
some form of job involvement and typically include increases in earn-
ings, increases in hours worked, or change in job status from part-time 
to full-time. Other more indirect measures include reduction in social 
assistance or employment insurance use, although establishing that 
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reductions are due to program participation presents challenges as 
discussed below.

Time presents an important challenge. For a “job ready” trainee, who 
only needs help with résumés and the location of potential employ-
ers, the elapsed time between intervention and fi nding work may 
be a matter of a few months. A follow-up survey after a year may be 
suffi cient to establish return to work in stable employment. Another 
trainee may require remedial basic education, addictions counsel-
ling, child-care support, and trades training before being ready for 
work. In this case, the training process represents a series of stages; 
successful completion of the stages represents outcomes, starting 
with the completion of various educational and training steps and 
culminating in permanent employment after several years. Choosing 
where to position a CEA along the outcomes is an important decision 
for the evaluator.

Because CEA is the ratio of an outcome (increased earnings, hours 
worked, etc.) over cost, two conceptual problems confront the evalu-
ator seeking to measure the performance ALMPs. First, if the goal 
is to measure the cost-effectiveness of outcomes, the net impact of 
the program on changes in employment must be estimated through 
experimental, quasi-experimental, or other techniques. It is essential 
that the outcomes represent those due solely to the program net of 
any confounding infl uence. Second, the true cost of the program re-
quires calculation. Of these two problems, the fi rst tends to be more 
diffi cult, but subtleties in measuring program costs should not be 
underestimated. 

REVIEW OF THE COST-EFFECTIVENESS OF ACTIVE LABOUR 
MARKET PROGRAMS

Although most of the studies cited purport to measure the cost-effec-
tiveness of outcomes, some actually measure the unit cost of outputs. 
In addition, many studies of training effectiveness measure the costs 
of activities. These latter studies do not appear in the survey. 

The treatment of outcomes by selected articles and studies falls into 
four methods for assessing net outcomes, with a fi fth set that presents 
a range of approaches:

1. Direct observation-accounting studies (Bassi & Ludwig, 2000; 
Beaton, 1995; Campbell, 1994, 1995; Dockery, Kelly, Norris, 
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& Stromback, 2001; Dockery, Koshy, Stromback, & Ying, 
1997; Ellig, McTigue, & Richardson, 2000; United Nations, 
2000)

2. Quasi-experimental (Dolton & O’Neill, 2001; Heinrich, 1998; 
HRSDC, 1996, 1997, 1999)

3. Random assignment (Corson, Decker, Dunstan, & Kerach-
sky, 1991; Corson & Haimson, 1996; Decker & O’Leary, n.d.; 
Decker, Olsen, Freeman, & Klepinger, 2000; McConnell & 
Glazerman, 2001; Meyer, 1995; Orr, Bloom, Bell, & Doolittle, 
1997)

4. Simulation studies (Van Leeuwen, 1999)
5. Other — unclassifi able (Athanasou, 1998; EKOS Research 

Associates, 2002; Fadden & Lalonde, 1995; Huang, 2001; 
Hülsmann, 1997; Roy & Wong, 2000; Revell, Kregel, Weh-
man, & Bond, 2000; Temple, 1995).

Most of these studies either analyze a specifi c program or summarize 
the results from several similar studies, but other studies provide 
methodological overviews. Considerable variation exists within cat-
egories. A few studies, especially in the “other” category, are not actual 
analyses of a particular ALMP but are general surveys of practice. 
These are useful overviews of methodologies or results and are briefl y 
reviewed below. 

Direct Observation/Accounting Studies

Outcomes/outputs measured with these studies include

• number of trainees (Beaton, 1995; Ellig et al., 2000)
• increased recipient incomes as a result of the intervention 

(United Nations, 2000)
• unit costs per trainee (Dockery et al., 1997) 
• productivity of training the employee (Bassi & Ludwig, 

2000)
• increased value of output produced by apprentices/partici-

pants (Dockery et al., 2001)
• reduced participation in social assistance, unemployment 

insurance/employment insurance (UI/EI) (Dockery et al., 
2001; HRSDC, 1997).

Note that the fi rst measure above is an output, while the remaining 
fi ve are outcome measures. Many articles (such as Bassi & Ludwig, 
2000; Beaton, 1995; Hollenbeck, 2003; McConnell & Glazerman, 
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2001; United Nations, 2000) estimate benefi t on several dimensions 
of output, such as numbers trained, courses completed, qualifi cations 
gained, and so on. Another approach is to use fi rm-level data to cal-
culate trainee productivity based on incremental output. Still other 
methods use the employer’s opinion of the intervention’s impact on 
the productivity of the typical employee (Dockery et al., 1997). Finally, 
one study (Dockery et al., 2001) measures benefi t as the increased 
income enjoyed by a family because of participating in an ALMP, 
which is analogous to using incremental earnings of the participant 
or the reduction in use of social assistance.

In these studies, costs are usually just the direct total cost associ-
ated with program delivery participation. Social costs, such as losses 
incurred in diverting employees from work to the ALMP, usually do 
not appear in the calculation. In most cases, only total program costs 
appear, with the implicit assumption that marginal and average costs 
do not vary with numbers of participants/apprentices.

Most studies compute simple ratios of outcome to cost or net costs, 
defi ned as the value of outcomes less costs. However, one study 
(Campbell, 1994, 1995) is a good primer on how to use other fi nan-
cial ratios, such as return on investment (ROI) and payback, to 
quantify benefi t to the fi rm. A main advantage of such approaches 
is that fi nancial managers understand these ratios; their use places 
the CEA of ALMPs in the same framework as estimating the return 
on other investments. The use of ROI has some similarity to CBA 
in that the benefi ts are expressed as money value equivalents and 
discounted over time. However, ROI also focuses on the benefi ts to 
the company and not to society as a whole, which would be included 
in a full CBA.

Some of these direct observation/accounting studies try to show how 
the results may be used. For example, Ellig et al. (2000) show the 
unit cost of various training programs as a way to guide the reallo-
cation of resources among programs, and the United Nations (2000) 
presents the case that its CEA approach may be replicated in other 
developing country contexts.

The Auditor General of Canada completed one important study in the 
Canadian context (Fadden & Lalonde, 1995). It reviewed the evalu-
ations of 12 training programs to determine the cost-effectiveness of 
training delivered through Employment Insurance (EI Act, Part II). 
The outcomes included the percentage of respondents who found work 
and the percentage of employed participants. Simple outcome-cost 
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ratios appear for each program. The Auditor General concluded that 
evaluation managers did not compute cost-effectiveness or use the 
evaluation information to improve their programs. Major concerns 
expressed in this report included data quality; whether graduates of 
the ALMP displaced employed workers; and whether interventions, 
especially trades/skills training, met the skill needs in the economy. 
The last two qualifi cations are really a request to include factors that 
would appear in a wider CBA. In fairness, this study is now over a 
decade old. More important, none of the studies tracked outcomes 
beyond the job placement. Most analysts would want to measure the 
persistence of employment and would recommend at least a year of 
follow-up.

Quasi-experimental CEA

These studies represent what economists typically deem to be main-
stream CEA for training. Unlike accounting studies, which implicitly 
assume that any observed change in outcome (earnings, employment, 
or productivity) is solely due to the intervention, quasi-experimental 
approaches use statistical modelling in an attempt to measure a net 
impact that may be attributed solely to the ALMP. 

Typical outcomes measured in these studies include

• increased earnings (Heinrich, 1998; HRSDC, 1996)
• net costs to government such as avoided income assistance 

or lower UI/EI (HRSDC, 1999)
• increased tax receipts due to earnings by government 

(HRSDC, 1999).

The information on outcomes usually comes from follow-up surveys of 
clients or administrative records (income assistance and UI/EI fi les) 
that record altered use of these programs. 

As with the accounting studies, costs typically include the direct costs 
of the ALMP and the income support costs while clients received in-
terventions, and these usually come from administrative records. 

Most studies used program and comparison groups in an attempt 
to estimate net outcome, but few attempted to control for selection 
bias (HRSDC, 1999). Studies that use cross-sectional estimates of 
net impact invariably produce models with poor statistical fi t (low 
R2), which merely shows that many unmeasured factors account for 
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the variation in net outcomes. Current standards of research dictate 
procedures such as difference-in-differences and care in data defi ni-
tion to ensure that all treatment group members actually participated 
and that control group members have not received treatment. Most 
administrative data sets have substantial omissions that may be sup-
plemented with follow-up survey data (Decker et al., 2000; HRSDC, 
1996, 1997, 1999). In one case, multiple administrative data sets may 
be combined (Heinrich, 1998). A major issue for any form of net out-
come study, not just CEA, is how privacy legislation may be raising 
barriers to the combining of administrative data or, more complicated 
still, the merging of client survey and administrative data. 

One of the most active areas of quasi-experimental methods for meas-
uring the net impact from training programs uses propensity matching 
and difference-in-differences estimates. This has become the standard 
method for evaluating the net impact of the Labour Market Devel-
opment Agreements (see Nicholson, 2001) The propensity-matching 
process typically uses administrative data of participants and non-
participants and a statistical model to create program and comparison 
groups that are statistically equivalent. Propensity matching tries to 
mimic the experimental models developed through random assign-
ment. A useful recent review of this literature is in Dehejia (2005). 

Discounting the many “matching” studies that use training data as 
a basis for exploring the technique, relatively few examples exist in 
the literature of full cost-effectiveness studies using this technique. 
However, the summative evaluations of the Canadian Labour Market 
Development Agreements all use statistical matching methods and 
measure the effectiveness of the interventions in reducing the use of 
the EI fund, which is nothing more than cost-effectiveness.

The propensity-matching model has become a dominant methodol-
ogy for evaluating training programs, so it is safe to predict that it 
will become a common feature of assessing the cost-effectiveness of 
training. It is also important to note that this methodology has its 
critics, primarily among proponents of the randomized experiment 
(see Smith & Todd, 2005, for a good review of this debate).

Random Assignment

Ideally, if the assignment to treatment and control groups is main-
tained, it is possible to use simple difference-of-means tests to measure 
the net outcomes. From there, it is simple to calculate cost-effective-
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ness, at least of near-term outcomes. Over the longer term, external 
infl uences may differentially affect the experiences of those in treat-
ment and control groups. Statistical modelling may be required to 
control for these factors.

Some studies move toward a CBA by including indirect impacts such 
as displacement effects (impact of newly trained workers displacing 
established workers) and benefi ts to society of having an increased 
number of unemployed off social assistance (Orr et al., 1997). One 
study (McConnell & Glazerman, 2001) connects unemployment with 
crime and attempts to measure the benefi ts of a reduction in crime 
arising from program participation and eventual employment. These 
extensions have elements of a CBA. 

In the United States, the Job Training Partnership Act mandated that 
state governments and other organizations that wished to partner 
with the federal government in delivering ALMPs would have to use 
random assignment to evaluate effectiveness. The result is many 
high-quality studies that used randomized designs These represent 
what many would argue are the “state of the art”; however, despite 
the apparent rigour of these studies, they have several shortcomings, 
including:

• lack of control for changes in economic growth (Orr et al., 
1997)

• selection bias and attrition damaging the integrity of the 
treatment and control groups (Orr et al., 1997) 

• poor outcome variables, such as quarterly wage records that 
do not track changes in status well (Decker et al., 2000) and 
a subjective follow-up interview (McConnell & Glazerman, 
2001).

Ensuring that control group members do not receive treatment can be 
challenging, and few studies are able to assure this. Many members 
of economically disadvantaged groups have participated in some form 
of training at some point prior to the program, and controlling for 
these confounding infl uences is very diffi cult.

The most relevant studies in a Canadian context are the randomized 
experiments of earnings supplements under the Self-Suffi ciency 
Project (SSP). An earnings supplement is not strictly speaking an 
ALMP, but the SSP does illustrate the principles of randomized 
experimental design, and the papers associated with the project do 
show that these policies do more than pay for themselves. 
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Simulation Studies

One interesting study (Van Leeuwen, 1999) uses a macro model to 
simulate the overall cost-effectiveness of an economy-wide ALMP 
consisting of assessment, counselling, and training. Using informa-
tion from surveys of employers and employees on the self-reported 
effects of this intervention, the model predicts changes in overall 
income (as a function of productivity, employability, job security, and 
wages) arising from the ALMP. The costs include direct expenditures 
of assessment, counselling, and training. Based on various scenarios 
presented to respondents in the survey, the model can produce net 
cost estimates for a variety of scenarios, such as

• refunding various percentages of training costs
• refunding training-related absenteeism cost
• reducing employee taxes in return for participation in train-

ing
• training subsidies.

This study supports a general equilibrium estimate of net training 
benefi ts and the identifi cation of optimal policy. This is a prospec-
tive study, not intended to guide any program. It is sensitive to the 
nature of simulation models, which, unfortunately, the article does 
not describe. The self-report data clearly have potential for bias. As 
well, projections tend to be linear and the modelling of behaviours, 
responses, and interactions among actors in the economy is complex. 
The main value of such an approach is that it provides a sophisticated 
“back of the envelope” for policy exploration. 

Other Studies

Several studies are not easily classifi able but still offer useful insights 
into the cost-effectiveness of training. One approach (EKOS, 2002) 
uses management opinion to assess the cost-effectiveness of ALMPs. 
This study refl ects the poor cost and outcome data held by many public 
sector programs and demonstrates that CEA depends completely on 
specifying and collecting the data that support such analysis from 
the start of the program. Contrast this with the Job Training Part-
nership Act evaluations in the United States that mandated the use 
of randomized design to develop exact measures of net outcome. See 
Orr et al. (1997) for a review of these studies.

A similar opinion-based approach may be found in Temple (1995), 
which uses key informants in small- and medium-sized enterprises to 
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offer views on what constitutes cost-effective interventions. Finally, 
Huang (2001) uses surveys of managers to gather their impressions of 
what makes effective training. Statistical techniques, such as cluster 
analysis, sort respondents into “better” and “worse” performers. 

These studies may be classed as “qualitative” CEA and actually rep-
resent a common approach used in many evaluations where manage-
ment opinion responds to cost-effectiveness issues in the evaluation 
matrix. These studies can offer insights, but their overall usefulness 
is limited. 

Challenges in Measuring Costs 

In general, the studies surveyed do not discuss costs as widely as 
the problems of measuring outcome. The requirements for cost data 
in the application of CEA are simple: costs must be isolated to the 
intervention in question. Sometimes, administrative records from the 
program can support the estimation of intervention costs. Campbell 
(1994, 1995) itemizes the typical costs for a training program. A few 
studies explore interesting measures of costs. For example, McCon-
nell and Glazerman (2001) defi ned “costs per slot year” (a slot being 
a specifi c period of programming), “costs per participant year,” and 
“cost per participant.” Where external agencies provide the ALMP, 
the grants/contracts are a convenient measure of intervention cost 
(HRSDC, 1999), which suggests that one advantage of funding to 
third parties to offer ALMPs is that costs are well defi ned.

The major challenge of costing is that the training programs may be 
only one element of a government department, agency, or training 
group. Budgets may defi ne expenditure elements such as personnel 
who devote 100% of their time to assessment, counselling, training, 
and so on. A common challenge is to assign overhead costs and the 
costs of managerial staff who may be involved only intermittently in 
the program. 

Traditional cost accounting simply uses variable costs (personnel) 
to prorate these overheads across the various interventions being 
compared. Activity-based costing deconstructs the interventions into 
activities, costs each activity (typically using the time spent by staff 
in each activity), and then reassigns the cost of each activity for each 
intervention. 

Activities typical to an ALMP include counselling, case management, 
training, job search, direct classroom training, on-the-job training, 
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examination/certifi cation of skills, interview coaching, and so on. 
Activity-based costing is most useful when some interventions are 
labour intensive and others are capital intensive. An accessible refer-
ence is in Cooper and Kaplan (1988), which has an excellent public 
sector examination. A simple guide to activity-based costing appears 
on the Treasury Board of Canada website (Treasury Board of Canada 
Secretariat, 1996).

The CEA literature in ALMPs has tended to ignore the determina-
tion of costs, with most studies either accepting the public accounts 
representation of cost or using the contracts/grants to third-party 
training as an expression of the cost of the intervention. Many of 
the studies included in the survey evaluated the training provided 
by third parties or departments where the program costs could be 
isolated. Programs that are more complex may pose problems, such 
as the Canadian Labour Market Development Agreements, where 
EI clients may select from a portfolio of interventions. Provinces 
are obliged to report on activities and costs for the agreement, but 
isolating the costs of training of specifi c interventions may be more 
problematic.

EXTENDING CEA TOWARD CBA

One popular model in the training literature appears to straddle CEA 
and CBA. Commonly termed a cost-benefi t model, this approach fi rst 
emerged in the evaluation studies conducted as part of the Greater 
Avenues for Independence (GAIN) model in California (Freedman, 
2000). Table 2 summarizes the GAIN model.

Table 2
The Benefi t Cost Framework for the GAIN Model

Costs Benefi ts

A. Income assistance payments during training E.  Increased benefi t reductions because of 
earned income

+ B.  Training allowances (books, special needs) + F.  Reduced income assistance due to lower 
time on welfare

+ C.  Cost of training + G.  Increased taxes from employment earnings

= D.  Total costs = H.  Total benefi ts
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Notice that all measurement occurs in money units. Each element 
derives from a simple calculation. On the cost side, A is the cost of 
supporting participants, while B and C are fi nancial totals for par-
ticipants, which are easily derived from program information. The 
benefi t side is a little more complex. The increased benefi t reduction 
is the reduced social assistance because participants work and reduce 
their welfare payment. This is simply the forecasted net impact of 
training on employment and earnings and the resulting reduction in 
social assistance use. The second item, F, is closely related to E and 
refl ects the fact that participants not only receive reduced welfare 
cheques, but they also do so more quickly than those who are not in 
the program. Finally, the increase in taxes from earnings by those 
previously employed needs to be counted even though this is typi-
cally small because wages are usually low for “graduates” from this 
training.

The ratio of benefi ts to costs offers a “pseudo” benefi t-cost ratio. Com-
parisons to other training programs using the same model provide 
some basis for assessing relative program worth. Even if the evaluator 
only examines one program, when benefi ts exceed cost, a case can be 
made for maintaining the program.

This extension to CEA uses measures of net impact that are based 
on experimental and quasi-experimental methods. A major element 
of the outcome is the reduction in use of social assistance, expressed 
as a total reduction in money benefi ts paid. A minor outcome is the 
increased taxes due to increased earnings. The costs are fi nancial 
costs of training and the social assistance that participants con-
tinue to receive while in training. The fact that outcomes and costs 
are all expressed in money terms allows the analysts to create a 
benefi t-cost ratio. If the analyst tracked outcomes and costs over a 
longer time, say three years, and then discounted them, the tran-
sition to a partial CBA would be complete. The fact that indirect 
outcomes and costs were not included requires the designation of 
“partial” CBA. 

Care must be taken in applying this model. If the time horizon for 
outcomes is too short, then cost item A may dominate benefi t items E 
and F. In this case, a potentially useful program may be prematurely 
shelved. HRSDC (1999) provides a good example of how this model 
may be applied (in a Canadian context) and also reveals the pitfalls 
of comparing non-equivalent interventions and using a truncated 
observation horizon.
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LIMITATIONS TO THE APPLICATION OF CEA TO ALMPS: LESSONS 
LEARNED

A general fi nding of many studies is that training is probably cost-ef-
fective. Two examples from the Canadian context illustrate this point: 
Taking Charge! (HRSDC, 1999) and Nova Scotia Compass (HRSDC, 
1997). However, few studies are able to conclude defi nitely that 
ALMPs are good value: all suffer from methodological shortcomings. 
Aside from the general observation that researchers always cite data 
limitations as a qualifi cation on their fi ndings, for cost-effectiveness 
studies in ALMPs several important challenges must be met. 

• The training of economically disadvantaged people is a long-
term proposition, and therefore outcomes need to be tracked 
over the longer run. Unfortunately, as one extends the out-
come measurement period, other factors external to the 
training program enter to confound attribution of results to 
the interventions. One can specify sophisticated statistical 
models or use randomized control to refi ne the net impact 
assessment, but these either result in complex models that 
few managers understand or, in the case of randomization, 
are costly. One solution is to retreat along the results chain 
and measure immediate outcomes and outputs. 

• Another problem is that it is invalid to compare the outcomes 
of a two-year program that tries to upgrade those with a 
grade eight education with a three-week program of résumé 
writing and job matching for those with post-secondary edu-
cation. The potential for making a type two error (rejecting 
a valuable program) is high when comparing the outcomes 
of non-equivalent programs applied to non-equivalent popu-
lations. Programs must be compared appropriately. It is 
invalid to compare the cost-effectiveness of a labour market 
enhancement intervention directed to temporarily displaced 
university graduates with interventions that try to upgrade 
the basic academic skills of a single mother with a grade eight 
education. Yet some programs do just that (HRSDC, 1999).

• Related to this is the comparison of apparently similar treat-
ments for similar populations, but in a different context. The 
evaluations of the Labour Market Development Agreements 
— agreements that fund training of employment insurance 
recipients — will eventually be used to compare outcomes in 
different jurisdictions and at different times. The business 
cycle and regional variation may introduce a variation in the 
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measured cost-effectiveness of the same interventions. It has 
been very diffi cult to adjust for these temporal and regional 
variations. One solution is to conduct analyses at the regional 
and national level. This has become especially important with 
Alberta’s emergence as a “super-magnet” for workers.

• It is easy to confound outputs and outcomes. Some programs 
defi ne attendance in a course as an output; others see the 
provision of the course as the output. For some populations, 
such as at-risk youth or social assistance recipients, just 
getting participants to attend a course, let alone complete 
the course, can be a signifi cant outcome. Other outcomes 
could be improved morale and employee retention, which 
are tricky to measure and are often inferred simply by the 
fact that people show up for training.

Although much of the discussion has centred on measuring outcomes, 
accurate cost measurement can also be challenging. The costs of 
programs delivered by departments as part of a portfolio of inter-
ventions emerging from that unit must be properly measured using 
activity-based methods. These are very slowly coming into wider use, 
but they are often seen as part of a wide agenda of privatization since 
some jurisdictions have implemented activity-based costing as part of 
an effi ciency drive. Further, these methods require disciplined time 
accounting for all staff, from clerk to CEO. Few areas of the public 
sector do this, although applications are emerging.

The institutional barriers to the data collection needed for proper 
statistical analysis of long-term outcomes suggest that CEA of outputs 
and immediate outcomes is likely to be more feasible. 

Government uses ALMPs to change outcomes for at-risk populations, 
and outcomes must ultimately be the focus of any CEA. CEA will 
continue to have advantages over CBA because of costs of execution 
and conceptual simplicity. If government is serious about results-
based management, then CEA needs to be a forethought, not an 
afterthought

Evaluators are making progress in measuring cost-effectiveness. This 
article summarizes the challenges of measuring value for money in 
the context of active labour market programs. Continued success in 
this area will depend less on theoretical developments and more on 
mundane issues such as capturing high-quality data and seeking 
methods to create reliable administrative data sets.
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NOTE

1. Results chains are a common element of performance mapping. An 
example may be found in the business plan of the Transportation 
Safety Board for 2006–2007 at <http://www.tsb.gc.ca/en/ publications/
BusPlan/2006/biz_plan06_07.asp>.
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Christophe Kellerhals
Commission externe d’évaluation des politiques publiques
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Le Canton de Genève s’est doté en 1995 d’une Commission externe 
d’évaluation des politiques publiques, organe unique en Suisse. 
Avec elle, les deux pouvoirs, exécutif et législatif, partagent un 
organisme indépendant pour juger l’effi cacité et la pertinence 
de l’action étatique. Composée de 16 citoyens-évaluateurs, cette 
commission a la possibilité de se saisir d’un thème d’évalua-
tion et d’apporter des éléments critiques inattendus. En 11 ans 
d’activité, 19 rapports d’évaluation ont été rendus publics. Ils 
portent sur les effets des lois sur les bénéfi ciaires et les groupes-
cibles. Les thèmes abordés sont conséquents et très divers : 
logement, prestations sociales, chômage, fi scalité, transports 
publics, etcétéra. Les recommandations sont particulièrement 
suivies par le Gouvernement.

In 1995, the Canton of Geneva inaugurated an External Public 
Policy Evaluation Commission, a unique body in Switzerland. 
Both powers, Parliament and Government, share an independent 
body to evaluate the effectiveness and relevance of public inter-
vention. This committee, composed of 16 citizen-evaluators, can 
choose its subjects and focus and has the ability to contribute some 
unexpected critical elements. Since its establishment 11 years ago, 
19 evaluation reports have been published. They describe effects 
on target groups and benefi ciaries. The themes covered are impor-
tant and diverse: housing, social security benefi ts, unemployment, 
tax systems, public transport, and the like. Recommendations 
have been followed by the Government fairly closely.

La Suisse fi gure parmi les pays européens ayant le de-
gré d’institutionnalisation et de maturité le plus élevé en matière 
d’évaluation des politiques publiques (Furubo, Rist, & Sandhal, 2002; 
Varone & Jacob, 2004; Varone, Jacob, & de Winter, 2005). Si ce 
constat est valable au plan fédéral, le développement et l’ancrage 
institutionnel de l’évaluation des politiques publiques ne progresse 
pas de façon uniforme dans tous les cantons de cette Confédération.1 
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Une explication pourrait être le fait que la Suisse se caractérise par 
une démocratie directe. Cela se traduit par une participation active 
des citoyens dans les trois niveaux de gouvernance : local (communes), 
régional (cantons), et fédéral. Ce système implique des processus 
de consultation particulièrement intenses puisque les projets de loi 
sont longuement étudiés et préavisés par tous les niveaux. On peut 
faire l’hypothèse que ceux-ci réduisent, en théorie du moins, le besoin 
d’évaluation (Derlien, 1998, p. 10).

Au plan fédéral, le développement est particulièrement avancé, voire 
unique au monde (Jacob, 2005, p. 66). Un programme national de 
recherche a été consacré (PNR27, 1990-1995) aux effets des mesures 
étatiques et a donné lieu a une série de publications (Bussmann, Klöti, 
& Knoepfel, 1998). Une Société suisse d’évaluation (SEVAL) s’est 
constituée en 1995 et, fait marquant, une clause d’évaluation a été 
introduite en 1999 dans la Constitution fédérale. En effet, l’art.170 
Cst exige que le Parlement fédéral veille à ce que l’effi cacité des 
mesures prises par la Confédération fasse l’objet d’une évaluation. 
Avant cela, la Commission de contrôle de gestion du Parlement fédéral 
s’était déjà dotée d’un service chargé du contrôle de l’administration : 
le Contrôle parlementaire de l’administration. 

Un autre organe, intitulé le Contrôle fédéral des fi nances,2 fait offi ce 
de Cour des comptes. Il effectue des évaluations par le biais de son 
Centre de compétences « Évaluations et études de rentabilité ». Son 
originalité est de se distinguer des cinq formes d’institutionnalisa-
tion répertoriées par Derlien (1998, p.12), car il agit à la fois pour le 
compte du Gouvernement et du Parlement, soit encore de sa propre 
initiative. 

Ailleurs dans l’administration fédérale, on trouve plusieurs centres 
de compétence en évaluation (Offi ce fédéral de la justice, de la santé 
publique, de l’énergie, etc.) chargés à la fois de coordonner les contrats 
d’évaluation avec des consultants externes et de promouvoir la culture 
de l’évaluation dans l’administration. Tous ces organes sont fortement 
tributaires de règles institutionnelles (Knoepfel, Larrue, & Varone, 
2006) à prendre en compte dans les comparaisons internationales.

Mais au plan cantonal, le degré d’institutionnalisation en est encore 
au stade élémentaire. La plupart des cantons sont encore hésitants 
à intégrer la fonction d’évaluation au dispositif institutionnel. De 
rares cantons (Berne, Zürich) ont développé des unités ou des services 
d’évaluation internes à l’administration et propres à un seul dépar-
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tement (Bussmann et al., 1998). En général, les autorités politiques 
et administratives préfèrent confi er la réalisation des évaluations à 
des consultants indépendants, des experts, ou des universités. Le plus 
souvent, c’est l’entité évaluée qui assumera les coûts de l’évaluation. 
De ce fait, c’est aussi elle qui choisira l’évaluateur, parfois par le biais 
d’un appel d’offres, et sera responsable du suivi du contrat. Bien que 
les évaluateurs travaillent selon un certain code de déontologie, qui 
est rappelé de façon détaillée par les critères de qualité de la Société 
Suisse d’évaluation (Widmer, Landert, & Bachmann, 2000), ce type 
de contrat contient ses limites, en particulier concernant la portée de 
l’évaluation, la satisfaction de l’entité évaluée (en tant que cliente), 
et la publication éventuelle des résultats.

Seul un canton suisse, La République et canton de Genève (413 673 
habitants), a tenté d’institutionnaliser la fonction d’évaluation en la 
rendant autonome par rapport à l’administration et en lui accordant 
un regard global. Le propos de cet article est de présenter quelques 
spécifi cités de cette expérience « originale » (Delley, 2001) menée 
depuis une dizaine d’années. La forme choisie est unique en Suisse 
et probablement très rare en Europe.

GENÈVE INSTITUTIONNALISE L’ÉVALUATION

En 1995, le canton de Genève a mis sur pied la « Commission externe 
d’évaluation des politiques publiques » (CEPP).3 Cette commission est 
« chargée de seconder le Conseil d’État [Gouvernement cantonal], la 
Commission de contrôle de gestion et la Commission des fi nances du 
Grand Conseil [Parlement cantonal] dans leurs tâches d’évaluation 
des politiques de l’État et des services publics » (article 15 de la loi 
D 1 10).

À cette époque, les débats parlementaires étaient fortement agités par 
une initiative populaire qui demandait une vérifi cation globale (audit) 
de l’État de Genève. Pour tenter d’éviter cette issue, le Gouvernement 
lança un contre-projet par le biais d’une Loi sur la surveillance de 
la gestion administrative et fi nancière et l’évaluation des politiques 
publiques. Trois nouveaux organes étaient ainsi affectés à la sur-
veillance des activités étatiques : l’Inspection cantonale des fi nances, 
le Service de surveillance des fondations et enfi n, la Commission ex-
terne d’évaluation des politiques publiques. La vérifi cation globale de 
l’État n’a pas été évitée pour autant, mais tant le besoin de contrôle 
de l’effi cacité des mesures étatiques que la volonté du Parlement 
d’introduire de plus en plus souvent des clauses d’évaluation dans les 
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nouvelles lois ont justifi é le maintien de ce texte. Dans ce dispositif de 
surveillance, seul le « troisième niveau » (Delley, 2003a),4 à savoir la 
CEPP, est chargé de l’évaluation des politiques publiques. 

La CEPP est ainsi légitime pour évaluer : (a) les politiques publiques, 
selon les principes de proportionnalité et de subsidiarité, (b) l’organi-
sation des administrations et entités publiques en regard des buts que 
le législateur leur assigne, et (c) le rapport coût-utilité des prestations 
et des dépenses consenties par rapport aux effets escomptés. Avec la 
CEPP, les deux pouvoirs, exécutif et législatif, partagent désormais 
un organisme indépendant pour apprécier l’effi cacité et la pertinence 
de l’action étatique.

Dix-neuf rapports d’évaluation ont été rendus publics par la Com-
mission d’évaluation <www.geneve.ch/cepp> en 11 ans d’activité. 
Ils portent principalement sur la mesure des effets des lois sur les 
bénéfi ciaires ou les publics-cibles. Les thèmes abordés sont très 
divers : il peut s’agir de politique du logement, de politique sociale 
(assurance-maladie, prestations sociales), de lutte contre le chômage, 
de fi scalité, de transports publics, etcétéra. Cette production de rap-
ports d’évaluation mobilise un certain nombre d’énergies au sein de 
l’administration cantonale et du Conseil d’État (Gouvernement can-
tonal). En effet, l’administration a un droit de réponse sur le contenu 
du rapport qui est remis au Conseil d’État. Au terme du rapport, une 
discussion a généralement lieu avec le (ou les) Conseiller(s) d’État 
qui dirige le département concerné.

La commission d’évaluation est un organe externe et indépendant qui 
repose sur le volontariat. Les 16 membres de cette commission sont 
de simples citoyens, choisis principalement pour leurs compétences 
ou leurs expériences dans la gestion des affaires cantonales (économie 
et politique). Pour assumer cette fonction, ils ne doivent pas avoir 
de responsabilité politique au plan cantonal ou être au bénéfi ce de 
contrats importants avec l’État. Ils sont nommés pour huit ans par 
le Conseil d’État, après préavis de deux commissions parlementai-
res (contrôle de gestion et fi nance). Ces membres sont choisis dans 
l’esprit de se doter d’un dispositif pluraliste d’évaluation (Monnier, 
1992). De ce fait, la loi précise qu’ils doivent « être représentatifs de 
la diversité culturelle et sociale du canton de Genève ». Parmi les 
membres, on peut trouver au cours de l’histoire de la CEPP aussi bien 
des représentants de l’économie privée (banquier, avocat, économiste), 
des représentants du monde associatif, de syndicats de travailleurs, 
ou de patrons que des journalistes, des chercheurs universitaires, 
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ou d’anciens hauts-fonctionnaires. Il s’agit d’une commission « de 
milice », c’est-à-dire que l’activité des membres de la commission 
d’évaluation s’effectue en marge de leur activité professionnelle. Au 
plan théorique, cette formule a été qualifi ée de version « restreinte » 
du modèle pluraliste (Delley, 2001).

Les réunions ont lieu une fois par mois en séance plénière, aux- quelles 
s’ajoutent des séances des groupes de travail. Cette commission 
dispose d’un secrétariat scientifi que composé de deux professionnels 
de l’évaluation qui assurent la continuité des travaux (secrétariat 
permanent). Les membres sont indemnisés pour leurs activités selon 
un tarif horaire. En plus de cela, la CEPP dispose d’un budget pour 
faire réaliser des enquêtes, des sondages, des séries d’entretiens et 
pour demander des expertises ou des avis de droit.

La CEPP est rattachée administrativement au Département des 
fi nances (il en est d’ailleurs de même pour l’Inspection cantonale des 
fi nances et le Service de surveillance des fondations). Cela permet 
de procurer des locaux, des salaires et de verser les indemnités dues 
aux membres de la commission. Du point de vue de l’institutionna-
lisation de l’évaluation, ce lien génère à la fois des avantages et des 
inconvénients. En effet, la commission ne souffre d’aucun rapport hié-
rarchique avec le département des fi nances pour ce qui concerne son 
organisation et son plan de travail. Aucune réunion administrative 
n’a lieu avec ce département; les échanges s’effectuent directement 
avec le Conseil d’État (Gouvernement) ou le Grand Conseil (Parle-
ment). Par contre, le processus budgétaire veut que les demandes 
passent par le chef du Département des fi nances, ce qui peut parfois 
constituer un frein. La commission d’évaluation a toutefois la pos-
sibilité de faire une demande budgétaire directement auprès de la 
Commission des fi nances du Grand Conseil si le montant attribué 
s’avérait insuffi sant. 

ORIGINE DES DEMANDES D’ÉVALUATION

La commission d’évaluation peut être amenée à réaliser des évalua-
tions de trois façons : 

1. La CEPP reçoit une demande directement du Gouvernement 
cantonal. Elle l’inscrit de façon prioritaire dans son calen-
drier, réalise une étude de faisabilité, et envoie les résultats 
au Gouvernement. Ensuite l’évaluation est réalisée et un 
rapport est rendu public.
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2. La CEPP reçoit une demande en provenance du Parlement 
cantonal, par le biais de deux commissions désignées à cet ef-
fet : la Commission des fi nances ou la Commission de contrôle 
de gestion. La prise en compte est également prioritaire. 
Une étude de faisabilité est menée et les résultats leur sont 
remis, avec une copie au Conseil d’État. À la fi n des travaux, 
le rapport d’évaluation est publié, puis ce sont ces commis-
sions qui demandent au Gouvernement de prendre position 
sur les résultats de l’évaluation.

3. La commission peut choisir elle-même un thème d’évalua-
tion. C’est sa caractéristique principale, car elle peut ainsi 
aborder un thème que ni le Gouvernement, ni le Parlement 
n’a d’intérêt particulier à ce qu’il soit examiné. Le rapport 
d’évaluation leur sera remis, ainsi qu’à la presse et au grand 
public. Seule limite, la commission devra soumettre, avant 
de commencer ses travaux, une description de son projet au 
Conseil d’État et aux deux commissions parlementaires pour 
information et coordination éventuelle avec des démarches 
parallèles (vérifi cations de l’Inspection cantonale des fi nan-
ces, mandats d’études ou de réorganisations internes, etc.). 

Fait marquant depuis le début de son activité, la commission s’est 
principalement déterminée elle-même sur les thèmes d’évaluation. 
Sur l’ensemble des rapports publiés à ce jour, seul un tiers d’entre 
eux (six) ont été faits à la demande de l’exécutif ou du législatif (Ta-
bleau 1). Depuis 2001, cette proportion est mieux répartie et les éva-
luations émanant d’une demande politique représentent désormais 
la moitié des rapports publiés. 

Quelques rares demandes ont dû être refusées car elles ne relevaient 
pas de la compétence de la commission (e.g., lois fédérales) ou n’étaient 
pas réalistes du point de vue de la faisabilité (délai trop court ou objet 
d’évaluation trop vaste). Dans ces cas, la commission a proposé des al-
ternatives, soit en restreignant l’objet d’évaluation, soit en conseillant 
d’autres formes de démarches (recherches académiques).

En raison de ce type d’institutionnalisation, les effets de levier suite 
à un rapport d’évaluation peuvent varier considérablement selon le 
demandeur : (a) soit le Gouvernement propose une révision législative 
au Parlement sur la base des résultats d’une évaluation, (b) soit les 
députés profi tent du regard privilégié exercé par l’évaluation pour 
demander des modifi cations de mise en oeuvre au Gouvernement 
ou à l’administration cantonale, (c) soit ce sont les membres de 
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la commission, en quelque sorte des « citoyens-évaluateurs », qui 
décident d’évaluer une politique publique (droit de saisine). Suivant 
les résultats de l’évaluation, ces citoyens-évaluateurs proposent des 
modifi cations législatives au Parlement, ou de mise en œuvre au 
Gouvernement. C’est en ce point que se situe le réel contre-pouvoir 
de ce modèle particulier d’institutionnalisation de l’évaluation, car il 
existe bel et bien des domaines où les pouvoirs politiques n’ont aucun 
intérêt à initier une démarche d’évaluation.

Tableau 1
Origine et thèmes des évaluations

Demandeur Thème Département(s) concerné(s)

Gouvernement Formation continue (chèque-formation) Instruction publique
Éducation musicale Instruction publique
Formation élémentaire des personnes à 
risque d’exclusion

Instruction publique, Économie, Affaires 
sociales, Intérieur

Chômage de longue durée Économie

Parlement Emploi clandestin Économie, Justice et police
Enfance maltraitée Instruction publique, Affaires sociales, 

Pouvoir judiciaire

CEPP Prestations sociales (communication entre 
les services)

Affaires sociales

Subsides pour l’assurance-maladie Affaires sociales
Transports publics (vitesse commerciale) Transports publics
Politique énergétique Aménagement, équipement et logement
Logement subventionné Aménagement, équipement et logement
Protection des locataires en cas de 
rénovation d’immeuble

Aménagement, équipement et logement

Encouragement aux études Instruction publique
Adoption internationale Instruction publique
Formation professionnelle des actifs non-
qualifi és

Instruction publique

Préformation des non-francophones Instruction publique, Économie
Déductions fi scales (contribuables 
salariés)

Finances

Prestations fi scales Finances
Chômage Économie

À titre d’exemple, si l’on prend la première et les trois dernières 
évaluations de la CEPP (Tableau 2), réalisées toutes les quatre sur 
la base du droit de saisine, on constate que l’origine « citoyenne » du 
mandat n’est pas sans lien avec l’utilité de la démarche et la perti-
nence des résultats.
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Tableau 2
Quatre thèmes apportés par des citoyens-évaluateurs

Évaluations en auto-saisine Origine de la démarche CEPP Apport de l’évaluation

Logements subventionnés 
(CEPP, 1997)

Doutes personnels de certains 
membres CEPP quant à 
l’effi cacité réelle de ces 
subventions.

On constate, 20 ans après, que les 
groupes-cibles ne sont pas aidés comme 
on le souhaitait. Des mesures correctrices 
ont été prises avec l’appui de toutes les 
parties.

Communication des 
données entre les services 
attribuant des prestations 
sociales (CEPP, 2002)

Mésaventures individuelles 
parvenues aux oreilles des 
membres CEPP (exemples 
choquants ou scandaleux).

Identifi cation des obstacles à la 
communication entre les services, forte 
prise en compte des recommandations par 
l’exécutif, appui de projets en cours.

Protection des locataires 
en cas de rénovation 
d’immeubles (CEPP, 2003)

Pauvreté de l’argumentation 
parlementaire, stérilité des 
débats et volonté de la CEPP 
d’apporter des faits concrets.

Les données empiriques montrent une 
réalité différente et les faiblesses des 
dispositions juridiques. Le législatif n’a 
pourtant pas encore réagi.

Qualité de la formation 
professionnelle : 
apprentissage en entreprise 
(CEPP, 2005)

Lacunes dans la surveillance de 
la qualité connues de tous les 
professionnels, mais statu quo 
depuis 20 ans. Faits connus 
de plusieurs membres CEPP 
impliqués à titre professionnel.

Les partenaires sociaux doivent désormais 
prendre en considération la mise en 
évidence des problèmes. Un projet de loi 
est en cours, mais il est encore trop tôt 
pour connaître les recommandations qui 
seront reprises.

Autre constat, plus paradoxal, les pouvoirs politiques ne sont pas 
forcément réfractaires à ce type de résultats. Ainsi, bon nombre de 
projets et directives ont été mis en place pour pallier les problèmes 
relevés dans ces évaluations (prestations sociales, logement sub-
ventionné). Restent quelques inconnues concernant les conclusions 
s’adressant directement au législatif (protection des locataires) ou aux 
partenaires sociaux (apprentissage). Dans le premier cas, la relative 
absence de réaction peut être due soit à la trop forte polarisation des 
positions politiques, soit au temps nécessaire pour passer du dogme 
à la prise en compte de réalités empiriques (Kellerhals, 2005). Pour 
le second, les résultats de l’évaluation sont encore trop récents et la 
position des partenaires sociaux n’est pas encore connue.

DÉROULEMENT D’UNE ÉVALUATION

Concrètement, la CEPP a développé une pratique systématique 
concernant la réalisation de ses évaluations, de façon à garantir la 
transparence, mais aussi à stabiliser sa position. Cette pratique est 
ponctuée par trois étapes : 

1. L’esquisse de projet, de une à deux pages, présente la politique 
à évaluer et les grandes questions sur lesquelles porteront 
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l’évaluation. Ce document est réalisé uniquement lorsque la 
commission s’autosaisit d’un thème d’évaluation. L’esquisse 
est alors envoyée au Gouvernement et aux commissions par-
lementaires. Il est également envoyé à l’Inspection cantonale 
des fi nances. À ce stade, il s’agit uniquement de coordination 
et d’information réciproque.

2. Ensuite une étude de faisabilité est réalisée. Deux à trois 
mois sont généralement nécessaires pour élaborer les ques-
tions d’évaluation, déterminer la méthodologie, identifi er les 
données disponibles, le budget, les personnes à interroger, 
et le calendrier de l’évaluation. Cette étude est envoyée au 
Gouvernement pour l’informer notamment du budget requis 
pour cette évaluation. Il arrive à ce stade que le Gouverne-
ment demande de reporter une évaluation, au motif géné-
ralement d’une surcharge de l’administration concernée, de 
révisions en cours (audits), ou d’une période d’adaptation de 
l’administration à une nouvelle loi. 

3. Enfi n, l’évaluation est réalisée, ce qui prend en moyenne 12 
mois, y compris la discussion du rapport fi nal et la consulta-
tion de l’administration sur les données factuelles présentées 
dans le rapport et la description des processus administratifs. 
Une fois par mois, le plénum de la commission se réunit 
pour prendre connaissance de l’avancement des quatre à 
cinq « groupes de travail » (sous-commissions) et débattre 
des orientations à prendre. Ce sont ces groupes qui pilotent 
et réalisent les évaluations, avec le soutien des deux évalua-
teurs professionnels du secrétariat permanent de la CEPP. 
Selon leurs disponibilités, les membres de la commission 
prennent une part plus ou moins active dans la collecte des 
données initiales. Cela leur permet de se familiariser avec 
l’objet évalué. Puis ce sont les évaluateurs qui prennent le 
relais et se chargent des travaux de recherche, de synthèse, 
et de rédaction. Selon les besoins, des enquêtes complémen-
taires (sondages, groupes de consultation, entretiens) sont 
souvent confi ées à des consultants privés ou à des équipes 
universitaires, de même que des avis d’experts sont fréquem-
ment sollicités. Les groupes de travail discutent les analyses 
et les résultats et présentent ensuite leurs conclusions au 
plénum. L’évaluation est donc menée par des citoyens-éva-
luateurs, ce qui constitue la seconde particularité (après le 
droit de saisine) de cet organe d’évaluation. C’est d’ailleurs 
l’avis de son premier président, qui tire un bilan au terme 
des huit premières années d’activité :
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La crédibilité de la CEPP repose d’une part sur la repré-
sentativité sociale et culturelle de ses membres, sur la 
complémentarité de leurs compétences (…) et d’autre part 
sur la large autonomie dont elle dispose pour conduire ses 
évaluations. Mieux qu’une administration spécialisée, 
un bureau privé ou un institut universitaire, elle est à 
même de conjuguer rigueur de la démarche et sensibilité 
politique, deux dimensions indispensables à la production 
d’évaluations fi ables et utiles. (Delley, 2003b)

SUIVI DES RECOMMANDATIONS

Les rapports de la CEPP sont publics et largement diffusés au mo-
ment de leur sortie, notamment auprès de la presse qui en reprend la 
plupart du temps les points forts. Avant cela, ils ont été présentés aux 
membres de l’exécutif en charge des départements concernés par l’éva-
luation. D’ailleurs, le rapport contient en annexe la prise de position 
de l’administration à propos des conclusions et recommandations.

Depuis quelques années, la commission de contrôle de gestion 
du Parlement demande systématiquement une présentation des 
résultats d’évaluation, questionne la CEPP, et commente son rapport 
fi nal. À ce stade, la CEPP considère que sa mission est achevée et 
elle n’assurera par la suite aucun suivi actif de la mise en œuvre 
des recommandations. Son fonctionnement veut qu’elle se tourne 
immédiatement vers le prochain thème d’évaluation. Seule une veille 
des directives gouvernementales ou des initiatives parlementaires 
relatives aux recommandations formulées est maintenue.

Le dispositif de suivi des recommandations n’est toutefois pas aussi 
faible que cela, puisque la loi impose au Gouvernement d’informer 
chaque année le Parlement des suites données aux recommandations 
de la CEPP. Lors des premières années d’existence de la CEPP, cette 
disposition a mis du temps à être exécutée. D’ailleurs, c’est seulement 
après la requête d’un député qu’un premier rapport a été remis, 
portant sur les huit premières évaluations (Conseil d’État, 2001). 
Depuis 2003, le département des fi nances a repris à sa charge le suivi 
régulier du degré d’application des recommandations de la CEPP par 
l’administration cantonale (Conseil d’État, 2004, 2005). Ce suivi donne 
un réel poids politique aux recommandations et oblige, en quelque 
sorte, les autorités à donner une suite aux travaux d’évaluation.

Dans ces documents (Conseil d’État, 2004, 2005), on constate que 
chaque recommandation est assortie d’une cotation rudimentaire 
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ainsi que d’un bref commentaire.5 Sur cette base sommaire, on peut 
toutefois estimer que la prise en compte des résultats des évaluations 
est très satisfaisante. Les trois principales utilisations de l’évalua-
tion ont été : (a) la  création ou révision de textes de loi (logement 
subventionné, prestations sociales, fi scalité), (b) la réorganisation 
administrative ou la modifi cation de directives (chômage, transports, 
fi scalité), et (c) la réaffectation de ressources (écoles de musique, 
protection de la jeunesse).

Bien sûr, certaines recommandations n’ont pas été prises en compte 
par l’administration ou se sont heurtées à plus ou moins de résistance 
de la part du système en place. Mais dans la majorité des cas, le 
Gouvernement et l’administration ont tenu compte, partiellement 
ou complètement, des recommandations de la CEPP. Ce qui fait dire 
au premier président, dans son bilan d’activité : 

Si toutes les recommandations de la CEPP n’ont pas été 
suivies à la lettre, elles n’en ont pas moins contribué à 
des réorientations non négligeables de l’action de l’État 
et à des améliorations de l’effi cacité administrative. Au 
fi l des années, les services et les autorités perçoivent 
mieux l’importance et l’utilité de l’évaluation législative, 
un regard certes critique, mais qui relève plus de la péda-
gogie de l’apprentissage par l’erreur que de l’inquisition. 
(Delley, 2003b)

De son côté, la commission de contrôle de gestion n’est pas toujours 
satisfaite de l’application des recommandations par l’administration. 
Elle a ainsi souhaité, sur certains dossiers, que le Gouvernement fasse 
appliquer un plus grand nombre de recommandations (Commission 
de contrôle de gestion, 2003). Les députés ont demandés à plusieurs 
reprises au Gouvernement de se justifi er à ce propos. Le débat dé-
mocratique généré par la prise en compte des résultats d’évaluation 
semble donc, après 11 ans d’existence de la CEPP, jouer un rôle 
signifi catif sur la gestion des affaires publiques.

REVUE DES AVANTAGES ET DIFFICULTÉS RENCONTRÉES PAR 
LA CEPP

L’indépendance conférée à la CEPP par cette forme d’institutionna-
lisation est certainement son principal atout. Non seulement elle est 
libre de choisir les thèmes d’évaluation, de défi nir les principales ques-
tions de recherche, et d’établir son propre dispositif méthodologique, 
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mais les membres n’ont pas de lien avec l’État ou les entités évaluées. 
Ainsi, contrairement à la forme habituelle en Suisse, la CEPP, en tant 
que chargée d’évaluation, n’est pas sous contrat et n’est pas soumise 
aux souhaits de son client en termes de résultats.

La structure particulière de la CEPP, forte de ses 16 membres, produit 
un double avantage. D’une part elle garantit une certaine forme de 
pluralité des regards. Les conclusions et recommandations sont ainsi 
confrontées à de multiples compétences et sensibilités. D’autre part 
elle permet une forme d’implication citoyenne, car ce sont des mem-
bres de la société civile qui sont désignés pour juger de la pertinence 
et de l’effi cacité de l’intervention publique.

Par son implantation particulière dans l’administration, à la fois 
« externe » et « rattachée administrativement au département des 
fi nances » et son statut de commission de milice, la CEPP a des 
pouvoirs d’investigation particuliers qui lui permettent d’avoir accès 
aux données administratives habituellement gardées confi dentielles. 
Les fonctionnaires sont ainsi, sur demande, levés de leur secret de 
fonction. Cela lui permet d’avoir une vue privilégiée sur les activités 
étatiques.

De plus, ce type d’institutionnalisation crée une interface entre les 
acteurs démocratiques (gouvernement, parlement, citoyens) et des 
acteurs souvent diffi ciles d’accès (administration publique, publics-
cibles). En jouant ce rôle d’interface, la commission d’évaluation 
fournit des résultats auparavant très diffi ciles à obtenir, par manque 
de temps ou d’autorisation, pour le Parlement ou le Gouvernement, 
voire pour les citoyens ou des chercheurs académiques. Ce rôle est 
primordial lorsque l’administration ne peut fournir que des données 
sectorielles et compartimentées en raison de son organisation. La 
commission d’évaluation peut alors proposer de faire une analyse 
transversale et globale de la situation et offrir ainsi une aide à la 
décision fondée sur des données empiriques. 

Enfi n, les sujets des évaluations sont annoncés, les questions connues 
à l’avance, et les résultats sont publiés et accessibles au plus grand 
nombre. Cette pratique assure une transparence de la démarche 
évaluative et améliore l’utilité des évaluations. La visibilité donnée 
aux résultats multiplie en effet les possibilités de pression sur le 
Gouvernement ou l’administration : acteurs politiques, associations 
professionnelles et syndicales, journalistes peuvent invoquer tour à 
tour les recommandations de la CEPP.
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Parmi les principales diffi cultés ou limites rencontrées par la CEPP, 
on trouve le fait que l’évaluation est une activité relativement nouvelle 
pour l’administration genevoise et engendre une certaine méfi ance 
de la part des fonctionnaires. La culture du résultat n’est pas encore 
complètement répandue, ce qui limite souvent l’utilisation de don-
nées de monitorage. De même, le classement de l’information n’est 
pas toujours organisé pour faciliter une utilisation récapitulative. 
L’administration recourt ainsi encore fréquemment au classement 
alphabétique plutôt que chronologique des données. Cette pratique 
engendre des surcoûts pour l’évaluation lorsqu’il s’agit d’identifi er 
l’activité administrative par rapport à une période donnée, voire 
empêche parfois la réalisation de certaines recherches.

En 11 ans, le Gouvernement a demandé trois fois le report d’une 
évaluation à l’année suivante. La première fois en raison d’un audit 
en cours, les deux suivantes en raison d’une trop courte période de 
mise en œuvre des dernières exigences introduites dans la législa-
tion évaluée. Si la volonté gouvernementale explicite était de ne pas 
surcharger l’administration ou de ne pas focaliser l’analyse sur une 
période de mutation des pratiques administratives, il est par ailleurs 
certain que les sujets abordés (fi scalité, logement, marché du travail) 
n’étaient pas sans provoquer quelques réticences politiques à la réa-
lisation d’une évaluation. La CEPP a accepté de repousser ses inves-
tigations dans chacun de ces cas, mais, fait important, elle n’a jamais 
renoncé à l’un de ces thèmes et a toujours repris ses travaux.

Parmi les reproches les plus fréquemment adressés à la CEPP, on 
peut citer le manque de suivi des recommandations. En effet, celui-ci 
ne repose pas directement sur la commission, sauf si elle reprend le 
thème quelques années plus tard, ce qui est arrivé dans le cas du chô-
mage, de la formation continue, et de la fi scalité. La plupart du temps, 
le suivi dépend de la bonne volonté du Gouvernement de procéder à 
une enquête interne sur la mise en œuvre des recommandations, bien 
que le Parlement puisse lui rappeler ses obligations légales. Ceci est 
en rapport direct avec une autre diffi culté : le manque de ressources 
humaines consacrées à l’évaluation. Pour accompagner le travail de la 
commission, seuls deux évaluateurs professionnels sont mobilisés. La 
CEPP dispose toutefois d’un budget pour faire réaliser des enquêtes 
par des consultants privés.

Enfi n, une dernière limite importante est due à la nature même de la 
CEPP, à son fonctionnement de milice, c’est-à-dire qu’elle recourt à 
des membres dont l’engagement est ponctuel et dont la disponibilité 
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est réduite par leur activité professionnelle. Par rapport à une équipe 
de travail, le fait que ce soit une commission qui pilote les évaluations 
rallonge le processus puisque l’organe de décision, le plénum, ne se 
réunit qu’une seule fois par mois.

CONCLUSION

L’institutionnalisation de l’évaluation choisie par le canton de Genève 
sous la forme d’une commission d’évaluation autonome constitue un 
modèle original et avantageux à plus d’un titre en matière d’évaluation 
des politiques publiques. Elle contient des gages de pluralisme et 
d’indépendance essentiels à la réalisation d’évaluations transversales 
et politiquement très sensibles. Par ses initiatives et son approche 
particulière des affaires publiques, elle contribue de façon signifi cative 
au débat démocratique.

Les travaux de la commission sont marqués par des étapes connues 
de tous. Malgré une certaine lenteur due à sa structure de milice 
et à de relativement faibles moyens engagés, les résultats des 
travaux d’évaluation sont la plupart du temps repris et utilisés par 
le Gouvernement ou le Parlement.

Plusieurs facteurs accentuent l’utilisation des résultats d’évaluation 
par le Gouvernement : la publicité donnée aux rapports (accessibles 
sur <www.geneve.ch/cepp>) et les dispositions légales qui obligent le 
Gouvernement à rendre des comptes, une fois par an, au Parlement 
sur les suites données aux recommandations de la CEPP.

Son histoire montre que les politiciens n’ont pas tout de suite trouvé 
d’intérêt à la solliciter, même s’ils ont particulièrement bien utilisé 
les résultats une fois produits. Mais avec le temps, les demandes 
d’évaluation confi ées à la CEPP par le Gouvernement ou le Parlement 
deviennent plus fréquentes. Il en va de même pour les lois genevoises 
qui contiennent de plus en plus souvent une clause d’évaluation, 
certaines désignant même la CEPP comme évaluateur. Signe que 
l’évaluation n’en est qu’à ses débuts et qu’elle est probablement appelée 
à se développer ces prochaines années dans cette République.

NOTES

1. La Suisse est une Confédération de 26 États autonomes — les can-
tons — qui ont chacun leur parlement cantonal et la possibilité de 
légiférer au plan cantonal. Au plan national, l‘Assemblée fédérale (le 
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Parlement), comporte deux chambres dotées des mêmes compétences : 
le Conseil National (200 sièges) et le Conseil des États (46 sièges). Le 
fédéralisme d’exécution qui prévaut en Suisse implique que les lois 
fédérales sont appliquées par les cantons. Ces dernières fi xent un ca-
dre plus ou moins rigide, et les cantons gardent une large autonomie 
pour établir leurs propres lois d’application (e.g., instruction publique, 
santé, police). Ce qui est appliqué directement par la Confédération 
doit être inscrit dans la Constitution (e.g., monnaie, armée, relations 
extérieures). 

2. Bien qu’il soit rattaché administrativement au Département fédéral 
des fi nances, cet organe revendique un statut indépendant dans sa 
propre présentation sur Internet.

3. Voir Loi sur la surveillance de la gestion administrative et fi nancière et 
l’évaluation des politiques publiques du 19 janvier 1995. Classée sous 
D 1 10 dans le Recueil systématique des lois genevoises (RS-GE).

4. Premier niveau : contrôle interne aux services de l’administration 
(règles d’organisation et normes de qualité), deuxième niveau : Inspec-
tion cantonale des fi nances et Service de surveillance des fondations 
(légalité, régularité et rentabilité des dépenses).

5. L’échelle utilisée est : recommandation « Réalisée », « Partiellement 
réalisée », « En cours de réalisation », « Non prise en compte ».
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DEVELOPING A TOOL TO MEASURE 
KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE OUTCOMES 
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This article describes the process of developing measures to assess 
knowledge exchange outcomes using the dissemination of a best 
practices in type 2 diabetes document as a specifi c example. A 
best practices model consists of knowledge synthesis, knowledge 
exchange (dissemination/adoption), and evaluation stages. Best 
practices are required at each stage. An extensive literature re-
view found no previous knowledge syntheses of concrete tools and 
models for evaluating dissemination or exchange strategies. This 
project developed a practical and usable tool to measure the reach 
and uptake of disseminated innovations. The instrument itself 
facilitates an opportunity for knowledge exchange to occur be-
tween producers and adopters. At this point the tool has a strong 
theoretical basis. Initial pilot-testing has begun; however, the 
accumulation of evidence of validity and reliability is only in the 
planning stages. The instrument described here can be adapted 
to other areas of population health and evaluation research.

Cet article décrit le processus de développement de mesures 
pour l’évaluation de résultats de l’échange de connaissances. Ce 
processus sera décrit en utilisant comme exemple spécifi que un 
document sur la diffusion des meilleures pratiques pour le dia-
bète de type 2. Un modèle des meilleures pratiques comprend la 
synthèse de connaissances, l’échange de connaissances (diffusion 
ou adoption) ainsi que des étapes d’évaluation. Les meilleures 
pratiques sont nécessaires à toutes les étapes. Un examen appro-
fondi de la littérature n’a permis d’identifi er aucune synthèse de 
connaissances d’outils concrets ou de modèles pour l’évaluation 
de stratégies de diffusion ou d’échange. Dans ce projet, un outil 
pratique et utilisable a été développé pour mesurer la portée et la 
compréhension des innovations diffusées. L’instrument comme tel 
facilite l’échange de connaissances entre les producteurs et les uti-
lisateurs. À l’heure actuelle, l’outil présente des appuis théoriques 
solides. Les expérimentations initiales sont amorcées, cependant 
les tests de validité et de fi abilité sont encore à l’étape de planifi -

The Canadian Journal of Program Evaluation Vol. 22 No. 1 Pages 49–73
ISSN 0834-1516 Copyright © 2007 Canadian Evaluation Society 

Résumé :



THE CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PROGRAM EVALUATION50

cation. L’instrument décrit peut être adapté à d’autres domaines 
d’évaluation et de recherche sur la santé des populations. 

A three-phase project related to Best Practices in Type 2 
Diabetes Prevention was conducted for Health Canada, beginning in 
2002. In Phase 1, a systematic review of literature and a nominated 
practices scan identifi ed interventions for the primary prevention of 
type 2 diabetes (Hanning, Manske, Skinner, McGrath, & Heipel, 2004; 
Hanning, Skinner, et al., 2004). These interventions were evaluated 
using effectiveness and plausibility criteria to suggest which could 
be considered “best” or “promising” practices. They were then docu-
mented in detail and ready to be disseminated. In Phase 2, Dubois, 
Wilkerson, and Hall (2003) developed a dissemination plan and frame-
work for the practices. One limitation of the Phase 2 work was that 
it did not describe measurement tools for assessing the knowledge 
exchanged following dissemination. This article represents Phase 3, 
which follows systematic search methodology to identify literature to 
support the development of a tool to assess the reach and uptake of 
the dissemination of the Best Practices in Type 2 Diabetes Prevention 
project. It describes:

• a search for literature that conceptualizes dissemination/dif-
fusion and adoption of health interventions

• a search for approaches for measuring knowledge exchange 
in the health fi eld

• a search for methods of measuring and/or evaluating the 
usage of disseminated health information

• development of a usable tool to assess outcomes of knowledge 
exchange for best practices

In this article, dissemination of the Best Practices in Type 2 Diabetes 
Prevention project is used as an example in which the knowledge 
exchange tool could be applied. However, the tool described here is 
not exclusive to the area of type 2 diabetes prevention. Many areas 
of population health and evaluation research may fi nd this to be 
a valuable tool for measuring the outcomes of their dissemination 
strategies and provide an opportunity for interaction (i.e., exchange) 
between researchers and users.

BEST (BETTER) PRACTICES 

The area of Best Practices (BP) (also called Better Practices — see, 
e.g., Moyer, Maule, Cameron, & Manske, 2002; Program Training and 
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Consultation Centre, 2005) attempts to close the research–practice 
gap by developing a system for assessing and evaluating community-
based practices to determine their effectiveness in certain contexts. 
It also provides a foundation for knowledge synthesis (creating a 
clearer understanding of what we know) and knowledge exchange 
(KE) by supporting the use of the recommended practices. The BP 
fi eld has evolved because of a crucial barrier between science and 
practice: a lack of appropriate methods to measure the effectiveness 
of community programs (Cameron, Jolin, Walker, McDermott, & 
Gough, 2001).

The idea of “best practices” in health promotion has evolved over the 
past decade. Numerous groups have attempted to clarify the evidence-
based or BP movement by constructing defi nitions, frameworks for 
evaluation, and guidelines for developing a best practice (Cameron et 
al., 2001; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2003; Centre 
for Substance Abuse Prevention, 2003; Dubois et al., 2003; Green, 
2001; Kahan & Goodstadt, 2001; Nova Scotia Group, 2002). Each 
group has developed a model that defi nes what qualifi es as evidence 
and evaluates that evidence with different emphases. Each has done 
so to provide guidance to health promotion and population health 
practitioners who are being pushed for greater accountability to adopt 
BP interventions. 

THE EVALUATION OF COMMUNITY PROGRAMS 

While large-scale, multi-centre research interventions often receive 
thorough evaluations to determine their effectiveness, the practices 
they evaluate may not be easily adopted by or even appropriate for 
health promotion practitioners (Green & Glasgow, 2006). Some of 
the diffi culty in identifying and determining which interventions 
can be considered best practice is the lack of appropriate evaluation 
of small community-driven grassroots initiatives. Although these 
interventions are often the most plausible and practical for public 
health practitioners to adopt, it is unclear whether a given program 
meets another key criterion of BP, effectiveness. The development of 
assessment criteria for these initiatives can facilitate the selection of 
BPs that are plausible and practical for health promoters to adopt. 

Phase 1 of the Best Practices in Type 2 Diabetes Prevention project 
addressed the need for appropriate methods to measure effectiveness 
in population health. This phase resulted in 16 best and 71 promis-
ing practices for chronic disease prevention (Heart Health Resource 
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Centre, 2006). Phase 2 of the full project recommended a plan to get 
the practices disseminated and used (Heart Health Resource Centre, 
2005).

KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE

Research literature uses various terms (e.g., diffusion, dissemination, 
knowledge exchange, knowledge transfer, knowledge translation, 
knowledge utilization, etc.) to describe similar processes (Garcia, 
2006; Graham et al., 2006). For consistency this article uses the 
term KE to describe these concepts. A number of the terms appear 
unidirectional, and the term KE is preferred as it implies a two-way 
dialogue for information exchange (Garcia, 2006; Gravois Lee & 
Garvin, 2003). 

Appropriate and effective dissemination is one strategy often con-
sidered to facilitate a link between science and practice (Cameron, 
Brown, & Best, 1996). Another key factor to encourage knowledge 
diffusion and utilization is for researchers to acknowledge and involve 
end users. Early and ongoing collaboration with potential knowledge 
users has been shown to enhance research utilization (Vingilis et al., 
2003). An existing relationship between academia and practitioner 
can better support knowledge translation and thus successful diffu-
sion of knowledge (Nutbeam, 1996). Rosenfi eld (2000) differentiates 
between information and usable knowledge and suggests there is a 
need for the development of a “consumer mindset” by researchers. 
Jacobson, Butterill, and Goering (2003) echo this recommendation 
and claim that knowledge translation requires an understanding of 
user context.

Lavis, Robertson, Woodside, McLeod, and Abelson (2003) differentiate 
producer-push, user-pull, and exchange models of knowledge transfer 
for getting knowledge used. Exchange models emphasize interac-
tive, mutually respectful, collaborative approaches driven jointly by 
researchers and practitioners (including policy makers). An exchange 
model fi ts most closely with the framework developed by Dubois et 
al. (2003) for Phase 2 of this project.

 A key question is how to measure the extent of KE that has occurred, 
so that exchange efforts can be improved. We can gain precision by 
examining different levels of outcome of KE processes. For example, 
Rogers (1995) defi nes fi ve stages in the exchange (diffusion) process: 
awareness, interest, evaluation, trial, and adoption. To simplify, for 
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presentation sake, we can condense these components into two stages: 
reach and uptake. Reach is an important component because, without 
exposure to materials, no further knowledge use can occur. Uptake 
refl ects behavioural efforts to use the materials. This article reports 
on Phase 3, which uses reach and uptake as proxy measures for KE. 
The goal was to search for quantitative models or scales that could 
be drawn upon in the development of a tool to measure outcomes of 
KE, specifi cally reach and use. A number of researchers in this fi eld 
identify uptake and use as indicators for knowledge exchange and 
research utilization (Dobbins, Ciliska, Cockerill, Barnsley, & DiCenso, 
2002; Dobbins, Cockerill, & Barnsley, 2001; Knott & Wildavsky, 1980; 
Landry, Lamari, & Amara, 2001a, 2001b, 2003). The uptake tool 
questions developed during Phase 3 of this project include the use of 
innovations as well as other components along the continuum of KE 
outcomes. Reach was included in the tool because it is the fi rst step 
before uptake and use can occur. Reach alone is not a refl ection of KE, 
but innovations must be disseminated and “reach” target users for 
uptake and utilization to be possible. The “exchange” occurs during 
the interaction between knowledge producers and knowledge users 
toward joint actions (Davies, Nutley, & Walters, 2005).

METHOD

Development of the proposed tool began with a systematic search 
for published, unpublished, and grey literature related to measuring 
outcomes of efforts for KE (i.e., knowledge use). An annotated bib-
liography of relevant literature was generated. This facilitated the 
author’s ability to conceptualize measurement in the context of KE. 
Several key articles and reports were chosen for their applicability to 
developing a tool to measure KE. The measurement models in these 
sources were compared for overlapping concepts. Key ideas emerged 
and were adapted to design specifi c questions and scales to assess 
reach and uptake following KE efforts of BP documents. 

Because the knowledge exchange domain covers many contexts, it 
was decided to explore sources within and beyond those typically 
used in systematic literature reviews in health. Therefore, to con-
duct a thorough investigation, four different search strategies were 
used. Initially a search of peer-reviewed, published literature was 
performed using eight database search engines (CINAHL, Com-
munication Studies, ERIC, MEDLINE (via PubMed), PsychINFO, 
Social Services Abstracts, Sociological Abstracts, and Web of Sci-
ence). All searches were restricted to published articles from 1970 to 
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December 2004 in English-language journals. Search strings of many 
combinations were created using the following key words: knowledge, 
exchange, evaluat*, measure*, disseminat*, diffusion, knowledge ex-
change, knowledge translation, knowledge transfer, model, process, 
outcome, program, intervention, adoption, reach, and uptake. The 
terms health and diabetes were used to focus the results. Then a table 
of contents search of 12 accessible electronic journals was conducted. 
These journals had the potential to yield informative articles due 
to their titles, which included the terms knowledge, evaluation, or 
measurement. Journals that frequently emerged from the database 
search and were accessible electronically were also included. Third, 
an Internet-based search engine (Google) was used to access grey 
literature using the same keyword search strings as the database 
search. The last strategy included a review of the reference lists from 
articles retrieved.

Articles and resources were retrieved if they fi t the following inclu-
sion criteria:

• addressed at least one outcome of KE (dissemination/diffu-
sion, adoption, reach, uptake, utilization, transfer, transla-
tion)

• either pertained specifi cally to KE within health or could be 
adapted to the health domain.

The inclusion criteria remained very broad so that a variety of re-
sources could be considered in the creation of the tool. 

RESULTS

The database search yielded 4,023 hits (duplicates removed), of which 
413 titles were selected for further review. Abstracts corresponding 
to these titles were read and 103 papers fi tting the selection criteria 
were then retrieved. Nine relevant articles (not overlapping with the 
database search) were retained from the table of contents search. The 
Internet search led to 6 unpublished and 2 published documents. 
The review of reference lists provided 12 additional publications, the 
majority being articles prior to 1980. 

Similar to the fi ndings of Dubois et al. (2003), the four search strate-
gies located numerous models and strategies for effective dissemi-
nation. A wealth of information on knowledge utilization was also 
retrieved. However, the goal of this search was to fi nd specifi c tools 
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and literature relevant to a sub-component of dissemination, that is, 
how to measure outcomes of KE efforts. Although the 130 resources 
retrieved fi t the inclusion criteria and were peripherally related to KE 
outcomes, very few of the articles identifi ed dealt specifi cally with the 
measurement of KE outcomes and none of the papers displayed actual 
measurement tools. Much of the literature that exists on measuring 
knowledge use was published between 1975 and 1983 (Dunn, 1983). 
More recently, research has been conducted on research utilization 
(Dobbins et al., 2001, 2002; Estabrooks, 1999; Estabrooks, Floyd, 
Scott-Findlay, O’Leary, & Gushta, 2003; Landry et al., 2001a, 2001b, 
2003) and evaluating team knowledge (Castka, 2003; Cooke, Kiekel, 
Salas, & Stout, 2003; Mohammed & Dumville, 2001).

DEVELOPMENT OF A TOOL TO MEASURE OUTCOMES OF 
KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE

Measuring Reach 

The dissemination report and framework by Dubois et al. (2003) is a 
valuable tool for organizations that are interested in disseminating 
BP material for population health. Although developed with type 2 
diabetes prevention in mind, the framework can be used to guide dis-
semination within a wide variety of public health areas. The purpose 
of the Dubois project was to develop a dissemination framework to 
support the uptake or use of the BP material available to practitioners 
in heart health in Ontario. The framework was developed following a 
literature review, key informant interviews (experts in dissemination 
and diabetes), and practitioner interviews (diabetes prevention prac-
titioners). A draft framework was piloted and additional feedback was 
received from knowledge developers, knowledge brokers, and adop-
ters. The fi nal dissemination framework and dissemination report 
by Dubois et al. (2003) has guided the development of the proposed 
tool for measuring reach. Reach can be quantifi ed as the number of 
intended users who were aware of the project, giving them the op-
portunity to adopt it. Thus, it is important to identify who the end 
users are and what distribution points they contact to become aware 
of and access resources. Dubois and colleagues (2003) concluded their 
report with a list of recommended actions for dissemination of the 
BP resource. One of these actions was to disseminate the resource 
through various distribution points. These particular distribution 
points (expanded in Table 1) were selected based on their ability to 
reach target users/adopters of the resource. They were chosen by key 
informants (end users) interviewed by Dubois. Thus, for the specifi c 
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example of the Best Practices in Type 2 Diabetes Prevention docu-
ment, the process for evaluating its diffusion or “reach” following 
dissemination could be conducted as follows:

1. Identify target users of the best practices

After dissemination has occurred, obtain lists of potential users (prac-
titioners) to act as key informants and contact a sample of them via e-
mail, telephone, and mail to complete the uptake questions (Appendix 
A). Answering “yes” to question 1, “I am aware of the document” (in 
this case, Best Practices in Type 2 Diabetes Prevention), indicates the 
dissemination effort has reached the intended user. The respondent 
could then continue on with the uptake questionnaire to determine 
their use of the BPs.

2. Identify distribution points for the best practices to reach users

Huge potential exists for reaching target adopters and beyond this 
population by dissemination through commonly accessed distribu-
tion sites. Distribution points could be considered intermediaries 
for potential end users, and Table 1 is an example of the range of 
possible distribution points for examining reach. After dissemination 
has occurred, relevant distribution points can be scanned to see if the 
Best Practices document is listed in their organization as a resource. 
Examining reach in this way determines whether key distribution 
points have been captured. Distribution points included people, net-
works, listservs, websites, databases, and coordinating bodies and 
therefore will need to be contacted using a variety of methods. These 
methods may include phone calls to people involved, accessing list-
servs, websites, and databases. 

Measuring Uptake 

Development of the uptake tool began by summarizing potentially 
relevant literature into an annotated bibliography. This was an ef-
fective way to gain a better understanding of the literature content. 
This exercise assisted in grasping the ideas central to evaluation, 
measurement, and, most importantly, in specifi c reference to KE. 
Several key articles and reports were chosen for their applicability 
to the development of a tool to measure KE, as they exhibited specifi c 
scales that could be adapted into a framework. Articles were reviewed 
to identify the knowledge outcomes considered and how various 
authors’ conceptualization of KE outcomes mapped onto each other. 
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Table 1
Examples of Distribution Points to be Considered for the Diabetes Best Practices 
Document

Type of  Specifi c 
Source(s) Organization Acronym Website

Website Resource  Canadian Diabetes  CDA www.diabetes.ca
 centres across  Association
 Canada
Website  Chronic Disease  CDPAC www.cdpac.ca 
  Prevention Alliance
Website  Canadian Health Network CHN www.canadian-health-network.ca
Website  Listserv Nutrition Resource Centre NRC www.nutritionrc.ca 
Website Listserv Activitalk  www.active2010.ca 
Listserv  Ontario Health Promotion  OHPE  www.ohpe.ca 
  Email-Bulletin Feature Bulletin
Listserv  Database Lifestyle Information  LIN www.lin.ca 
  Network
Database  G7/G8 Heart Health  www.med.mun.ca/g8hearthealth 
Coordinating  For Diabetes Strategy  n/a
Committee
Other  Dietitians of Canada DC www.dietitians.ca 
Other  Registered diabetes   n/a
  educators
Other  Banting and Best DC  BBDC www.bbdc.org 
  Institute
Other  Provincial Chronic   e.g., www.opha.on.ca/projects/
  Disease Prevention   ocdpa.html 
  partnerships
Other  Alberta Centre for Active   www.centre4activeliving.ca 
  Living

Note. Expanded from Dubois, Wilkerson, and Hall (2003).

Five key resources (Hall, George, & Rutherford, 1979; Hall, Loucks, 
Rutherford, & Newlove, 1975; Johnson, 1980; Larson, 1982; Pelz & 
Horsley, 1981) contained measurement models that, while differing 
in terminology, signifi cantly overlapped in the concepts measured. 
These resources consisted of scales and indices described by Dunn 
(1983). A fi gure of the selected scales was created in order to compare 
their indices to each other (Figure 1). A thematic analysis of the com-
ponents of each scale determined that the index that corresponded to 
most of the categories in the other scales was the Level of Use (LoU) 
Scale (Hall et al., 1975). In Figure 1, themes corresponding to each 
other are indicated by connecting lines. This scale also had the most 
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comprehensive chart with detailed notes for each level. Key ideas 
emerged and were adapted to design a specifi c set of questions to 
assess uptake and knowledge exchanged after the dissemination of 
BP documents (Appendix A). 

The uptake tool was constructed with a combination of the stages 
from the Seven Standards of Utilization (Knott & Wildavsky, 1980) 
and the categories of the LoU Scale (Hall et al., 1975), and designed 
as a questionnaire with questions similar to those used by Landry 
et al. (2001a, 2001b) and Estabrooks (1999). Sections of questions 
in the uptake tool were guided by the seven categories of knowledge 
utilization from Knott and Wildavsky (1980) (Table 2). 

Table 2
Stages/Standards of Knowledge Utilization

Stage Category Description

1 Reception Receiving information/informationa is within reach
2 Cognition Read, digest, and understand information
3 Discussion Altering frames of reference to the new information
4 Reference Information infl uences action/adoption of information
5 Adoption Infl uences outcomes and results/effort to favour information
6 Implementation Adopted information becomes practice
7 Impact Tangible benefi ts of information

Note. Summarized from Knott and Wildavsky (1980).
aThe term “information” could be substituted by project, program, intervention, innovation, practice, 
policy, research, knowledge, document, evaluation, etc.

Knowledge uptake is strongly related to the context within which it 
is delivered (Davies et al., 2005), and it is critical to capture reasons 
behind the non-adoption of a disseminated innovation, especially if 
the practitioner was aware of and had access to it. Therefore, ques-
tions were added for deliberate non-use (or non-adoption) in Section 
2 and were guided by Dobbins et al. (2002).

Landry et al. (2001a, 2001b) adapted the Knott and Wildavsky (1980) 
standards into six stages and used them to measure the extent of 
utilization of university research in public administration. They 
developed a series of questions that corresponded to each stage and 
requested answers using a Likert scale (1 = “never,” 2 = “rarely,” 3 = 
“sometimes,” 4 = “usually,” 5 = “always”). Likert scales are often used 
to measure opinions, beliefs, and attitudes (DeVellis, 2003). A Likert 
scale was not chosen for this tool for a number of reasons: the tool was 
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not intended to measure opinions, beliefs, or attitudes; respondents 
may not be able to discriminate meaningfully between a range of 5 
and 6 response options (DeVellis, 2003); Likert-style response options 
did not follow logically as answers to many of the questions; and a 
primarily binary scale reduces the burden placed on the respondents 
(DeVellis, 2003). The uptake tool outcomes and levels of use (Table 3) 
were based on the LoU Scale by Hall et al. (1975). The LoU dimen-
sion intends to describe behaviours of innovation users and does not 
focus on attitudinal, motivational, or other affective characteristics of 
the user (Hall et al., 1975), thus further supporting binary response 
options instead of a Likert scale.

UTILIZING THE TOOL

Using the proposed tool should not require a lot of planning by the 
group interested in measuring the utilization of their BPs. Initial 
planning would entail identifying target users (as key informants) 
and distribution points, and determining a reasonable time frame 
from the time of dissemination.

It is expected that reach will be determined fi rst, and then the uptake 
questionnaire can be used as an extension of the measurement of 
reach. When using the uptake questionnaire, the term “document” can 
be substituted by project, program, intervention, innovation, practice, 
research, knowledge, information, evaluation, policy, and so on.

Outcomes 

The reach and uptake tools are primarily descriptive measures of 
outcomes. Reach is measured and described in two parts. First, after 
a list of target users has been generated, a random sample could be 
contacted to calculate a percentage of target users that are aware of 
the document (or innovation, program, etc.). Second, the number and 
type of distribution points captured can be described and compared 
to a list of relevant distribution points that were to be used for dis-
semination. It is benefi cial to collect information on the type of users 
aware of the document and the type of distribution points that were 
captured, because this can inform future dissemination efforts.

The uptake tool intends to capture the thought process and actions 
of the user as well as provide valuable feedback for the dissemina-
tor. Thus, it is not informative to have a numerical score. Previous 
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experience will inform users’ current practices, and they will integrate 
their existing knowledge as they adopt and implement new innova-
tions. This will alter their progressive responses while completing 
the uptake questions and affect their level of uptake.

After questionnaires for uptake have been completed, the level of use 
for each individual user can be determined (Table 3). The levels are 
determined based on the responses to the uptake questions. 

Interpreting the level of use or knowledge exchanged is not neces-
sarily meant to be a continuous measure with a defi nitive endpoint 
(i.e., a Guttman-type scale). For example, in Table 3, refi nement is not 

Table 3
Uptake Outcomes and Levels of Use (LoU)

Scale point defi nitions:
Levels of use of the innovation

Relationship to questions:
Determining level

NON-USE: State in which the user has little or no knowledge of 
the innovation, no involvement with the innovation, and is doing 
nothing toward becoming involved

End here if No to Q 2, 5 or ended 
at Q 9

Decision Point A: Takes action to learn more detailed information about the innovation

ORIENTATION: State in which the user has acquired or is ac quiring 
information about the innovation and/or has explored or is 
 exploring its value orientation and its demands upon user and user 
system

Yes or Maybe or Sometimes/Often 
to any of Q 5, 6, 7, 8, 10, 11, 12
End here if No to Q 8

Decision Point B: Makes a decision to use the innovation by establishing a time to begin

PREPARATION: State in which the user is preparing for fi rst use of 
the innovation

Fully/Partially to Q 26
Yes to Q 27
End here if Not at all/Not sure to Q 
25 and 26

Decision Point C: Begins fi rst use of the innovation

MECHANICAL USE: State in which the user focuses most effort on 
the short-term, day-to-day use of the innovation with little time for 
refl ection. Changes in use are made more to meet user needs than 
client needs. The user is primarily engaged in a stepwise attempt to 
master the tasks required to use the innovation, often resulting in 
disjointed and superfi cial use.

Yes to any of Q 25, 32, 33, 34
End here if No to all of Q 32, 33, 
34, 36

Decision Point D-1: A routine pattern of use is established

ROUTINE: Use of the innovation is stabilized. Few if any changes 
are being made in ongoing use. Little preparation or thought is 
 being given to improving innovation use or its consequences.

Yes to Q 36
End here if No to Q 37

continued next page



THE CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PROGRAM EVALUATION62

necessary for integration to occur. If practitioners are satisfi ed with a 
practice that they have adopted and have found to be effective, there 
is no motivation to change the intervention, and this does not prohibit 
the potential for collaboration and integration of the innovation with 
other organizations. Likewise, renewal (the last level) may not be the 
goal following adoption, as the innovation is likely already evaluated 
and does not require major modifi cations. However, an increased LoU 
or knowledge uptake occurs as a user moves toward higher levels and 
potentially passes through decision points (Table 3). The user does not 
need to complete consecutive levels before moving higher up on the 
scale, but can skip over a level. Skipping levels may be an indication 
of a user’s previous knowledge and experience. Along with the com-
pletion of the uptake questions, it is important to gather qualitative 
information from the user. This will provide context for the uptake of 
the innovation. The fi nal question in Section 1 allows for this dialogue 
to occur. In most cases, the goal of the disseminator will be for the 
user to reach the levels of routine, refi nement, and integration. The 
outcome for Section 2 is a level of non-use and provides feedback on 
deliberate non-use of an innovation. This information is valuable for 
disseminators to consider in their future work when tailoring their 
innovations to end users.

Table 3 (continued)

Decision Point D-2: Changes use of the innovation based on formal or informal evaluation in order to 
increase client outcomes

REFINEMENT: State in which the user varies the use of the inno-
vation to increase the impact on clients within immediate sphere 
of infl uence. Variations are based on knowledge of both short- and 
long-term consequences for clients.

Yes to Q 37
End here if No to Q 38 and 39

Decision Point E: Initiates changes in use of innovation based on input of and in coordination with what 
colleagues are doing

INTEGRATION: State in which the user is combining own efforts to 
use the innovation with related activities of colleagues to achieve 
a collective impact on clients within their common sphere of infl u-
ence.

Yes to Q 38 or 39
End here if No to Q 40

Decision Point F: Begins exploring alternatives to or major modifi cations of the innovation presently in use

RENEWAL: State in which the user evaluates the quality of use of the 
innovation, seeks major modifi cations of or alternatives to present 
innovation to achieve increased impact on clients, examines new 
developments in the fi eld, and explores new goals for self and the 
system.

Yes to Q 40

Note. Defi nitions of levels of use and decision points are from Hall et al. (1975).
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DISCUSSION

As the title of this article suggests, this tool is in the development 
stage. This article describes details of the process used during tool 
development, in particular the theoretical basis on which the tool 
is based. While the tool appears to have face validity, the main 
limitation is that reliability and validity testing have not yet been 
conducted. Implications for use of the tool in practice are cautioned 
until further evidence is available. 

Initial pilot-testing of the uptake tool has begun, and it appears to 
have a strong practical application. As part of a larger research study, 
the uptake tool has been adapted and used to facilitate and study 
the KE processes intended to enhance evidence-informed practice 
in public health. Thus far, it has been used to interview 20 Ontario 
health unit practitioners who received data and reports on smoking 
and physical activity in secondary school students in their region (E. 
Bonin, personal communication, September 29, 2006). The knowledge 
broker conducting these interviews has found the tool to be quick 
and easy to use (e.g., it takes about 10 minutes to conduct a phone 
interview). The knowledge broker made minor suggestions to improve 
the readability of the questions, and these have been incorporated. 
The KE research study demonstrates that the tool can be adapted to 
domains outside of BP documents, even toward measuring KE proc-
esses when the disseminated product is data. 

Canada’s premier health research funding agency has impact on 
health as part of its parliamentary mandate. Similarly, policy makers 
and practitioners are looking to be good stewards of resources. Satis-
factory systems for KE are critical to meet these goals. Unfortunately, 
the system lacks adequate practical measurement of outcomes. KE 
measurement may be underdeveloped due to the lack of clarity in 
quantifying knowledge and poor tangibility of knowledge outcomes. 
Both the reach and uptake components of the proposed tool are based 
on theory in the published and grey literature, which gives the tool 
some credibility even though its utility has not yet been assessed. 
Measuring knowledge utilization (and exchange) requires the exami-
nation of a process of several events including (a) information pick-
up, (b) information processing, and (c) information application (Rich, 
1997). This tool attempts to capture that process in addition to collect-
ing information on the reasons why a document or practice may not 
be adopted. Specifi cally, this tool can facilitate efforts of measuring 
the extent to which BPs have reached and are used by practitioners. 
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However, the tool is not exclusive to BPs and is valuable for many 
areas of population health and evaluation. Potential users of this tool 
include evaluators, researchers, policy and program decision-makers, 
as well as any person, group, or organization wanting to facilitate 
and measure KE processes. One of the important contributions of this 
tool is that when it is implemented, the tool creates an opportunity 
for knowledge to be exchanged. The uptake tool itself initiates or 
continues a connection between the end user of the innovation and 
the developer and/or disseminator of the innovation.

Future validation efforts are required to move this tool forward 
from the development stage. Qualitative data should be gathered to 
validate the tool, and steps outlined by DeVellis (2003) on scale de-
velopment should be followed. Initially, several experts in the fi eld of 
knowledge exchange should review the tool for content validity, and 
items determined to be ambiguous should be revised or removed. The 
tool should then be administered to a sample of participants selected 
from two groups: (a) intended users of the reach and uptake tools, 
and (b) target adopters/non-adopters who might be completing the 
uptake questions. Item responses from these two groups should be 
evaluated using factor analysis. Concurrent validity could be tested by 
collecting semi-structured qualitative data and analyzing the results 
to assess consistency of individual responses to the tool. Validation of 
this tool will add to its current utility as a quick, easy to implement, 
and theoretically grounded measure of KE outcomes. 

The key contribution of this article is the synthesis of evidence on KE 
into a practical and usable questionnaire that works toward fi lling 
the gap on measuring KE outcomes. The signifi cant value of this tool 
is that it engages both the producer and the user, from both sides of 
the KE equation, to exchange knowledge with each other.
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Appendix A
Uptake Questions: Questions for the Dissemination of Best Practices

SECTION 1
Awareness (I know the document exists)

1 Are you aware of the BP document?
 YES (go to question 3)
 NO (go to question 2)
2 Would you like to learn more about this document?
 YES (discontinue questions and distribute information)
 NO (discontinue questions)

Reception (I have a copy of the document OR know how to access the document)
3 Have you received a copy of the document?
 YES (go to question 6)
 NO (go to question 4) 
4 Did you retrieve a copy of the document on your own?
 YES (go to question 6)
 NO (go to question 5)
5 Do you plan to access the document some time in the future?
 YES 
 MAYBE 
 NO (discontinue questions)
 DON’T KNOW 
6 Even before reading it, did you think the document might be useful?
 YES 
 MAYBE 
 NO 
 DON’T KNOW 

Cognition (read, digest, and understand the document)
7 Have you read the document?
 FULLY (go to question 10)
 PARTIALLY (go to question 10)
 NOT AT ALL (go to question 8)
8 Do you plan to read the document?
 YES (go to question 13)
 MAYBE (go to question 13)
 NO (go to question 9)
9 Do you have the intention of reading the document in the future?
 YES (discontinue questions)
 NO (discontinue questions)
10 Was the material in the document presented in a way you could understand?
 YES
 NO
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11 Did you understand the material presented in the document?
 YES 
 NO
 DON’T KNOW
12 Have you thought about the contents of the document since you read it?
 NEVER
 RARELY 
 SOMETIMES
 OFTEN

Discussion (altering frames of reference to the new information)
13 Have you made other colleague(s) aware of this document?
 YES
 NO
 DON’T KNOW
14 Have you discussed the document with colleagues within your organization?
 YES (go to question 16)
 NO (go to question 15)
15 Do you plan to discuss the document with colleagues within your organization?
 YES 
 MAYBE 
 NO 
16 Have you discussed the document with colleague(s) outside of your organiza-

tion?
 YES (go to question 18)
 NO (go to question 17)
17 Do you plan to discuss the document with colleague(s) outside of your organiza-

tion?
 YES 
 MAYBE 
 NO
18 Have you sought the opinion(s) of other(s) who have used this document (e.g., 

through discussions, visits, or workshops)?
 YES 
 NO

Reference (document infl uences action/adoption of information)
19 Have you cited this document in your own reports or documents?
 YES (go to question 21)
 NO (go to question 20)
20 Do you plan to cite this document in your own reports?
 YES
 MAYBE
 NO
 DON’T KNOW
21 Has this document introduced you to a new idea/way of thinking for a currently 

used practice (i.e., not a practice adopted from the document)?
 YES
 NO
22 Has this document changed your beliefs about a particular approach to prac-

tice?
 YES
 NO



71LA REVUE CANADIENNE D’ÉVALUATION DE PROGRAMME

Effort (efforts made to favour information)
23 Have you favoured the results in this document over other document(s)/sources 

of information?
 YES
 NO
24 Have you favoured using this document over other document(s)/sources of infor-

mation?
 YES
 NO

Adoption (document infl uences adoption of a practice/practice adopted from document)
25 Have you adopted a practice outlined in the document?
 FULLY (go to question 28)
 PARTIALLY (go to question 28)
 NOT AT ALL (go to question 26)
26 Do you plan to adopt a practice outlined in the document?
 FULLY (go to question 27)
 PARTIALLY (go to question 27)
 NOT AT ALL (discontinue questions)
 NOT SURE (discontinue questions)

If answered NOT AT ALL or NOT SURE to Question 26 proceed to Section 2.
27 Do you know when you will begin to use the practice you plan to adopt?
 YES (discontinue questions)
 NO (discontinue questions)
28 a) Was the practice you adopted a Best Practice (as defi ned by the document/

source)?
 YES (go to question 30)
 NO (go to question 29)
 b) Was the practice you adopted a Promising Practice (as defi ned by the document/ 

source)?
 YES 
 NO
29 Have you stopped a non-recommended practice?
 YES
 NO
 NOT APPLICABLE
30 Have you combined together the components of more than one practice? 
 YES 
 NO

Implementation (adopted information becomes practice)
31 Overall, in the past 1 (6, 12, 18) month(s), how fully have you used a practice 

recommended in the document?
 NOT AT ALL
  A LITTLE
 A LOT
 A LOT, BUT ADAPTED FROM THE ORIGINAL
32 Have you employed short-term strategies for using this practice?
 YES
 NO
33 Do you know the short-term effects (outcomes) from using this practice?
 YES
 NO
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34 Do you spend your time managing the activities of the practice?
 YES
 NO
35 Do you know the long-term requirements to using this practice?
 YES
 NO
36 Has using this practice become routine (i.e., practice runs smoothly with minimal 

management problems)?
 YES 
 NO
37 Have you varied your use (i.e., made modifi cations) of the practice to increase 

its impact on your target population?
 YES
 NO
38 Have you collaborated with colleagues and/or other organizations targeting the 

same population to implement this practice?
 YES (go to question 40)
 NO (go to question 39)
39 Do you plan to collaborate with colleagues and/or other organizations targeting 

the same population to implement this practice?
 YES
 MAYBE
 NO
40 Have you explored other practices that could be used in combination with, or in 

place of, the current practice to improve effectiveness?
 YES
 NO

Impact
41 Has this practice made an impact on your target population?
 YES
 MAYBE
 NO
 DON’T KNOW 
42 Has your use of this document changed a current practice or routine in your 

work?
 YES
 MAYBE
 NO
 DON’T KNOW
43 Have you encouraged a colleague(s) to adopt this practice?
 YES
 NO
44 Have you persuaded a colleague(s) to adopt this practice?
 YES
 NO

Additional Comments
Are there any additional comments you would like to make about the document or practice? 
(Your comments do not need to be related to an adopted or implemented practice.)

SECTION 2: Deliberate Non-use
This section only applies to answers NOT AT ALL or NOT SURE to Question 26.

x Please indicate ALL of the following reasons why you chose not to adopt this new source of 
information/document/practice/intervention/innovation.
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Innovation Characteristics
Relative Advantage
I have an equivalent program already in place
The innovation was not perceived to be better than the current program
The innovation did not show any economic advantage from adopting it
The innovation was more time-consuming and required more effort than the current program
Compatibility
The innovation was not consistent with the current values of my program or organization
The innovation did not meet the needs of my program or organization
Complexity
The innovation was too diffi cult to understand
The innovation was too diffi cult to implement or use
Trialability
The innovation could not be implemented on a small scale to determine its advantages or disadvan-
tages
I have not heard of any other organization(s) related to mine that have adopted this innovation
Observability
I have not seen this innovation successfully implemented

Organizational Characteristics
Size and Resources
My organization is too small or too large to adopt this innovation
My organization does not have enough personnel resources (staff) to adopt this innovation
My organization does not have enough fi nancial resources to adopt this innovation
Location
My organization was not in an appropriate location to adopt or implement this innovation
Hierarchy
I do not have enough decision-making authority in my position to decide to adopt this innovation
I was not able to prove to my supervisor that this was an important innovation to adopt
Formalization
This innovation did not follow the rules and procedures of my organization
There was not enough research evidence that this innovation would be effective or successful

Environmental Characteristics
There is not enough collaboration or potential for networking with other organizations to be able to 
adopt and implement this innovation

Individual Characteristics
This innovation did not seem relevant to my practice
It is not an appropriate time to be adopting this innovation
This innovation does not coincide with my values or beliefs about what is effective
I have insuffi cient time to adopt and implement a new innovation

Other
Other reasons not mentioned above have resulted in non-adoption of this innovation
These other reasons are:
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This qualitative study aims at conceptualizing research impact 
generally by studying the specifi c case of research impact in the 
fi eld of education. An analysis process akin to grounded theory 
was applied to the analysis of sections of reports provided by 
educational researchers. Literature on the subject of research 
impact was used to substantiate and complete the portrait of 
educational research impact that emerged from the data. The 
resulting conceptual framework proposes fi ve interdependent 
stages, each one characteristic of certain categories of research 
impact that are typically interrelated in time and in terms of 
researcher control. It is hoped that this conceptual framework 
will help program evaluators and researchers tackle the larger 
task of uncovering and arguing the meaningfulness of alternative 
ways of measuring the impacts of research in the social sciences 
and humanities.

Cette étude qualitative vise à conceptualiser l’impact de la re-
cherche en général, en étudiant le cas particulier de l’impact 
de la recherche dans le domaine de l’éducation. Un processus 
d’analyse inspiré de l’approche de la théorie à base empirique 
a été appliquée à l’analyse de sections de rapports fournis par 
des chercheurs en éducation. La littérature portant sur l’impact 
de la recherche a servi à appuyer et à compléter le portrait 
de la recherche en éducation émergeant des données. Le cadre 
conceptuel produit propose cinq stades interdépendants, chacun 
représentant différents types d’impact de la recherche qui sont 
généralement interdépendants en terme de temps et de contrôle 
exercé par le chercheur. Il est souhaité que ce cadre conceptuel 
aidera les évaluateurs de programmes ainsi que les chercheurs à 
entreprendre la tâche plus considérable de découvrir et débattre 
le sens d’alternatives servant à mesurer les impacts de la recher-
che dans le domaine des sciences humaines et sociales. 

The Canadian Journal of Program Evaluation Vol. 22 No. 1 Pages 75–98
ISSN 0834-1516 Copyright © 2007 Canadian Evaluation Society 

Résumé :



THE CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PROGRAM EVALUATION76

Those in social science research — producers, funders, or 
(potential) users — are increasingly aware of the limita-
tions of simple models (descriptive or prescriptive) of 
research use and research impact. There are concerns 
about the narrowness of existing assessments of the im-
pact of social research, such as RAE [Research Assess-
ment Exercise] assessments, bibliometrics, and citation 
counts. The diversity of social science research, and the 
complexity of the means by which research fi ndings may 
come into use, make understanding and assessing non-
academic research impacts a challenging task. (Davies, 
Nutley, & Walter, 2005, p. 4)

As a performance and evaluation offi cer at the Social 
Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC), I 
participate in the evaluation of the Council’s research funding pro-
grams. Evaluation issues of interest in this context include program 
purpose, design and delivery issues, and program impact. It is the 
evaluation of program impact, and more specifi cally the measurement 
of the impacts of the research funded by SSHRC, that has proven over 
the years to be one of our greatest evaluation challenges. Through 
its evaluation policy (Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat [TBS], 
2001) and policy on transfer payments (TBS, 2000), the Treasury 
Board of Canada requires that all federal government departments 
and agencies track and report on the performance and results of their 
programs. The assessment of research impacts that can be attributed 
(directly or indirectly) to SSHRC’s research funding programs is 
therefore a key and growing concern. 

Although the craft of research evaluation (i.e., the evaluation of 
research funding programs, of programs of research, and of the out-
comes and impacts of research) has been evolving over the past 20 
years (Cozzens, 2002), its focus has largely been on the evaluation of 
research in the areas of science and technology, as opposed to research 
in the social sciences and humanities. This observation is consistent 
with the conclusions of a 1999 study commissioned by the Canadian 
Federation for the Humanities and Social Sciences (CFHSS), which 
examined what was being done to assess the impact of research in 
the humanities and social sciences (Hart, Lang, Watson, & Oldfi eld, 
1999). The study noted the need for additional research in the area 
of research impact measurement in the social sciences and humani-
ties, and pointed out that, although we can learn from what is being 
done in the areas of science and technology, there is a need to develop 
impact indicators specifi c to the social sciences and humanities that 
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are viable and reliable. More recently, the report from a symposium on 
assessing the non-academic impact of research hosted by the United 
Kingdom’s Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) appeals for 
new ways of assessing research impact, and calls for the development 
of clear frameworks that model the processes of communicating and 
using research fi ndings (Davies et al., 2005). 

The overall lack of a solid body of knowledge on understanding, de-
scribing, and measuring research impact in the social sciences and 
humanities (Davies et al., 2005; Hart et al., 1999) and its related 
disciplines and fi elds of study — such as education (National Edu-
cational Research Forum, 2000) — leaves SSHRC and other social 
sciences and/or humanities research granting agencies around the 
world in a very vulnerable position. This is also true for health 
research funding agencies, which face challenges similar to those 
of social sciences and/or humanities research funding agencies, 
namely defi ning causal links, measuring value (monetary or other) 
of research results, attribution, and multiple stakeholder priori-
ties (Canadian Institutes of Health Research [CIHR], 2005). These 
challenges are currently being tackled through a variety of means 
such as special studies, funding initiatives, and/or workshops and 
events launched by research funding organizations or other stake-
holders around the world (e.g., American Academy of Arts & Sci-
ences, 2002; Council for the Humanities, Arts & Social Sciences 
[CHASS], 2005; Davies et al., 2005; Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2006; SSHRC, 2006; UK 
Evaluation Forum, 2006).

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The broad purpose of the qualitative study reported here is to con-
tribute in a small but hopefully meaningful way to the burgeoning 
body of knowledge on the impacts of research in the social sciences 
and humanities. The more specifi c purpose of this study is to better 
understand research impact generally, by studying the specifi c case 
of research in the fi eld of education. Using a qualitative analysis ap-
proach akin to the grounded theory approach as advanced by Strauss 
and Corbin (1998), I attempted to conceptualize research impact in 
the fi eld of education by drawing on two main sources of data: sections 
of reports provided by researchers working in the fi eld of education 
and funded through SSHRC, and scholarly and grey literature on 
the subject of research impact. This article presents the conceptual 
framework that has emerged from this study. It is my hope that this 
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framework will help feed into the larger task of uncovering and argu-
ing the meaningfulness of alternative ways of measuring the impacts 
of research, by fi rst providing a description of research impact in a 
particular fi eld. 

METHOD

Analytical Approach

Strauss and Corbin (1998) tell us that qualitative research “can be 
used to explore substantive areas about which little is known” (p. 11), 
and Maxwell (2005) reminds us that generating results (or in this 
case, drawing out a description of research impacts) that are both 
“understandable and experientially credible” (p. 24) is a practical goal 
that is particularly well suited to qualitative research. 

In terms of the epistemological stance that has framed this study, 
I have taken a pragmatic approach, as described by Patton (2002), 
which advocates the breaking down of paradigm allegiances as a 
way of increasing methodological options, and the judging of a piece 
of research on its quality and intended purpose, procedures, and re-
sults, taking into account the goals of the study, the context in which 
the study was completed, and its intended audience. This approach 
emphasizes methodological appropriateness rather than orthodoxy 
— in essence, doing what makes sense. 

As such, I searched for the qualitative method or methods that would 
make the most sense for this study. I was particularly interested in 
documenting what emerged from researchers’ own descriptions of 
the impact of their work, as opposed to coding for what has already 
been identifi ed as impacts in the literature. As a result, I made use 
of an analytical approach akin to grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 
1998), which is further described below.

Grounded theory, as defi ned by Strauss and Corbin (1998), involves 
the derivation of theory from data, which is “systematically gathered 
and analyzed through the research process” (p. 12). This method en-
courages researchers to begin without1 a pre-conceived theory in mind, 
and emphasized both critical and creative thinking. Although Strauss 
and Corbin put forward very detailed and systematic procedures, they 
point out that “these procedures were designed not to be followed 
dogmatically but rather be used creatively and fl exibly by research-
ers as they deem appropriate” (p. 13). The analytical approach that I 
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applied to this study differed from the grounded theory approach in 
two ways: (a) the purpose of the analysis was to develop a conceptual 
framework, not a theory2; and (b) I applied those parts of the grounded 
theory approach that relate to the early phases of theory development 
— open coding and axial coding, and, to some degree, coding for proc-
ess (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). I therefore stay at a very descriptive 
level, while allowing early thoughts on the process through which 
research impact occurs to emerge. Further details on the analytical 
approach follow the description of the data sources below. 

Data

As previously mentioned, I drew from two main sources of data for 
this study. I requested access to data collected through SSHRC’s Fi-
nal Research Report (FRR), which must be completed for all funded 
research projects six months after the end of a grant. This report col-
lects both quantitative and qualitative data on research results and 
impacts, such as the number of publications that have resulted from 
the grant, and descriptions of the impacts that have been achieved 
to date. I was interested in two of the report’s questions. The fi rst 
question asked researchers to summarize their research results and 
their general signifi cance for Canadians, while illustrating actual 
and/or potential impacts that could be attributed to these fi ndings. 
The second question asked researchers to discuss any additional 
impacts not previously mentioned in the report. Fifty-one sets of an-
swers, stripped of all identifying information such as fi le number and 
researcher name, and restricted to projects funded under SSHRC’s 
Standard Research Grants (SRG) program in 19993 in the fi eld of 
education (adjudicated under the two committees for the fi eld), were 
extracted from the database. 

These data represent the responses of 62% of the projects in the fi eld 
of education that received funding in 1999 (51 of 82 had submitted 
FRRs at the time of this analysis). Table 1 provides an overview of 
the degree to which the projects for which FRRs have been submit-
ted are representative of all 1999 SRG-funded projects in the fi eld of 
education, according to three variables of interest (province, area of 
research within the fi eld of education, and language of application). 
I would note, however, that these variables do not speak to possible 
differences related to research impact, and do not give a sense of 
whether or not these projects represent well the range of research 
projects that are conducted in the fi eld of education as a whole. I 
would therefore say that the sample of 51 is one of convenience, but 
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one that is reasonably representative of the research projects in the 
fi eld of education that were funded by SSHRC in 1999, and covers 
a number of areas of research within the broad fi eld of education. 
Although the sample limits the generalizability of the conceptual 
framework that has emerged from this study, this limitation is in 
part mitigated through the use of scholarly and grey literature to 

Table 1
Comparison of All Projects Funded by SSHRC in the Field of Education 
(Standard Research Grants Program, 1999 Competition) to Those Projects 
That Submitted Final Research Reports

Proportion of all 
projects funded 

(%)
(N = 82)

Proportion of projects that 
submitted a Final Research 

Report (%)
(N = 51)

Province
 Québec 40.3 45.1
 Ontario 23.2 21.6

 British Columbia 19.5 15.7
 Alberta 11.0 11.8
 New Brunswick 2.4 0
 Nova Scotia 2.4 3.9
 Manitoba 1.2 2.0
Area of Research
 Education 73.2 74.5
 Children and Youth 6.1 7.8
 Employment and Labour 4.9 5.9
 Other 3.6 0
 Family 2.4 3.9
 Arts and Culture 1.2 2.0
 Health 1.2 0
 Literacy 1.2 0
 Management 1.2 0
 Multiculturalism and Ethnic Studies 1.2 2.0
 Politics and Government 1.2 0
 Science and Technology 1.2 2.0
 Women 1.2 2.0
Language
 English 72.0 72.5
 French 28.0 27.5
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substantiate and complete framework elements. I describe this second 
data source below. 

I identifi ed scholarly and grey literature on the subject of research 
impact generally, then on research impact specifi c to the fi eld of 
education through the use of four methods: (a) a keyword search of 
the Educational Research Information Center (ERIC) database; (b) 
a keyword search of the World Wide Web through the Google search 
engine; (c) an examination of reference lists of documents identifi ed 
through the fi rst two methods in order to locate other items of interest; 
and (d) an examination of the table of contents of scholarly journals in 
which items of interest were published, in order to locate additional 
items covering similar content. This resulted in over 40 items of inter-
est. I proceeded to a cursory review of these items in order to select a 
manageable number of high-relevance items that could be analyzed 
more thoroughly. Seven such items were retained and content ana-
lyzed in order to extract fi ndings related to the impact of research in 
the social sciences and humanities, and/or related specifi cally to the 
impact of research in the fi eld of education.4 A summary description 
of these items is presented in Table 2.

Data Analysis Procedure 

Adapting the grounded theory approach as described by Strauss and 
Corbin (1998) to the particular needs of this study, I analyzed the FRR 
data using three overlapping and interrelated analysis processes:

1. Open coding: This preliminary, exploratory process seeks to 
allow concepts to emerge from the data. Through the iden-
tifi cation, comparison, and categorization of descriptions of 
research impact, I began to develop an understanding of the 
phenomenon of research impact in the fi eld of education, 
and to establish ways of describing it. Open-coding also 
involved identifying the properties or characteristics of vari-
ous categories of research impact. For instance, if “scholarly 
publication” is a category, then “peer-reviewed” would be a 
characteristic.

2. Axial coding: Axial coding involves the building of connec-
tions through relating categories to possible subcategories of 
descriptions of research impact at the level of their proper-
ties or characteristics. For instance, “journal article,” which 
shares the characteristic of “peer-reviewed” with “scholarly 
publication,” but fi ts within the broader category of “scholarly 
publication” can be thought of as one of its subcategories. 
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3. Process coding: Throughout the process of open and axial 
coding, I tried to see how the categories and subcategories 
of research impact related to and interacted with each other 
in terms of timeline and logical sequence. For instance, al-
though the impact category “research capacity” appeared to 
occur throughout the research process, “scholarly publica-
tion” tended to appear later. I also strived to create group-
ings of categories according to process similarities, which 
resulted in the identifi cation of a number of overlapping, 
interdependent, and not necessarily sequential phases or 
stages of research impact.

In coding the data, I was careful to note descriptions of research im-
pact that represented a category or subcategory exceptionally well. I 
have reproduced many of these exemplar descriptions in the results 
section of this article. 

For practical reasons, I engaged in the analysis process in fi ts and 
stops over a number of weeks, and used time between sessions of 
analysis to contemplate and digest the data, and to refl ect on how 
the analysis process was affecting my thoughts and ideas. Strauss 
and Corbin (1998) suggest that “[a]nalysis is the interplay between 
researchers and data” (p. 13) — this resulted in a number of research 
memos containing drafts of conceptual frameworks, theoretical mus-
ings, and ideas on how to interpret and present what was emerging 
from the data.

RESULTS

The fi nal version of the conceptual framework that emerged from the 
analysis of project data is presented in Figure 1. It should be noted 
that fi ndings from the content analysis of scholarly and grey literature 
were used to substantiate and complete framework elements. 

Through this fi gure, I present fi ve interdependent stages in the proc-
ess of research impact, each stage characteristic of certain categories 
of research impact that are typically interrelated in time (as noted 
in the framework), but that need not be limited to a single stage. 
These stages are also related to each other in terms of the degree to 
which the researcher (or research team) has infl uence on possible 
impacts — the farther one moves away from the core of the spiral, 
the more external factors play a role in whether or not impact will 
occur. Although the conceptualization of research impact in terms 
of dimensions of time and infl uence may limit the degree to which 
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this fi gure is representative of the lived experience of researchers in 
the fi eld of education, these dimensions will play an important role 
in determining how and when (Ormala, 1994) to measure research 
impact, and as such it is important to include them in the conceptual 
framework. 

In the paragraphs that follow, I will try to convey the soundness of the 
framework presented in Figure 1 in describing the impact of research 
in the fi eld of education. It should be noted that, for the purposes of 
this analysis, research impact refers to the contribution of research 
through its process, fi ndings, products or outputs, and outcomes to 
making a difference (adapted from Levin, 2004) — in other words, to 

Conducting the 
ResearchSharing the 

Findings

Disseminating the 
Knowledge

Short-term Research/
Knowledge Impact

Long-term
Research/
Knowledge

Impact

Research
capacitySharing with scholarly 

community

Dissemination
through
scholarly
channels

Contribution to 
SS&H research 

as a whole

Potential/ actual 
impact on policy

Impact on research 
subject/

participants

Tools, materials, 
programsSharing with non-

scholarly community

Dissemination
through non-

scholarly
channels

Contribution to 
the field of 
educational

research

Scholarly
recognition

Potential/ actual 
impact on 
practice

Advancement of 
program of 
research

TIME

RESEARCHER
INFLUENCE ON IMPACT

Figure 1
Conceptual Framework of Research Impact in the Field of Education
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affecting or infl uencing change in the status quo. Although research 
results has been used to encompass outputs, outcomes, and impacts 
of research (e.g., Garrett-Jones, 2000), it has been my experience 
that this term creates confusion for researchers who interpret it as 
limited to their research fi ndings and outputs, rather than to longer-
term outcomes or impacts. Although the examples provided in the 
following paragraphs note instances of positive impact, it should be 
noted that impact need not always be positive (National Educational 
Research Forum, 2000; Taylor, 1981).

Conducting the Research

The categories of impacts that are characteristic of this phase result 
from the very process of conducting a research project. Three main 
categories of such impacts have emerged from the data. Research ca-
pacity refers to the increase in knowledge and research skills acquired 
by those participating in the research process. This is not limited to 
the training of students; researchers, as well as non-academic re-
search collaborators, partners, and research subjects who participate 
actively in the conduct of research (as is the case in action research) 
stand to gain much more than training from this experience, as is 
exemplifi ed in the following statement:

In 2002–03 and 2003–04, four kindergarten teachers who 
participated in this SSHRC-funded research participated 
in a new action-research project aimed at elaborating and 
studying a parent-teacher partnership program in order 
to reach a larger number of parents [for the purposes 
of preventative intervention]. [Translated from French] 
(case 23)

Impact on research subjects/participants is a related but more spe-
cifi c category that points out the effects of participating in a research 
project — effects such as increased awareness, increased capacity to 
receive and respond to research results, and benefi ts that result from 
participating in an intervention.

Our research participants in phase 1 (interviews of edu-
cational policy makers) and in phase 3 (case studies in 
school districts) indicated that the research process was 
a catalyst for their examination and re-thinking of their 
beliefs and practices related to the integration of the 
Internet into teaching and learning. (case 35)
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Assuming that participation of potential users in the research proc-
ess increases the relevance of research results, these impacts are of 
interest to policy makers and other users of educational research who 
have noted that the lack of capacity to produce research of relevance 
to users is a factor that impedes educational research’s impact on 
policy and practice (OECD, 2002). 

Tools, materials, programs is a category that encompasses some of the 
“products” of the research process. These may include, for instance, 
tools that were developed for the purposes of research (e.g., learning 
tools, computer programs), testing instruments the research helped 
to validate, as well as teaching programs and interventions developed 
as part of the research. These products are an impact in their own 
right, and may result in subsequent impacts such as commercial op-
portunities (National Educational Research Forum, 2000).

This funding supported the development of … a compu-
ter-based learning environment that increases students’ 
scientifi c reasoning in the context of problem-based learn-
ing situations about disease. (case 7) 

Sharing the Findings

Throughout the course of a research project, researchers and research 
team members actively share fi ndings (at the preliminary and later 
stages) with peers in the research community, as well as with other 
audiences. Two categories of impacts that result from such sharing 
have emerged from the data. 

Sharing with scholarly community refers to the early communica-
tion of fi ndings to other academics through such means as scholarly 
conferences, tailored workshops, and international congresses. This 
sharing can fulfi ll the role of validating and confi rming preliminary 
fi ndings with peers and academic experts in the fi eld.

Conference papers based on this project have been given 
regularly at meetings of the Canadian History of Educa-
tion Association, American Educational Research Associ-
ation, Canadian Society for Studies in Higher Education, 
and elsewhere. (case 46)

Sharing with non-scholarly community refers to the communication 
of fi ndings to non-academics, such as research participants, research 
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partners, potential knowledge users, and members of the general 
public. This sharing can fulfi ll the role of testing the contextual ap-
propriateness of fi ndings, and of generating buy-in or interest in the 
future results of the research.

I have twice co-presented some of the fi ndings related 
to Mi’kmaw language teaching at a regional Mi’kmaw 
language conference in which there were a number of 
my participants present, as well as a number of other 
Mi’kmaw educators and administrators. (case 29)

Disseminating the Knowledge

Although the dissemination of research fi ndings can occur early on 
in the conduct of the research, it more often occurs after a few years 
and continues well after the end of a research project. Dissemination 
through scholarly channels refers to dissemination that is often done 
through traditional, academic means, through the publication of 
articles in peer-reviewed or non-peer-reviewed journals, the publica-
tions of manuscripts or book chapters, and the publication of student 
theses. These research outputs set the stage for additional future 
impacts presented later in this framework (National Educational 
Research Forum, 2000).

Detailed analyses and reports will appear in various 
academic conferences and academic journals in the next 
few years. At least one dozen research papers and one 
academic book are expected within the next few years. 
(case 47)

Dissemination can also be done through non-scholarly channels, 
such as publications in transfer or professional journals, through 
the media, through reports to potential users of the results of the 
research, and through the Internet. Levin (2004) notes that the “po-
tential range of people and organizations interested in research in 
education is enormous” (p. 10). The impact of having one’s research 
quoted in the media, for instance, may increase the odds that one’s 
work “will receive systematic critical attention at the hands of other 
workers” (Taylor, 1981, p. 190). In the same vein, Willinsky (2003) 
notes the importance of making research available on the Internet, 
if one is interested in having an impact on policy development. As 
such, researchers interested in increasing the potential impact of their 
research are wise to consider disseminating beyond academe.
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It is important to note that participating parents, teach-
ers, and school administrators always receive a detailed 
description of our research fi ndings. (case 28)

Short-term Research/Knowledge Impact

Once the initial phase of active dissemination is complete and re-
searchers have managed to get all the signifi cant fi ndings of a particu-
lar research project out the door, the research project is for all intents 
and purposes complete. However, the success of a research project 
may lead to other benefi ts, and the knowledge created through the 
research is at the beginning of its life in terms of potential impact. 

Advancement of program of research refers to impacts such as the 
receipt of additional grants as a result of the success of a previous 
research project, or the receipt of support to expand and broader the 
program of research. 

We applied for and received [additional] funding … to use 
the research fi ndings and think-aloud method to provide 
an intervention to enhance clinical teachers’ awareness 
of how they impact nursing students’ construction of 
cultural diversity. (case 43)

Contribution to the fi eld of educational research is a broad category 
that encompasses many of the time-honored goals of conducting 
university research. Research can lead to greater understanding, 
new theories, new knowledge, the validation or refutation of previ-
ous fi ndings, the generation of new questions, and the like (Ormala, 
1994). It is no surprise that these are the impacts that are most often 
referred to by funded researchers in their FRRs to SSHRC.

The results of our research put in question the usefulness 
of technology in mathematics teaching, especially in ab-
stract domains. Our research calls for a conscious effort 
in designing teaching for the development of theoretical 
thinking in students. (case 8)

Scholarly recognition refers to the impact that research can have on 
a researcher’s (or a research team’s) career advancement and pro-
fessional status. Impacts such as peer recognition, awards, citation 
of one’s work, speaker invitations, and invitations to sit on editorial 
boards of scholarly journals are but a few examples. Because these 
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impacts make up much of what is considered important in decisions 
about tenure and future funding, they are therefore very important 
to the researcher and to the research enterprise.

During the course of this SSHRC award, I have received 
several awards for and acknowledgements of my work [5 
awards listed, but examples were withdrawn to protect 
the identity of the researcher]. (case 32)

Contribution to SS&H research as a whole refers to impacts that span 
beyond the fi eld of educational research. Examples of such impacts 
include the generating of new, innovative methods for data collection 
or analysis, and fi ndings that are applicable to disciplines and fi elds 
of study other than education.

This research is having a direct impact on research meth-
ods for the social sciences. The use of video … and the in-
ternet … have allowed us to reach out to an international 
and cross disciplinary audience. (case 9)

Long-term Research/Knowledge Impact

This phase refers to actual and potential impact of the knowledge 
generated through research on such broader areas as teaching prac-
tice, educational policy, and curriculum development — impacts 
that tend to occur over extended periods of time. The impact can 
be direct or indirect, and the links between research processes and 
outcomes to these impacts can be more or less direct (Department of 
Education, Training and Youth Affairs [DETYA], 2000; Levin, 2004; 
Taylor, 1981). Two broad categories of such impacts emerged from 
the data. 

Potential/actual impacts on practice refers to the appropriation or 
application of knowledge in order to effect changes in the way teaching 
is practiced, in the way schools are run, in the educational system as 
a whole (OECD, 2002), in the practices of fi elds related to education 
(such as social work), and in the training of new teachers and ad-
ministrators. This impact is most often indirect and diffuse; its direct 
link to specifi c research projects is diffi cult to make. However, there 
are instances where direct impact is evident. For instance, a study of 
the link between educational research and its impact on Australian 
schools (DETYA, 2000) found clearly evident links. It should also be 
noted that impact tends to be facilitated when practitioners buy into 
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the possibility that change will lead to improvements (DETYA, 2000), 
are able to apply their professional judgement in deciding what fi ts 
within their practice, and when research is readily available to them 
for use (Gardner, 2002). 

The importance of these fi ndings led us to propose con-
crete solutions to teachers, the direct audience of our 
fi ndings. The results of our research should also infl uence 
the training of future teachers. [Translated from French] 
(case 25)

Potential/actual impact on policy refers to the appropriation or ap-
plication of knowledge in order to affect changes in educational and 
related policies, guidelines, and curricula. As in the case with impact 
on practice, impact on policy is also often indirect and diffuse. This is a 
source of much criticism of research in the fi eld of education, as policy 
makers often expect research fi ndings to provide clear recommenda-
tions on action (Levin, 2004). In addition, the OECD (2002) notes that 
barriers to accessing research knowledge severely limit the impact 
this knowledge can have on policy. Again, however, some instances 
of direct impact of research in the fi eld of education on educational 
policy and the development of curricula have been noted.

The evaluation data on the impact of these children’s 
rights education materials have received widespread at-
tention and have been the impetus for other jurisdictions, 
nationally and internationally, to incorporate children’s 
rights education into their school curricula. (case 34)

It should be noted that impact on policy and practice, of all the ele-
ments described in this framework, are the ones most often discussed 
in the literature on research impact in the fi eld of education.

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

The specifi c purpose of this study was to better understand research 
impact generally by studying the specifi c case of research in the fi eld of 
education, with the eventual goal of informing the measurement and 
evaluation of research impact in the social sciences and humanities. 
The framework that emerged is based on a limited data set, that is, 
on self-reports of researchers about the impacts of their own research 
projects. The extent to which the researchers provided evidence sup-
porting their claims was limited. However, this limitation is at least 



THE CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PROGRAM EVALUATION94

partially mitigated by the use of scholarly and grey literature to 
substantiate and complete framework elements. It will be important 
to further test this framework by replicating this analysis process 
with data from other disciplines and/or areas of research, by testing 
its trustworthiness with a sample of educational researchers, and by 
including the review of literature that has since emerged.

I believe this preliminary framework is useful as a starting point for 
further research and for the evaluation of research impacts in the 
social sciences and humanities. In particular, it has the potential 
of guiding evaluators in the choice of measurement methods and in 
the timing of impact measurement. One important fi nding to emerge 
from this process is the identifi cation of a series of impacts that result 
from the research process. This mirrors what is known in the fi eld of 
program evaluation as process use (Patton, 1997), and refers to the 
impacts that result from the learning that occurs through involvement 
in the evaluation process. I would suggest that these process impacts 
are worthwhile measurement subjects that occur early in the research 
process and can more readily be attributed to research projects. 

Despite these strengths, there are limitations to this framework, 
which present themselves as opportunities for further research. 

Although the framework is consistent with my own observations, 
it does not convey the interplay between such complex variables as 
the context in which the research is conducted, the purpose of the 
research, the type of research that is conducted, and the personal 
and political interests of stakeholders — all of which can be expected 
to have an effect on the likelihood and intensity of research impact 
(Levin, 2004; Ormala, 1994).

The framework also does not give the researcher a sense of how impact 
can be facilitated. There are likely a number of factors that can be 
shown to facilitate impact — factors related to contexts of research 
production and use (Levin, 2004) — the design of the research, who is 
involved in the research team, how soon potential users are involved 
in the research process, to whom results are disseminated and in 
what format, research funding agencies’ expectations, and so forth. 
In fact, one of the observations that I made in reviewing the FRRs 
submitted by SSHRC grantholders is that researchers from universi-
ties in Québec were generally more inclined to describe the impacts 
of their research in concrete ways. This may be an indirect impact 
of the Fonds québécois de la recherche sur la société et la culture 
(FQRSC) policies and expectations with regard to accountability and 
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performance reporting. This would warrant further exploration. Bet-
ter understanding of the factors that facilitate research impact could 
prove extremely important, both in providing researchers with the 
knowledge required to increase the potential impact of their research 
and in providing those interested in measuring the impact of research 
in education (and more broadly in the social sciences and humanities) 
with clues to guide their investigations.

Despite these limitations and the challenges inherent to the study of 
such a complex phenomenon, I hope the results of this study will assist 
program evaluators and researchers interested in research impact by 
providing a conceptualization of what research impact looks like in the 
fi eld of education, which can then help to conceptualize and develop 
measures appropriate to the social sciences and humanities.
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NOTES

1. It should be noted that, given the context in which I work, the objec-
tive of beginning without preconceptions proved diffi cult to achieve. 
In order to allow for a conceptual framework to emerge from the data 
provided by researchers, the scholarly and grey literature reviewed 
was used to support the conceptual framework, rather than guide the 
coding of the data. 

2. For the purposes of this study, theory was defi ned as “a set of concepts 
and the proposed relationships among these” (Maxwell, 2005, p. 42) 
— an explanation of how things work. Although the term “conceptual 
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framework” can be thought of as synonymous to theoretical frame-
work (Maxwell, 2005), or as encompassing theory, for the purposes of 
this study, a conceptual framework is seen as preliminary to theory 
development. 

3. The 1999 competition year was selected in order to maximize the 
number of Final Research Reports received. 

4. It should be noted that a number of important studies have emerged 
since this analysis was conducted (e.g., CHASS, 2005; Cozzarin, 2006; 
OECD, 2006).
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Much literature exists on participatory approaches to developing 
and implementing program evaluation. Little is documented, 
however, about participatory approaches to developing an evalu-
ation framework. This article reports a case study of implemen-
tation of a participatory evaluation approach and examines the 
results in light of participatory evaluation theory. A participatory 
approach was used to develop a provincial evaluation framework 
for a unique, collaborative community/provincial/federal funding 
program for community-based HIV/AIDS service organizations in 
Alberta, Canada. The participatory process resulted in signifi cant 
capacity building, mutual learning, and relationship develop-
ment, as well as a comprehensive and user-friendly provincial 
evaluation framework. The purpose of this article is to share our 
process, the pitfalls, and the payoffs to our participatory approach 
in developing an evaluation framework. 

Il existe beaucoup d’écrits sur les démarches participatives au 
développement et à l’application de l’évaluation de programme. 
Mais très peu portent sur les démarches participatives pour 
le développement d’un cadre d’évaluation. Cet article traite 
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d’une étude de cas de l’application d’une démarche participative 
d’évaluation et examine les résultats à la lumière de la théorie 
d’évaluation participative. Une démarche participative a servi à 
développer un cadre d’évaluation provincial pour un programme 
de fi nancement collectif unique à l’échelle de la communauté, de 
la province et du fédéral, pour des organismes communautaires 
VIH/SIDA en Alberta, au Canada. Le processus de participation 
a mené à un développement signifi catif de leur capacité, de l’ap-
prentissage mutuel, et de leur réseau de ressources ainsi qu’à la 
création d’un cadre d’évaluation provincial complet et convivial. 
Le but de cet article est de partager le processus, les entraves 
rencontrées, et les gains obtenus par cette démarche participative 
au développement d’un cadre d’évaluation. 

BACKGROUND

All AIDS service organizations (ASOs) in Alberta are 
members of a provincial coalition called the Alberta Community 
Council on HIV (ACCH), and receive pooled federal and provincial 
operational funding. ACCH provides stewardship for this pooled fund-
ing and meets regularly to share resources and information, develop 
skills, and engage in joint advocacy and strategic planning. Previous 
efforts to collect ASO evaluation data by the ACCH and provincial 
and federal health departments included developing a provincial 
database for collecting output data and using narrative reports for 
collecting output, process, and outcome data. All ASOs have a lim-
ited budget allocated to evaluation, and evaluation is integrated to 
varying degrees into their programming. While ASOs make much 
effort to collect evaluation data, an evaluation framework to guide 
data gathering and analysis did not exist. As a result, data collected 
through the provincial database and individual program narrative 
reports remained unanalyzed. 

In the fall of 2001, representatives from ACCH and both health de-
partments placed renewed priority on developing a provincial evalu-
ation framework. Recognition was growing for the need to examine 
outcomes of ASO work, and the role of a framework in complementing 
current and upcoming HIV/AIDS evaluation activities. Participants 
at the fall 2001 ACCH meeting decided they needed to develop a 
provincial evaluation framework. Interested representatives from 
ASOs were invited to join an evaluation working group to participate 
in its development. Diverse representation was encouraged from ru-
ral, urban, Aboriginal, harm reduction, and palliative care-focused 
organizations, to ensure that broad experiences and perspectives 
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from community-based HIV/AIDS programs and communities were 
captured in the process. This article reports systematically collected 
interview data about the success of the participatory process and the 
challenges that it posed. The article concludes with lessons learned 
from the experience. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Before embarking on a participatory process to develop the evalu-
ation framework, the evaluation working group sought guidance 
from the literature. It became readily apparent that a wide variety 
of terms are used to describe the spectrum of stakeholder involve-
ment. The most common examples are empowerment evaluation 
(Fetterman, 1996; Schnoes, Murphy-Berman, & Chambers, 2000); 
participatory evaluation/participatory action research evaluation 
(Acharya, Kumar, Satyamurti, & Tandon, n.d.; Cousins & Earl, 1992; 
Patton, 1997; Poland, Tupker, & Breland, 2002; Vander Stoep, Wil-
liams, Jones, Green, & Trupin, 1999); community-based evaluation 
(Cockerill, Myers, & Allman, 2000); inclusive evaluation (Schnoes 
et al., 2000); and the classic stakeholder-collaborative evaluation 
(Ayers, 1987). 

The term participatory evaluation most closely describes our process, 
which refl ected the following participatory evaluation principles pre-
sented by Patton (1997): involving participants in learning evaluation 
logic and skills, selecting processes and outcomes that participants 
consider important, ensuring all aspects are understandable and 
meaningful to participants, and having the evaluation consultant 
act as a facilitator and collaborator who recognizes and values par-
ticipants’ views and expertise. The use of the term participants in 
this context refers to “people who have a stake or vested interest in 
evaluation fi ndings” (Patton, 1997, p. 41). In our case, the primary 
intended users were ASO staff, fund administrators, and government 
staff. Typically, participatory evaluation starts with the evaluator 
interacting with primary intended users to develop a mutual under-
standing about the purpose of the evaluation and the processes to 
be used. The evaluator may provide some education on evaluation-
related concepts to enable full participation in technical decision-
making. Depending on the stage of the evaluation, participants may 
be involved in defi ning evaluation questions, selecting methods and 
sources, data analysis, and interpretation (Patton, 1997; Weaver & 
Cousins, 2004). By contrast, a non-participatory consultant-led proc-
ess involves the evaluator making technical decisions and conducting 
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data collection, analyses, and interpretations independently (likely 
with input from a limited number of stakeholders). 

Benefi ts of a Participatory Approach

The participatory approach, while not universally appropriate, is 
sensitive and responsive to program uniqueness and captures varia-
tions in stages of program development, geographical locations, and 
level of stakeholder participation (Acharya et al., n.d.; Cockerill et 
al., 2000; Fetterman, 1996, 1997; Schnoes et al., 2000; VanderPlaat, 
Samson, & Raven, 2001). The importance is magnifi ed when con-
sidering involving multiple programs across multiple organizations 
and sites. The engagement and relationship building that occurs 
through participation produce innovative indicators that are relevant 
and refl ective of important or complex aspects of programs (Guba & 
Lincoln, 1989; VanderPlaat et al., 2001), improve the quality of data 
(Poland et al., 2002), and more meaningful use of evaluation results 
in the future (Ayers, 1987; Cockerill et al., 2000; Gilliam et al., 2002; 
Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Vander Stoep et al., 1999). Furthermore, par-
ticipatory evaluation approaches bridge the gap between theory and 
practice (Gilliam et al., 2002; Vander Stoep et al., 1999) and create 
opportunities for mutual learning (Amo & Cousins, 2006; France, 
2001; VanderPlaat et al., 2001; Vander Stoep et al., 1999).

Capacity-building is inherent to participatory approaches. Several 
authors have noted outcomes at an individual (e.g., beliefs) and an 
organizational (e.g., procedural changes, culture) level that result 
from involvement in the process and that are unrelated to the evalu-
ation outcomes (Amo & Cousins, 2006; Patton, 1997). France (2001) 
reports that participation may actually help overcome people’s prior 
unfavourable experiences with evaluation. Ayers (1987) states that 
participation places stakeholders in an excellent position to gain 
a number of evaluation skills. Furthermore, participants develop 
practical skills that can be transferred to other projects, such as 
interviewing techniques and communication skills (Acharya et al., 
n.d.; Ayers, 1987; Fetterman, 1996; Gilliam et al., 2002; Poland et al., 
2002; Schnoes et al., 2000; VanderPlaat et al., 2001). 

In summary, the benefi ts of participatory evaluation can be both 
instrumental (an aid to enhancing quality, relevance, and uptake) 
and transformative (leading to individual and organizational develop-
ment) (Amo & Cousins, 2006). 
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Challenges of a Participatory Approach

A frequently articulated limitation of a participatory approach is that 
it requires considerable investment of resources (i.e., time, energy, 
personnel, and funding) by all participants, including those for whom 
evaluation may not be a daily priority activity (Acharya et al., n.d.; 
Gentry, Gilliam, & Scott, 1999, cited in Gilliam et al., 2002; Poland 
et al., 2002; Schnoes et al., 2000). France (2001) and Schnoes et al. 
(2000) report that participant commitment may be diffi cult to sustain 
throughout the project, particularly if staff turnover is high, organi-
zational sustainability is uncertain, or community members do not 
see benefi ts to participation. They also report that participants may 
resist full involvement if they are concerned about demonstrating 
their program’s worth to attract external funding, if they fear that 
their program will be critiqued, or if they fear that evaluation results 
will be used against them (France, 2001; Schnoes et al., 2000). 

Consideration of the nature of power is key in participatory proc-
esses. If participation is not accompanied by an opportunity for real 
involvement and infl uence, it may cause more harm than good. Ayers 
(1987) states that participants may feel disillusioned with the proc-
ess and with their participation if recommendations are not fully 
implemented in a timely fashion. Morris (2002) warns that partici-
patory evaluations may actually be disempowering for participants, 
particularly if they are not involved from the outset of the process or 
not given a choice regarding how they are expected to participate. A 
participatory approach also brings the challenge of having to develop 
common outcomes that capture diversity and that are acceptable to 
all participants (Vander Stoep et al., 1999).

Gaps Identifi ed in the Literature and Rationale for Approach

Some gaps in the participatory evaluation literature were identifi ed. 
First, the literature focuses primarily on the participation of stake-
holders during the implementation of evaluation, and not during 
the development of an evaluation framework. True participatory 
evaluation begins when the parameters for program evaluation are 
defi ned (i.e., when the evaluation framework is being developed). 
Second, there is much deliberation about the benefi ts and limita-
tions of using a participatory approach to ensure acceptable products 
and satisfi ed participants. Save for a few exceptions (Ayers, 1987; 
Gilliam et al., 2002; Schnoes et al., 2000; Weaver & Cousins, 2004), 
the literature fails to provide detailed descriptions of appropriate 
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processes, explanations of how to design an effective evaluation tool, 
or guidance on how to implement a participatory evaluation. In the 
absence of a pre-established path, and recognizing the importance of 
our unique context, the working group was well positioned to create 
its own customized participatory approach to developing an evalu-
ation framework. The gap in the literature also supported building 
in a case study approach to our process — implementing the process 
and gathering information on it at the same time — which led to 
this study. 

THE EVALUATION FRAMEWORK DEVELOPMENT PROCESS

Seven representatives from a cross-section of ASOs, a representative 
from each of the provincial and federal health departments, the ACCH 
community-based research coordinator, the fund administrator from 
ACCH, and an evaluation consultant from the federal health depart-
ment formed the evaluation working group. The evaluation consultant 
facilitated the process and led the groundwork (i.e., researching other 
frameworks) and logistical work in an effort to minimize the burden 
on the working group members between meetings. The eight-month 
framework development process included three face-to-face work-
shops, interspersed with conference calls, and several consultation 
activities (see Figure 1).

Figure 1
Chart of Timelines and Activities

 Month 1 Month 2 Month 3 Month 4
 Write terms of Workshop Literature Workshop
 reference and  preparation review, Two
 work plan  workshop
  Workshop One preparation

   Consultation

 Month 5 Month 6 Month 7 Month 8
 Consultation Revisions and Workshop Consultation
  preparation for Three Revisions
  Workshop  

Development   Three  
of framework

    implementation
    plan    
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The working group chose a participatory approach for a number of 
reasons. First, it was believed that this approach would ensure the rel-
evance of the fi nal framework and increase stakeholder commitment 
to the framework. Second, the use of this approach was consistent 
with the principles that guide the unique funding program/partner-
ship, namely collaboration, community development, capacity build-
ing, and health promotion. 

Initial Development and Groundwork

All members of the working group were asked to identify their inter-
ests in participating in the framework development process. Their re-
sponses included improving and simplifying data collection, ensuring 
that the framework would not create more work or ignore important 
elements of their work, and learning more about evaluation. 

The working group created terms of reference, which included stand-
ard clauses: project description, membership, term of offi ce, account-
ability standards, remuneration of expenses, and confi dentiality. As 
well, working group members identifi ed guiding principles for the 
process: 

1. Stakeholders will participate throughout the evaluation 
process (designing framework, implementing framework, 
and interpreting evaluation results);

2. Information will be collected and communicated in a manner 
that is sensitive and responsive to the needs, requirements, 
and values of stakeholder diversity;

3. All members will have an equal voice in the process and will 
respect the contributions of others throughout the process; 
and

4. Information will be collected that is meaningful and useful 
at the local, provincial, and national levels.

It was agreed that organizations not participating in the working 
group would receive and be consulted on process documentation. 
Furthermore, all ASOs would potentially be involved in ongoing data 
collection and analysis. 

Challenges during the initial stage included how to recognize and pro-
vide compensation for the contributions of community representatives 
and addressing concerns about how an evaluation framework might 
affect the current workload of ASOs. One health department paid 



THE CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PROGRAM EVALUATION106

for participants’ travel and meal costs at meetings. The concern for 
increased workload was responded to in two ways. First, the purpose 
of a provincial evaluation framework was clarifi ed within the working 
group. While not expected to replace individual project activities, it 
was believed that the framework could streamline data collection and 
assist agencies with evaluation planning. Second, recognition of the 
signifi cant amount of preparation and administrative work required 
for the framework development process led to the decision to form 
an administrative group that would record minutes, draft agendas, 
undertake literature reviews, and prepare background materials. No 
ASO representatives were on the administrative group, thereby re-
ducing the burden of work for community organizations. Membership 
in the working group remained stable throughout the process, with 
only one member of the working group leaving midway as a result of 
taking a leave from her ASO. 

Workshop One

Following agreement on the project work plan, a one-day workshop 
was held with the entire working group. The aim of this workshop was 
to generate a provincial logic model that would accurately describe 
current activities, outputs, and desired outcomes of ASOs. To support 
this activity, a summary of other provincial HIV/AIDS frameworks 
was created. Alberta ASO funding proposals and fi nal reports were 
also reviewed to develop an inventory of activities, outputs, and 
outcomes.

The workshop began with a review of basic evaluation terms (i.e., ac-
tivities, outputs, outcomes, indicators, etc.) and discussion on the pur-
pose of a provincial evaluation framework. Participants were divided 
into three groups, each at their own table, and were assigned one or 
two of the fi ve activity areas for which funding is allocated in the 
province: Creating Supportive Environments, Health Promotion for 
People Living with HIV/AIDS, Prevention Initiatives, Strengthening 
Community-Based Organizations, and Harm Reduction. Participants 
received the inventory of activities, outputs, and outcomes taken 
from ASO project proposals and fi nal reports. They were encouraged 
to draw on the inventory as well as their own experiences to compile 
the key common elements (i.e., activities, outputs, and outcomes) 
under each of the fi ve broad activity areas. Next, all groups shifted 
tables. At their new table, they reviewed what the previous group 
had placed on the page and added or moved elements as they saw ap-
propriate. They also looked for themes or natural “clusters.” Finally, 
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all groups shifted one more time to ensure that all participants had 
an opportunity to have input into each activity area. Participants 
were asked to refl ect on the question: “Does this provide a complete 
picture of the work being done in this activity area?” and then made 
amendments accordingly. One member of the administrative group 
remained at each table throughout the exercise to provide continuity 
between groups and facilitate as required.

The fi nal activity planned for the day was to have each group present 
their chart for the activity areas they last worked on. The intent was 
to allow all participants to make fi nal revisions and test the logic of 
the fl ow from activities, outputs, and outcomes identifi ed in the logic 
model. The fi rst exercise of the day took longer than anticipated. In 
addition, it became clear that some work was required to compare and 
revise the charts to ensure consistent language (i.e., the way outcomes 
were written). Participants did a brief review of each chart. A small 
group of people volunteered to further revise the charts after the 
workshop for consistent language. The agenda for Workshop Two was 
discussed, and a workshop evaluation form was completed. After the 
workshop, a conference call was held with the entire working group to 
ensure there was consensus on the accuracy and representativeness 
of the fi nal set of charts.

Consultation One

A consultation process was designed to ensure broad input into the 
framework development process. For consultation, each member of 
the working group was paired with an ASO not represented on the 
working group, representatives of the ACCH, and senior provincial 
and federal health department staff. A short list of consultation 
questions was developed to accompany the charts provided for the 
fi rst consultation:

1. The three-page chart is meant to refl ect key common ele-
ments of work undertaken by ASOs in the province. Are any 
key activities, outputs, or outcomes missing?

2. Are any of the activities, outputs, or outcomes listed unneces-
sary (i.e., too minor to be included or duplicative)?

3. a) What would you like to know about the collective picture 
or achievements of the work being done in the prov-
ince?

b) Of the outputs and outcomes listed, are there any that 
are particularly important to track? Why?
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c) What do you see as key success indicators of the work 
being done in the province? How will we know that the 
outcomes of ASO’s work have been achieved?

4. Other comments or observations? 

Preparation for Workshop Two

A conference call was held with all working group members to dis-
cuss results of the consultation and review the agenda for Workshop 
Two. The evaluation consultant created a logic model summarizing 
the charts. A literature review on how other organizations have 
measured similar outcomes was conducted, and a glossary of terms 
was developed. 

Workshop Two

The second two-day workshop began with a working group discussion 
on the use of the evaluation framework and resulting information. 
Next, a brief presentation on developing evaluation questions was 
provided, highlighting evaluation questions from other HIV-related 
frameworks. The working group also reviewed the consultation feed-
back on respondents’ evaluation questions of interest. The group 
brainstormed 48 evaluation questions, which were then grouped into 
themes and reduced to 15 broad evaluation questions.

On day two, a brief presentation was provided on outcome indicators 
with examples from the literature review and those suggested in the 
consultation. The group then worked to develop indicators for the 
15 evaluation questions. Finally, plans for the second consultation 
were developed.

Consultation Two 

Consultation materials were developed and distributed and included 
a summary of Workshop Two, tips on the characteristics of a good 
evaluation question and indicator, and the following consultation 
questions:

1. Will these evaluation questions be relevant/of interest to 
your organization?

2. Is this the type of information you think we should be gen-
erating at the provincial level?
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3. For those questions that you think are important, have we 
listed the best indicators?

An evaluation consultant from another province was also consulted 
to test logic from an “outsider” perspective.

Preparation for Workshop Three

Measurement tools identifi ed in the literature review or currently 
in use in the province were gathered to create a package of evalu-
ation tools. Indicators identifi ed in the literature review were also 
summarized. The results of Consultation Two and the agenda for 
Workshop Three were discussed via a conference call with working 
group members.

Workshop Three

This two-day workshop began with a review of the package of existing 
evaluation tools. This was a very positive exercise for many of the 
participants because it was the fi rst time that tools currently being 
used by ASOs (e.g., client tracking forms) were shared. Next, par-
ticipants were divided into three small groups. Each group reviewed 
5  of the 15 proposed evaluation questions and indicators to suggest 
data sources. Data collection approaches of other provinces and exist-
ing data collection tools in the province were considered. Each group 
presented its recommendations to all working group members. The 
group prioritized each question according to the availability of data 
to answer the question and the importance of the evaluation ques-
tion. Eleven evaluation questions were selected for inclusion in the 
framework. 

The working group established timelines for data collection and 
reporting, and identifi ed stakeholders responsible for summarizing, 
analyzing, and reporting provincial results. Issues related to data 
ownership and access were also discussed. Recommendations for the 
framework implementation, including enhancements to existing data 
collection tools, were documented.

Framework Dissemination

A complete draft of the evaluation framework was written by the 
evaluation consultant and disseminated to all stakeholders for feed-
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back. The framework was designed to guide the documentation of the 
collective results of ASOs in the province. An implementation work 
plan with resources (i.e., time, people, and money) was added to the 
framework once all stakeholders approved it. The framework is now 
being implemented.

METHODS USED TO COLLECT PARTICIPANTS’ REFLECTIONS ON 
THE PROCESS

Immediately after the fi nal workshop, all working group members 
provided confi dential written feedback (n = 11). The members were 
asked to describe their experience with the process, what (if anything) 
they had gained or learned, and any aspects of the process that they 
would have changed or eliminated. Six months later, follow-up in-
terviews were conducted by the ACCH Community-Based Research 
Coordinator with two groups of individuals: (a) four members of the 
evaluation framework working group, and (b) four representatives 
from consulted ASOs. All participants in the framework develop-
ment process were invited to participate in an interview on a volun-
tary basis. Interviews were about 30 minutes in duration. Interview 
questions focused on the interviewees’ refl ections on the framework 
development process and are presented in Table 1.

RESULTS

Data from the post-workshop feedback and the follow-up interviews 
are presented below by theme. Representative quotations are included 
where appropriate. 

Time Investment

Working group members’ feelings about the amount of time dedicated 
to the framework development varied. One working group member 
felt that too little time was invested in the process:

Maybe it was too much for the people doing the work be-
hind the scenes, but too little time was put in to give us 
a really good framework. I think it’s an important piece 
of work, but some of the agencies weren’t supportive of 
the time needed. I think we could have used time more 
intensely within the year. I would like to have given us 
more time for plugging in people’s programs, actually 
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Table 1
Six-month Follow-up Interview Questions for a Sample of Participants

Interview questions for working group members and/or consulted organizations

Working 
group 

members

Consulted 
ASOs 
NGOs

Why did you join the Evaluation Working Group? X
In your own words, how would you describe the process of developing the 
evaluation framework?

X X

What parts of the process worked well? What parts did not work well? (Probes: 
Phases, participation, logistics, consultations)

X

Was too much or too little time invested in the process? X
How would you rate the organization of the workshops? Was there a good 
balance between completing tasks, facilitation of discussion, and training in 
evaluation concepts?

X

What were your expectations? How closely did the experience match your 
expectations?

X

How did your involvement compare to prior experiences with evaluation? Has 
this experience changed any of your opinions about evaluation?

X

How would you describe your role on the Evaluation Working Group? X
Did you feel that your input was valued? What was the value of having funders 
(feds/province) in the process?

X X

Did you feel that you had adequate opportunity to give input into the develop-
ment of the evaluation framework (even though you were not a member of the 
Working Group)?

X

What do you think you gained by participating in the Evaluation Working Group? 
(Probes: Learning about evaluation? Working with others?)

X

What do you think you gained by participating in this process? (Probes: Learn-
ing about evaluation? Working with others?)

X

How has (or will) your involvement in developing the evaluation framework 
changed your work within your own organization? (Probe: Have you used the 
framework so far? How?)

X

Looking back, do you think your organization would have benefi ted more by 
being on the Evaluation Working Group?

X

To what extent do you feel that you contributed to the development of the evalua-
tion framework? Were you satisfi ed with this level of involvement?

X

How satisfi ed are you with the fi nal product? Does the evaluation framework 
make sense from the perspective of your organization (and the type of work that 
you do)? 

X X

testing the framework — does it make sense, what we 
use as indicators, how would we measure, some real-life 
examples, especially qualitative indicators.
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From the perspective of another participant, the development of the 
evaluation framework seemed to be a long and cumbersome proc-
ess, which required a substantial time investment on the part of the 
working group members. Other working group members felt that 
the appropriate amount of time was spent in the development of the 
evaluation framework. For example, “It was a big time investment, 
but worth the effort. All the meetings seemed relevant and we were 
working towards something.”

Consultations and Opportunity for Input

Working group members valued the incorporation of diverse per-
spectives, input from face-to-face meetings, and opportunities to 
connect with each other. As one member put it, “It was great to be 
able to work with other people from the fi eld with experience.” The 
face-to-face meetings required travel but were more effective than 
teleconferences. 

Most of the consulted organizations expressed satisfaction with the 
consultation process and the opportunities for input that were avail-
able to those not directly involved on the working group. For example, 
the consultations, quarterly updates at ACCH meetings, and e-mail 
correspondence were helpful to those organizations not involved in the 
working group, as suggested by this comment: “It was good because 
people could get as involved as they wanted.”

Working group members were generally able to adequately respond to 
the questions posed to them by consulted agencies. Several working 
group and consulted members appreciated seeing immediate response 
to consultation feedback. According to one consulted organization, 
“the committee worked hard. They were fairly diligent in soliciting 
feedback.” A person from another agency commented, “It didn’t feel 
like our input just sat there. It’s important to keep the momentum 
going.”

Effectiveness of Workshops

Feedback from working group members on the workshops indicated 
that workshops were a very effi cient way to develop the framework, 
and that they were well organized and facilitated. A few participants 
identifi ed the need for basic evaluation training. Although working 
group members were not provided with any direct training in pro-
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gram evaluation or framework development, standardized evaluation 
terminology and basic concepts were presented at the beginning of 
the process and progressively at each workshop. Some working group 
members felt that providing a common understanding of evaluation 
concepts and terms was important, the following quotation being a 
case in point. 

There was an assumption that people in the working 
group already had good knowledge of evaluation and 
evaluation frameworks, which was not necessarily the 
case for everyone.

However, others expressed an interest in receiving more in-depth 
training. For example,

There were defi nitely different levels of experience and 
background on the working group, and perhaps we could 
have moved a bit faster if we were all on the same level 
with theoretical background.

Ownership of the Process

Several of the working group members felt that the initiation of the 
evaluation framework was important, but that it was funder-driven. 
One member put it this way, “The government initiated the frame-
work — it was done for them, they asked for it, although it was very 
important for us.” 

Most of the working group members felt increased ownership and 
understanding of the framework development process as the project 
progressed: “At fi rst, it seemed that the framework was being pushed 
from a [funder] perspective, but that changed as we went along.”

Participation Levels

The framework development process sought multiple levels of par-
ticipation from stakeholders. Consulted organizations were asked if 
they felt their organization could have benefi ted more by participat-
ing as a member of the working group. Some organizations did not 
think there would have been any added benefi t beyond the in-depth 
consultation opportunities already provided. The following comment 
provides an example: 



THE CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PROGRAM EVALUATION114

I didn’t have the time to sit on the working group and I 
wanted to be able to give full work and attention to it if 
I did join. I was pleased that I was able to participate to 
the extent that I did.

Several organizations, however, noted barriers to participating on the 
working group. Participants noted that they did not have enough staff 
to participate in the initiative, particularly those who worked in small, 
rural-based agencies. As well, some working group members found it 
challenging to meet ongoing agency obligations while participating 
on the working group.

Motivations for Joining the Working Group

Working group members were asked why they decided to participate 
on the working group. Some members joined because of personal in-
terest or experience in evaluation, or because it was consistent with 
their staff duties. One member of the working group provided a more 
proactive rationale for her involvement: 

[Our organization] has a unique perspective in the prov-
ince. I wanted to make sure that the framework addressed 
our needs, especially the true community development 
stuff, quality of life stuff, involvement of target groups, 
and having an input into how we measure involvement 
of target group and quality of life. I wanted to be in-
volved in fi guring out if we make a difference. I wanted 
to learn about evaluation, and see what other organiza-
tions thought was the most important indicators to be 
measuring.

Working Group Member Roles

Working group members were asked to describe the role that they 
think they fi lled. In part, the aim was to assess efforts made to en-
gage representatives from a variety of organizations to integrate a 
comprehensive range of perspectives. One working group member 
described her role: 

I fi ll the niche of pushing for the target audience of support 
programs, from a non-academic community perspective. 
I felt valued, but I did not always feel respected because 
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I don’t have an academic background. I don’t always use 
the right words but I understand the concepts.

Another working group member felt that she had made signifi cant 
contributions to the development of the framework: 

I felt important to the process because I brought the per-
spective of work that I do in [my organization] as someone 
who is removed from the everyday services of the people, 
looking more at concepts of evaluation, and less focused 
on direct service provision.

Some working group members expressed worry that they were not 
adequately contributing to the process or adequately representing 
their organizations. Other working group members took on increas-
ingly active roles as their confi dence increased: “I have felt more 
comfortable and confi dent as time dedicated to this has increased. I 
like it now.”

Several members positively noted the role of the evaluation consult-
ant, as a facilitator. In the words of one participant: “[The process 
would have been] impossible without the evaluation consultant.” The 
facilitating role appeared to bridge views of diverse stakeholders and 
support participants’ enjoyment of the process. The following com-
ment conveys this sentiment, “For the diversity of people represented 
from around the province, it ran very smoothly. It was defi nitely a 
process that I enjoyed being a part of.”

Perceived Benefi ts 

Building evaluation capacity and skill

All working group members felt that they had developed a stronger 
appreciation for the value of evaluation and learned more about the 
concepts and challenges of planning for evaluation. For example, “I 
have a better understanding of outputs and outcomes, what is meas-
urable for the work we’re doing provincially as well as individual 
organizations.” One member felt that her credibility was enhanced 
within her own organization as someone experienced in evaluation 
and qualifi ed to plan evaluation activities. She suggested that skills 
gained through participation in the working group could be offi cially 
recognized by one of the government health departments by giving 
a certifi cate to working group members. Other working group mem-
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bers also highlighted access to new evaluation tools, alleviation of 
“fears” about evaluation, and overall learning about evaluation as 
an organizational development tool. “I’ve learned that evaluation is 
a necessary part of growth. I am able to see how evaluation can sup-
port organizational effectiveness” refl ects the view of one participant. 
Another working group member highlighted a better understanding 
of how to integrate evaluation into work plans: “Now I do a work plan 
with the evaluation in mind.”

Some working group members also highlighted learning about the 
participatory process of framework development. Here are two ex-
amples: 

I learned about how to standardize everything so that 
everyone’s viewpoints are incorporated through good con-
sensus building. I learned that you need good participa-
tion from all groups involved to get good results, and 
make it meaningful. 

Community participation is essential when implementing 
programs or initiatives that impact them. I also learned 
some negotiation skills when it came to differing commu-
nity perspectives. And that working with a large group 
requires time, patience and extra energy.

Stakeholder involvement

Several of the working group members highlighted the benefi ts of 
including the funders (i.e., the provincial and federal health depart-
ments) in the development of the evaluation framework to enhance 
mutual learning. One member put it this way: “It was great to have 
the funders because we could get to know them better, and hopefully 
they learned something about us.” Another working group member 
also appreciated the experience of working alongside representatives 
from the health departments but thought that their involvement 
changed the interpersonal dynamics on the working group: 

I think we tend to not say all that we think, but the 
funders’ presence was completely necessary for what they 
would be ultimately be looking for in the data that we’re 
collecting. But it felt quite collaborative. There was not 
much of a hierarchy between funders and community 
people.
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Working group members felt that relationships with government 
representatives had been strengthened, and that staff of the health 
departments had gained a better understanding of the pressures 
faced by ASOs.

Benefi ts to organizations

Working group participants described many benefi ts for their organi-
zations as a result of their involvement. They reported gaining a bet-
ter understanding of priorities of other community-based HIV/AIDS 
organizations, the structure of the provincial community council and 
the collaborative funding program, the distinction between various 
service areas, and other people working in this fi eld. In the words 
of one participant: “Overall, I developed a better clarity about pro-
grams in the province. Also, it was great getting to know others on 
the working group.”

At the time of the follow-up interviews, many organizations had not 
yet applied the evaluation framework, but did expect that their organi-
zation would benefi t. The following refl ection provides some insight. 

Hopefully my organization — board and staff members 
— will have better buy-in, and have a better understand-
ing of why evaluation is important, and be more willing 
to pick up some evaluation activities.

Consulted organizations reported they appreciated the opportunity to 
gain the perspective of colleagues specializing in other types of HIV/
AIDS services. “I think I have a better understanding of others’ work 
and others’ issues” was how one organization member framed it.

Satisfaction with the Final Product and Implementation Plans

Consulted organizations were asked about their satisfaction with the 
fi nal product and the extent to which the evaluation framework makes 
sense from the perspective of their organization. Most consulted 
organizations felt that the framework makes sense and provides a 
useful provincial snapshot of HIV/AIDS community service work. For 
example, “It created a balance for everybody’s role and it especially 
will be useful in the debate about funding. It helped to bring to light 
all the pieces from a provincial perspective, seeing how everything 
falls into place.” The framework was described as a good tool for 
capturing the work of ASOs around the province and for “looking at 
the bigger picture.”
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Many working group members described potential uses of the frame-
work in terms of simplifying funding applications and reporting, 
and increasing the availability of data for analysis and program 
improvement. Some had already used it to initiate evaluation-re-
lated discussions with their boards, to explain their work and the 
funding program to staff and board members, and as a basis for staff 
workshops on program planning and evaluation. One working group 
member expected that the evaluation framework would be a useful 
tool for her organization to gauge how their work compares provin-
cially, as well as to assess the provincial effectiveness of HIV/AIDS 
work. Plans for use of the evaluation framework included reviewing 
the framework with staff during staff meetings, using the framework 
to write program proposals and reports, developing program work 
plans, planning and conducting program evaluations, and sharing it 
with community partners. 

Some working group members expressed concerns about the viability 
of fully implementing the evaluation framework as planned. Accord-
ing to one member,

My expectations were to create a realistic framework to 
be implemented with ease. Staffi ng, more funds, or both 
were needed to coordinate the implementation. I still 
have some concerns about the capacity to continue full 
implementation with current workloads.

DISCUSSION: LESSONS LEARNED FROM THE PARTICIPATORY 
PROCESS 

In examining participant refl ections on the evaluation framework 
development process, we documented some of the factors that contrib-
uted to the success of the overall process, as well as factors that would 
require consideration for future, similar participatory processes. 

An Inclusive and Participatory Process

Although government stakeholders and only a few community stake-
holders initially proposed the idea of creating a provincial evaluation 
framework, it was critical for community stakeholders and the ACCH 
to also support the idea and the work. It was unlikely that this proc-
ess would have been successfully completed without mutual feelings 
of interest, perceived benefi t, and value of this work (Patton, 1997). 
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The meaningful inclusion of stakeholders contributed to a shift in 
ownership during the process and increased interest in the fi nal 
product (the evaluation framework), as other authors have found 
(e.g., Amo & Cousins, 2006; Weaver & Cousins, 2004). Participants 
reported that involvement from the government health departments 
enhanced the mutual learning and relationship building between com-
munity organizations and government representatives. Of particular 
importance to ASOs was their perception that staff of the funding 
program, including the government representatives, gained a better 
understanding of the pressures faced by ASOs in the province. In 
addition, ASOs appreciated the opportunity to learn about each oth-
ers’ work and evaluation tools. Thus they experienced benefi ts that 
extended beyond contributing to the framework.

Participants were not equal in terms of position (funder versus re-
cipient), knowledge, or access to human resources. Several processes 
seemed to help alleviate potential imbalances. With respect to differ-
ences in positional power, representatives from ASOs outnumbered 
funder/government representatives (approximately 3:1 ratio). In 
another participatory evaluation case study of a hospice/palliative 
care unit, authors reported that having several program volunteers 
(rather than one) on the committee “helped them feel more power-
ful as a group” (Weaver & Cousins, 2004, p. 30). In addition, quick 
responses to input and consultation feedback seemed to contribute 
to working group members’ and consulted organizations’ sense of be-
ing valued contributors. In terms of knowledge, participant feedback 
supported the importance of building in time for knowledge and skill 
development. Because each participant contributed different evalu-
ation experiences and skills, the working group quickly learned that 
each individual also had different understandings and uses of evalu-
ation terminology. Thus it was important that all members gain a 
shared understanding of evaluation terminology at the beginning of 
the process to promote effective communication. At the end of the 
process, participants identifi ed increased appreciation for the value 
of evaluation and research, increased evaluation skills and knowl-
edge, and increased awareness of the challenges of planning program 
evaluations. In terms of access to human resources, the use of an in-
clusive, participatory process required more time for all participants 
than the traditional “consultant-led” approach (Acharya et al., n.d.; 
Gentry, Gilliam, & Scott, 1999, cited in Gilliam et al., 2002; Poland 
et al., 2002; Schnoes et al., 2000). Thus use of this approach must 
be considered in terms of the potential benefi ts to participants and 
the time requirements (and fi nancial implications if the consultant 
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must be hired). The time requirement was more challenging for or-
ganizations with few staff and limited evaluation resources. Creating 
an administrative group was one strategy aimed at alleviating the 
burden on smaller ASOs. As well, the consultation process enabled 
organizations to be involved with reduced burden.

Evaluation Leadership

As Patton (1997) outlines as a key principle in participatory evalu-
ation, the leadership of the evaluation consultant was critical to the 
success of the participatory process. For the duration of the frame-
work development, the evaluation consultant provided a supportive 
and strong facilitative role. Despite the extensive consultation that 
took place for the duration of the framework development, including 
gathering of input from many sources, the process ran quite smoothly 
because one person took the lead in facilitating the workshop and 
assembling consultation input. The evaluation consultant was com-
mitted to carrying out all aspects of the framework development 
using principles of community development and participation. The 
evaluation consultant also ensured that each workshop and consul-
tation was planned and implemented with working group members, 
and that all feedback was compiled and integrated in a meaningful, 
timely way into the fi nal framework. The literature provides guidance 
on the roles, principles, and requirements of the “consultant.” Such 
requirements include trust; shared power; respect for the knowledge 
of people in the fi eld; and belief in expert knowledge from stakehold-
ers, in ethical behaviour, and in emancipatory politics (McHardy, 
2002). Morris (2002) also describes elements required for successful 
participatory evaluation, which include having a leader with adequate 
training and expertise in research, who is accessible for participant 
activities, who is motivated to work directly with participants, and 
who has a tolerance toward problems and imperfection. As McHardy 
(2002) and Ayers (1987) have noted, the evaluator or facilitator must 
give up autonomy and ownership of process and be accountable to and 
directed by participants, something that was refl ected in the process 
described in this article.

Planning for Implementation

Although many working group members felt that the potential results 
from the framework would be useful and valuable in future program 
planning and evaluation, there were concerns about the resources 
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(time, human, fi nancial) needed to coordinate the implementation of 
the framework. To address these issues, an “implementation working 
group” was formed following the framework development process. 
However, planning for implementation should ideally be included as 
part of the overall framework development process.

SUMMARY

This article describes the participatory process used to develop an 
evaluation framework. The decision to use a participatory approach 
refl ected both the principles and the underlying values of the unique 
funding program in Alberta and the need to create a framework that 
would be relevant and useful to all stakeholders. The components of 
the framework were created and validated by those who were directly 
involved with community-based HIV/AIDS programs in the province. 
Participant feedback indicated that the results of the process had 
both transformative and instrumental benefi ts and led to a useful 
framework. Lessons learned from this process include the importance 
of ensuring time for stakeholder engagement; seeking strategies that 
overcome differences in positional power; recognizing the different 
levels of skill and knowledge among stakeholders and ensuring that 
all participants have a common understanding of evaluation terminol-
ogy and the components of the evaluation framework; having a com-
mitted individual or group of individuals to coordinate and facilitate 
the planning, consultation, and compilation of consultation results 
into the fi nal product; and discussing the resources required to imple-
ment and maintain the evaluation framework. Further research is 
warranted on the conditions that foster effective participatory process 
and on the impacts of varying degrees of participation on participants 
and the process outcome.

POSTSCRIPT

Following the framework development process, an interested group 
of representatives from ASOs and the ACCH formed a committee 
to develop organizational-level indicators based on the provincial 
framework and individual organizational data collection needs. An 
ongoing challenge for ASOs has been the provision of outcome data. 
The provincial fund reporting forms are being modifi ed to support 
data collection for the framework. Finally, the framework was used 
to guide the mid-point and fi nal evaluation of the fund.
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When conducted with sensitivity and refl exivity, participatory 
action research (PAR) can be an empowering process that is 
particularly relevant for engaging young people in refl ection and 
dialogue for social change. As the theory and practice of PAR 
evolve, researchers have evaluated the experiences of community 
participants, using both qualitative and quantitative approaches. 
However, only a limited number of evaluations have focused on 
PAR processes undertaken with youth, and few published papers 
have reported on involving youth in the evaluation. This article 
addresses the process of enabling youth to participate to their 
fullest ability in an evaluation of a PAR project called Youth 
Voices. The analysis draws on feedback questionnaires from 
community evaluators, minutes and notes from team meetings, 
and the researchers’ experiences and observations. The authors 
refl ect on lessons learned that can be helpful to others considering 
participatory evaluation research with youth. The study revealed 
limitations in employing participatory evaluation with at-risk 
youth, including challenges posed by their psychosocial develop-
ment and maintaining participants’ engagement throughout the 
processes of participatory evaluation. These lessons shed light 
on key tensions in using participatory evaluation and challenge 
the implicit assumption that a higher level of participation is 
necessarily better when working with youth. A central question is 
posed: What level of participation is optimal to ensure authentic 
community decision-making in a PAR project without overwhelm-
ing youth participants?
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Lorsqu’elle est dirigée avec sensibilité et réfl exivité, la recherche 
action participative (RAP) peut être un processus valorisant, 
particulièrement pertinent pour amener des jeunes à réfl échir 
ou à discuter de changements sociaux. Dans l’évolution de la 
théorie et de la pratique de la RAP, les chercheurs ont évalué 
les expériences des participants communautaires en utilisant 
autant des approches qualitatives que quantitatives. Toutefois, 
peu de ces évaluations se sont concentrées sur des processus de 
la RAP auprès de jeunes, et il n’existe que quelques articles qui 
soulignent la participation de jeunes à leur évaluation. Cet arti-
cle examine les processus permettant aux jeunes de pleinement 
participer à l’évaluation d’un projet de RAP qui porte le nom de 
Youth Voices (Voix Jeunesse). L’analyse repose sur des question-
naires de rétroaction provenant d’évaluateurs communautaires, 
de notes et comptes rendus de réunions d’équipes, ainsi que des 
expériences et observations des chercheurs. Les auteurs se pen-
chent sur les leçons tirées pouvant s’avérer utiles pour d’autres 
dans l’utilisation de la recherche sur l’évaluation participative 
auprès de jeunes. Cette étude met en évidence les limites de 
l’évaluation participative auprès de jeunes à risque, notamment 
à cause des défi s posés par leur développement psychosocial, ainsi 
que le maintien de l’engagement des participants pendant tout 
le processus d’évaluation participative. Ces leçons mettent en 
évidence les principales tensions dans l’utilisation de l’évaluation 
participative et remettent en question la supposition implicite à 
l’effet qu’une participation plus élevée est forcément préférable 
pour travailler avec les jeunes. Une question centrale se pose : À 
quel niveau la participation est-elle optimale pour assurer une 
prise de décision communautaire authentique dans un projet de 
RAP, sans surcharger les jeunes participants?

Adolescence is a key developmental stage for health pro-
motion. However, opportunities for youth to exercise citizenship can 
be frustrated by stigmatizing attitudes and social discouragement 
from their communities (Valaitis, 2002; Watt, Higgins, & Kendrick, 
2000). Young people have not routinely been closely involved in the 
planning of services and community decision-making processes (Watt 
et al., 2000). This arguably diminishes youth’s democratic standing in 
relation to their community and the state (Higgins, 1999). The World 
Health Organization’s Ottawa Charter for Health Promotion (WHO, 
1986) emphasizes that people’s participation in their own health de-
cisions is essential for enhancing personal skills and strengthening 
community action.

Participatory action research (PAR) is a potentially empowering 
process through which disadvantaged groups, such as youth, can 

Résumé :
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increase control over and transform their lives (Hagey, 1997; Minkler 
et al., 2002). The intellectual roots of PAR emerged in the developing 
world from the work of Freire (1972) and Habermas (1979). It was 
recognized that traditional research processes resulted in inequitable 
relationships between researchers and participants. However, par-
ticipatory research requires shared power and control over decision-
making with young people, rather than domination of the process by 
researchers (Green et al., 1995). PAR aims to affi rm the “legitimacy 
of the knowledge that [youth] are capable of producing through their 
verifi cation systems, and it enables them to use this knowledge as a 
guide for their actions” (Choudry et al., 2002, p. 76). 

The principles of PAR are based on negotiation, consensus, commit-
ment, and collaboration of all involved (Cave & Ramsden, 2002). 
However, in evaluating such projects, researchers have primarily 
used qualitative techniques that tended to treat project participants 
as subjects (Arches, 2001; Howrey, 1998; Lindsey & McGuinness, 
1998), which is arguably antithetic to the principles of PAR (Choudry 
et al., 2002). More participatory approaches to evaluation arguably 
fi t better with the paradigm of participatory action projects (Burke, 
1998). The literature is peppered with calls for more youth-driven 
participatory evaluations of PAR projects, but relatively little guid-
ance is available.

In this article, we refl ect on our experiences with a participatory 
evaluation (PE) of a PAR project called Youth Voices (Ridgley, Ma-
ley, & Skinner, 2004), where adolescent co-evaluators were actively 
involved in the design, implementation, data collection, analysis, and 
use of results. Drawing on an analysis of feedback questionnaires 
from the evaluation team members, minutes and fl ip chart notes from 
team meetings, and the researcher’s experiences and observations, the 
authors refl ect on the process of enabling youth to participate to their 
fullest ability in a participatory evaluation. Burke’s (1998) model of 
participatory evaluation is used as a framework to guide discussion. 
The lessons learned may be helpful in assisting others undertaking 
a participatory evaluation.

RELEVANT LITERATURE

A review of PAR evaluation studies reveals several limitations from 
the vantage point of authentic youth involvement in PE. The major-
ity of recently published PAR studies are geared toward an adult 
population and/or did not use a participatory evaluation approach. 
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It was common for researchers to design and moderate focus groups 
of lay people whose assigned role was to identify issues in the PAR 
program. In terms of PAR projects with youth, researchers commonly 
evaluated their experiences using qualitative and/or quantitative 
evaluation methods that treated the participants as subjects (Arches, 
2001; Baldwin, Rawlings, Marshall, Conger, & Abbott, 1999; Diaz et 
al., 1999; Higgins & Reed, 2001; Howrey, 1998; Sharma & Deepak, 
2001).

There are a limited number of participatory evaluations of PAR 
projects and, more importantly, there is a notable lack of youth involve-
ment in the design and implementation of the evaluations of youth-
oriented PAR projects. It would appear from the published literature 
that researchers are more likely to collaborate with adult community 
stakeholders in the development of program evaluations than with 
youth involved in these projects (Diaz et al., 1999; Lindsey, Stajduhar, 
& McGuinness, 2001; McDuff, 2001; Naylor, Wharf-Higgins, Blair, 
Green, & O’Connor, 2002; Porter, Avery, Edmond, Straw, & Young, 
2002; Quintanilla & Packard, 2002; West & Graham, 1999). 

Moreover, in the few cited participatory evaluations of youth-driv-
en PAR projects, youth were rarely fully involved in all phases of 
the evaluation process. In most cases, the researchers designed the 
evaluations, from the data collection methodology to data analysis, 
with varying levels of youth input. Gosin, Dustman, Drapeau, and 
Harthun (2003) involved adolescent students and their teachers in 
the evaluation of a PAR drug resistance strategies curriculum. The 
teachers developed the evaluation tools and collected the data, while 
the youth remained as subjects in pretests and posttests. The youth 
were involved in the process evaluation through fi lling out observa-
tion forms throughout the PAR process. However, it was the teach-
ers, not the students, who were regarded as experts and research 
partners in the evaluation of the project. The students were rather 
seen as “important sources of information during the pilot studies, 
the fi eld-testing, and the evaluation of the lessons” learned (Gosin et 
al., 2003, p. 375). Poland, Tupker, and Breland (2002) refl ected on the 
design and politics of youth PAR evaluation, focusing in particular 
on the challenges inherent in PE (e.g., tradeoffs between depth of 
involvement and time required). The youth were enabled to direct the 
nature and content of the evaluation (e.g., ability to alter or veto the 
participant observer notes). Poland et al. (2002) were committed not to 
steer the youth too far away from their central focus of producing peer 
education materials and to keep the time commitments reasonable; 



129LA REVUE CANADIENNE D’ÉVALUATION DE PROGRAMME

therefore, they designed the process evaluation protocol and collected 
and analyzed the evaluation data (albeit with extensive youth input). 
Checkoway and Richards-Schuster (2003) took more of a theoretical 
approach by discussing different roles that youth may be able to take 
on in PE, which included subjects, consultants, and partners.

YOUTH VOICES EVALUATION

Youth Voices is a participatory action research component of an ap-
plied research program called TeenNet (<www.TeenNet.ca>) based at 
the University of Toronto and York University (Skinner, Biscope, & 
Poland, 2003; Skinner, Maley, & Norman, 2006; Skinner, Morrison, 
et al., 1997). The Youth Voices project called for the collaboration of 
university researchers, community organizations, and three youth 
communities. These comprised a group of homeless youth, a group of 
youth at risk for community violence, and a group of urban youth. 

The researchers partnered with community organization staff to apply 
a six-phase model (EIPARS) for engaging youth in the PAR process to 
address community issues (Ridgley et al., 2004). EIPARS is a cyclical 
model that guides youth through the phases of:

1. Engagement, in which the research team developed a rapport 
with Toronto-based community organizations that served 
youth to collaborate with them to address issues that were 
important to them;

2. Identifi cation, in which the researchers supported them to 
identify community-based issues;

3. Planning, where the communities and researchers partnered 
in creating plans on how they would like to take community 
action to address their concerns;

4. Action, where they developed and implemented action 
projects to raise consciousness about the issues within their 
communities; 

5. Research, Refl ection, and Reward, in which the communities 
engaged in a participatory evaluation of their action projects 
and the overall process;

6. Sustainability, which involved the ongoing efforts to continue 
identifying and addressing community concerns. 

Figure 1 is a visual representation of the EIPARS model, of which 
the R and S phases are central and ongoing components within the 
project (Lombardo, Morrison, Biscope, Poland, & Skinner, 2003). 
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Using this model, each group of youth identifi ed priority issues affect-
ing their lives and collectively developed and implemented community 
actions to address the issues (Table 1). Homeless youth wrote articles 
for an Internet newspaper to raise awareness about their life circum-
stances. Urban youth gave presentations about global tobacco issues 
to engage other adolescents to critically think about the negative im-
pact of tobacco companies. Youth at risk for community violence took 
photographs and gave school-based presentations to combat violence 
faced by teens in their neighbourhood. Table 1 provides a summary 
of the issues and action projects of each youth community.

EVALUATION DESIGN 

A participatory evaluation approach was used to promote community 
ownership of the Youth Voices project through building youth’s capac-
ity to design and implement the project’s outcome evaluation protocol. 
The researcher (Chen) applied principles of PAR to collaborate with 
the project facilitators and youth participants (Soltis-Jarrett, 1997). 
She worked with each youth group to engage them to refl ect upon 
their project experiences for the design, implementation, and analysis 
of the outcome. The PE enabled the youth participants to learn more 
about the strengths and limitations of the project, as well as use the 
results to make improvements.

ustain
ewardA

ct
Engage

Identify

Plan

Research
eflect

S

Figure 1
EIPARS Model of the Youth Voices Project
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The strategies used to promote diverse youth participation in the 
Youth Voices outcome evaluation will be described to set a context 
for the lessons learned. The PE processes in which the three com-
munities participated will be described together, as the approach 
taken to engage the evaluation teams was consistent across the 
groups. Burke’s (1998) steps of PE provides our guiding framework: 
(a) deciding to do it; (b) assembling the team; (c) making a plan; (d) 
collecting the data; (e) synthesizing, analyzing, and verifying the 
data; (f) developing action plans for the future; and (g) controlling 
and using the outcomes and reports. 

1. Deciding to do it. When the EIPARS model for Youth Voices was 
developed, a protocol for the evaluation of project outcomes was in-
corporated to measure the success of the project. The research team 
decided on a participatory outcome evaluation: (a) to remain consist-
ent with the tenets of PAR used in the project, (b) to build the youth 
participants’ skills and capacity in evaluation, and (c) to better ensure 
the evaluation would be meaningful and useful for the participants. 
As mentioned, the PE was situated in the Research, Refl ect, and 
Reward component of the project. The researcher aimed to engage 
youth in a PE of the project that initially involved collaborating with 
the partner community organizations to implement a youth-friendly 
PE. She worked with the three communities separately because 
each group was tackling different issues. In addition, the communi-
ties were geographically, culturally, and socio-economically distinct. 

Table 1
Community Groups Involved in Youth Voices

Community
Community-identifi ed
priority issues Action project

1. Urban youth • Global tobacco issues • Interactive, multimedia presentation on 
global tobacco issues

• Youth-friendly website on global tobacco 
issues

2. Street-involved youth • Stereotypes against 
their community

• Shelter living
• Housing
• Lack of social support 

for street-involved 
youth

• “Life on the Streets” opinion articles posted 
on Internet-based youth newspaper

3. Youth community at 
risk for neighbour-
hood violence 

• Neighbourhood 
violence

• Multimedia presentation challenging 
community violence
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However, the overall framework guiding the participatory outcome 
evaluation was applied consistently across all three Youth Voices 
communities.

2. Assembling the teams. A common assumption in PAR is that youth 
participants will be eager to take an active role in developing the 
project’s evaluation protocol. However, the timing of the evaluation, 
in relation to other project components, affects the degree of partici-
pation that they can manage (Poland et al., 2002). To be sensitive to 
this, the researcher recruited the evaluation team members when 
the youth had more time available, which was during or after each 
group’s community action projects. The researcher and community 
agency staff described PE in youth-friendly language and invited the 
project youth to participate as co-researchers in the evaluation. Sug-
gestions for goals of evaluation included making improvements to the 
project and building community capacity in terms of evaluation and 
research skills (Barnsley & Ellis, 1992). The youth were presented 
with a diagram of the Ladder of Participation depicted in Figure 2 
(Watt et al., 2000) and asked to determine their level of participation 
for each phase of the evaluation process. The researcher suggested 
that higher levels of youth participation would increase their potential 
for collaborative decision-making, which may lead to more meaningful 
evaluation procedures and results for the project stakeholders. 

Figure 2
Hart’s Ladder of Participation

8. Youth-initiated, shared decisions with adults

7. Youth-initiated and direccted

6. Adult-initiated, shared decisions with youth

5. Consulted and informed

4. Assigned but informed

3. Tokenism

2. Decoration

1. Manipulation

Adapted from Rogert Hart’s Ladder of 
Participation (Hart, 1992).

8
7
6
5
4

3
2
1
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Three distinct evaluation teams were formed. Group A’s team in-
cluded seven youth members, Group B’s team had two, and Group 
C’s team varied from at least three to more for any given meeting. 
Table 2 presents a demographic profi le. Group A and B evaluation 
teams met at the university, while Group C’s team met at the partner 
community organization. 

Table 2
Demographic Profi le of Youth Participants and Facilitators

Community Youth participants Facilitators

1. Urban youth Sex: 7 females, 1 male 
Age range: 16 to 19
Mean age: 17
Ethnicity: 4 SE Asian youth, 3 Caribbean 
youth, 1 SE Asian/Middle Eastern/ 
African youth
Project involvement: 7 active, 1 non-
 active participant. 
School/work status: 7 students, 1 look-
ing for work

Sex: 3 females
School/work status: 2 academic facilitators, 1 
evaluation researcher
Ethnicity: 1 European facilitator, 1 North 
American facilitator, 1 Central Asian 
researcher

2. Street-
involved 
youth 

Sex: 2 females, 2 males
Age range: 19 to 22
Mean age: 21
Ethnicity: 3 Aboriginal youth, 1 N/A
Project involvement: 4 active partici-
pants
School/work status: Homeless

Sex: 3 females, 1 male
School/work status: 2 academic facilitators, 
1 community organization facilitator, 1 evalua-
tion researcher
Ethnicity: 1 European facilitator, 1 North 
American facilitator, 1 Central Asian facilitator, 
1 Central Asian researcher

3. Youth 
community 
at risk for 
neighbour-
hood 
violence 

Sex: 3 females, 8 males
Age range: 12 to 17
Mean age: 13, Mode age: 15
Ethnicity: 2 African youth, 3 Caribbean 
youth, 1 African/Caribbean youth, 2 SE 
Asian youth, 3 N/A
School/work status: 10 students, 1 N/A
4 youth lived in geographical commu-
nity at risk for neighbourhood violence, 
7 youth lived outside geographical 
community at risk for neighbourhood 
violence

Sex: 4 females, 4 males
School/work status: 2 academic facilitators, 4 
community organization facilitators, 1 evalua-
tion researcher
Ethnicity: 1 European facilitator, 1 North 
American facilitator, 2 Caribbean facilitators, 1 
African facilitator, 1 Central Asian researcher, 
2 N/A
Geographical Community: 
2 community organization facilitators lived 
in geographical community at risk for neigh-
bourhood violence, 
5 facilitators lived outside geographical com-
munity at risk for neighbourhood violence
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3. Making a plan. A youth-friendly approach was taken to the plan-
ning meetings in an aim to promote authentic youth participation. 
Burke (1998) states that participants need to see tangible evidence of 
their contribution during the planning phase. Group discussions were 
facilitated with the use of a fl ip chart that recorded and displayed 
the decisions and plans for each group. The fl ip-chart notes were 
summarized and posted for the following meeting, and meeting notes 
were regularly e-mailed to the youth evaluation teams. 

In all three evaluation teams, the youth decided to be involved at 
Level 8: youth-initiated, shared decisions with adults throughout the 
planning phase. The researcher trained the youth on qualitative and 
quantitative methods. Each team engaged in discussions about vari-
ous methods of collecting data (observation, focus group, interviews, 
paper and pencil format, surveys, group meeting format) and various 
types of research questions (open-ended, semi-structured, struc-
tured). Opportunities for youth decision-making in the methodology 
included choosing the key stakeholders, data collection methods, and 
tools. The youth relied on their experiences in the project to identify 
key project areas that should be evaluated and the corresponding 
questions. They identifi ed skills that they wanted to learn in this 
PE process and were engaged in setting the agenda for meetings 
and prioritizing the evaluation plans (Higgins & Reed, 2001; Koch, 
Selim, & Kralik, 2002; Lather, 1991). They were supported to con-
tinually refl ect upon and revise the research plan while moving the 
work forward (Koch et al., 2002). They also determined the amount 
of time and resources they needed to undertake data collection. The 
teams developed two types of evaluation tools, one geared to the 
youth participants and one geared to the facilitators, both of which 
could be used in either focus group or interview formats. 

After designing their evaluation tools tailored to what they wanted to 
investigate, the youth were given the opportunity to incorporate the 
EIPARS model into their evaluation as is, or modifi ed to suit their 
needs. Typically, project evaluation for each community focused on 
the following key topics: strengths and limitations with respect to 
the project, group process, decision-making, action project, skills, 
resources, and supports.

4. Collecting the data. The researcher developed and conducted in-
teractive training workshops on face-to-face interviewing, telephone 
interviewing, focus group moderating, and observer note-taking. Ad-
ditional one-on-one training sessions were offered to the youth co-re-
searchers if they so desired. Five one-and-a-half-hour sessions enabled 
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each evaluation team to determine their data collection methods, cre-
ate evaluation tools, and participate in the training workshops.

Teams A and B collected their data at the university, and Team C 
collected data at their community organization. Both settings had 
rooms where interviews were conducted and audiotaped with mini-
mal disruptions. During this stage, the evaluation team members 
participated primarily at Level 7: youth-initiated and directed, as they 
were knowledgeable and trained in the data collection methods and 
techniques. The youth co-researchers asked the researcher to help 
collect some data, as an observer note-taker or interviewer. She also 
remained available on-site to provide for support and consultation. 

The project participants were informed about data collection and 
given the opportunity to participate on a voluntary basis. The demo-
graphics of the interviewees are presented in Table 2. Across the three 
communities, a total of 4 focus groups, 20 face-to-face interviews, and 
4 telephone interviews were conducted. Each focus group was facili-
tated by one or two youth co-researchers, while another youth took 
observer-notes. They met immediately after the focus group to discuss 
their observations. Every interview and focus group was followed by 
a meeting between the youth data collectors and the researcher to 
debrief and address any areas of concern.

5. Synthesizing, analyzing, and verifying the data. The interviews and 
focus groups discussions were transcribed. The researcher transcribed 
the data she collected, while outside transcribers were used for the 
rest to maintain anonymity of the subjects. Ten transcripts were 
cross-checked with the audiotape for consistency in transcriptions. 
Taylor and Bogden’s (1984) grounded theory and analytic induction 
methods were used for the analysis. During data analysis, the youth 
participated at Level 6: adult-initiated, shared decisions with youth. To 
prevent overburdening the youth with time-consuming data analysis 
and to enhance the consistency of analysis, the researcher conducted 
the data analysis. The purpose of data analysis in a PE is to reach an 
understanding of human experience that is grounded in trustworthy 
data (Lather, 1991). The results must speak to the felt needs of a spe-
cifi c group in ordinary language (Lather, 1991). According to Taylor 
and Bogden (1984) and Lather (1991), project participants who are 
willing to read draft reports can assess the validity and credibility 
of the researcher’s analysis. Thus, the researcher invited all three 
communities to read draft reports of the results to verify her interpre-
tation of the data and to offer additional or alternative perspectives 
and material. Two academic facilitators and fi ve youth participants 
took part in this process. A coding scheme was developed using 10 



THE CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PROGRAM EVALUATION136

outcome evaluation transcripts representative of the subsamples of 
focus group and interview transcripts of the youth participants and 
facilitators. A 55-code scheme was applied to the transcripts using 
NUDIST (N6) qualitative software (reference software). 

6. Developing action plans. The analysis resulted in key fi ndings 
on project group processes and recommended improvements for the 
project from the perspective of youth participants and youth group 
facilitators (presented in Tables 3 and 4). The youth intended the 
results to be used by Youth Voices participants to improve the project 
during the next cycle of the EIPARS model. The PAR project used a 
cyclical framework that involved a plan for the community to take 
increasing ownership of and sustain the process of identifying issues 
and addressing them within their communities. With the consent of 
the youth, the results, reports, and recommendations were dissemi-
nated to the community organizations, project participants, project 
academic board, and funders. 

Table 3
Group Process Strengths and Challenges

STRENGTHS
1. Open communication and shared decision-making between youth and facilitators
 “We got to do what we wanted and everybody listened to what we had to say… [The facilitators] said, 

‘Whatever you guys want to do it on, do it’. I’m like, it’s all good, but we got to do what we wanted to 
do.” – youth participant

 “The choices that we made were mostly made by the group.” – youth participant
 “We could tell [the group] what ever we think, we could be open with them and also tell them even if 

you don’t like them, I mean if you don’t like the ideas, you could just tell them.” – youth participant

2. Sustaining participation can enhance teamwork and increase understanding of 
complex community issues

 “When a group works together over a long period of time, they develop a special ability to…work 
together because they know each other really well and…[can interact] with their whole self …Also, it 
gives them time to really understand an issue…to move to more complex issues instead of taking on 
an issue that may be more simple.” – facilitator

 “It was good to see certain attitudes and certain attitudes changing, during the project and really 
getting a feel for further attitudes on other subject matter…You could see…certain people, you know, 
thinking about it more.” – facilitator 

 “But, working through the group and after the time was up, when the choice came to move on, 
everyone agreed to [it] because I really think that it started to touch everybody. You start to learn things 
and it’s getting interesting. It’s like…let’s just keep going.” – youth participant

3. Being youth-friendly increases youth participation
 “[The staff] made the meetings to suit our time schedules as much as possible. Whenever the most 

people could come, that’s when the meetings were. They even met [one youth] separately so that 
[he/she] could still be involved.” – youth participant

 Question: What are the positive experiences you’ve had working on the project? “The fl exibility.” 
– youth participant
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 “…because there is a power imbalance with the youth and the facilitators … I think that the facilitators 
did a very good job in terms of being sensitive to that … they did make an effort to hear the point-of-
view of the youth.” – facilitator

ISSUES
1. Time constraints are a challenge for people doing participatory action research
 “It was like, okay, there’s a time-line (louder) [and] we gotta fi nish this project by then, but yet we’re 

still struggling with some of the issues around here.” – facilitator
 “It was a little overwhelming because we knew we had so much to get done…trying to get everything 

done by the end of the 2 months and that’s one of the main reasons why it did continue on because 
some of the things we wanted to have done, we didn’t have done. Plus more funding came in and more 
time.” – youth participant

 “We were being pushed forward to get the work done when we were supposed to, but for the most 
part we kind of didn’t know … if we were going to fi nish everything on time … also [it depended on 
whether] people showed up on time, it was really hard for [us to] script.” – facilitator

2. Group meetings can lead to some voices unheard
 “…some of the other youth may have, maybe in a different setting, in a one-on-one setting, been able 

to express a bit more of their point-of-view. But, there was a handful of the youth that were more vocal 
and I think that it at times would overpower … it didn’t give us a chance to hear the point-of-view of 
the quieter youth.” – facilitator

 “I was very able to express my views in the group because I was a very outspoken person.” – youth 
participant

 “Sometimes I think you wanna say but ummm, you don’t wanna say because you don’t wanna hurt 
other people’s feelings or you don’t wanna express something against someone else’s opinion. Well 
because you don’t know what other people will say to your response….” – youth participant 

 “Sometimes there’s varying levels of ways that people feel comfortable participating in the group and 
sort of varying levels of ways that people can approach the group.” – facilitator

3. Challenges in sustaining youths’ interest in dialoguing about the issues
 “Sometimes, too much talking.” – youth participant
 “Maybe make the discussion a little bit more entertaining to get their attention … I could see with the 

kids that maybe, you know, instead of three hours of discussions over the issue a week or something. 
Maybe like an hour and a half or something and then maybe something more integrated with like an 
activity.” – facilitator

 “I think there was also some frustration because there was some resistance [from the youth] and then 
there was some movement around critically addressing things and then … because of all the outside 
infl uences … they wouldn’t stay there. And I think that’s fair. And, I think there’s constant things that 
are happening and I think that’s one of the challenges … in the project that’s trying.” – facilitator

 “In terms of the activities, because they’re young and want sometimes they want to, like, move around 
… they like to do stuff maybe like role playing … you know so they’re not like okay, we’re sitting 
around talking.” – facilitator

4. Youth can become unfocused during the project
 “Well, sometimes we did get out of control, we went off topic and stuff, but most of the time, we 

worked as a team and we did accomplish what we had to accomplish on that day.” – youth participant
 “I think we could’ve had a lot of work done, but the staff kept us on track. So like, it’s a good thing that 

they were there because a lot of times, we would drift away from what we were supposed to be doing 
and they brought us back on track.” – youth participant

 “And it’s understandable, if they have diffi culty paying [attention] to something that they don’t feel 
is as important or isn’t a part of what they wanted completely. But, sometimes I think that there are 
distractions that are going to occur in any group meeting.” – facilitator
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Table 4
Suggested Improvements to the Project

1. More active group activities that promote youth creativity and understanding of issues
 “More time, you need to give us more time to take the photographs than learning stuff.” – youth 

participant
 “I think there should be, like, we should go out more fi eld trips and we should get more magazines.” 

– youth participant 
 “In terms of the activities, because they’re young and want, sometimes they want to like move around 

… they like to do stuff maybe like role playing … you know so they’re not like okay, we’re sitting 
around talking.” – facilitator

2. Move at a faster pace
 “It needs to be shortened.” – youth participant
 “The process in creating the project could be changed a little bit to maybe ..ahh.. to maybe make the 

project move at a faster pace or be more entertaining for the kids.” – facilitator

3. Increase community decision-making opportunities to build community ownership
 “If the youth were involved in planning [the sessions] as well and if we were able to meet more often 

with the community partners, you know how there’s two organizations working together if we were all 
able to meet every week and plan the session together I think that would add to it and … everyone 
would be more on board and more aware of what to expect each session and there wouldn’t be as 
many struggles.” – facilitator

 “Maybe giving [the youth] more opportunity to take direction.” – facilitator
 “Maybe an improvement could be how could we encourage the youth or be more effective at building 

that ability of them, the ownership, come up with interesting and creative ways to build ownership.” 
– facilitator

4. Provide more options for youth to communicate
 “Facilitators could think about more strategies to optimize everyone’s point-of-view to come across. If 

not talking, maybe people could write down what their thoughts are anonymously … you know, have 
different ways of communicating, not just in a group setting because it is somewhat intimidating at 
times for the youth I think.” – facilitator

 “I think we needed to have more break-down meetings with the kids, where it’s just like progress 
things, like, ‘Well, how do you actually feel about this?’ … I think that was something that we really 
missed because we kind of just kept going on going.” – facilitator

 “I think maybe something that I would look at doing is trying to structure little tasks and things to try 
to meet everybody’s individual learning styles and stuff like that, so I think that’s something that we 
could look at.”– facilitator

5. Recruiting more youth participants
 “Well, if they get more youth, it will be a bigger voice and that way we can tackle bigger projects.” 

– youth participant
 “If there were more people in the group then I would say [that I’ll continue participating].” – youth 

participant
 “The staff could improve the project by … if they have more youth participating.” – youth participant

The researcher collaborated with the Group A youth participants 
and academic facilitator to refl ect upon the results and revise the 
recommendations in their report, which enhanced the usability of the 
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report by the project stakeholders. They chose to participate at Level 
8: youth-initiated, shared decisions with adults to use the evaluation 
results and develop action plans with their project facilitator. Due 
to the protracted period of data analysis, the researcher was unable 
to re-establish contact with the original PE participants from com-
munities B and C to engage them in providing input for the recom-
mendations in their community reports. 

7. Controlling and using outcomes and reports. According to Burke 
(1998), the data should remain in the hands of the stakeholders, 
who can learn from them and use them to improve the project. Once 
again, result reports were disseminated to the key stakeholders of 
the project. Group A planned to use the results to recruit new youth 
participants. In addition, the researcher developed a facilitator’s 
workbook on the participatory evaluation process that may be used 
by Youth Voices for the next EIPARS cycle (Chen, Poland, & Skin-
ner, 2003).

LIMITATIONS OF PE WITH AT-RISK YOUTH

Sustaining Youth Involvement 

The study revealed limitations in employing participatory evaluation 
with at-risk youth, including challenges posed by their psychosocial 
development and maintaining participants’ engagement throughout 
the processes of PE. We had diffi culty capturing and sustaining youth 
interest and involvement in the evaluation research over time. We 
believe there are several explanations for this, some inherent in the 
PE approach and others arising from the nature of the participant 
group. 

While extensive effort was made to involve youth in all phases of the 
evaluation research, the fact remains that the impetus to evaluate 
at all was driven as much or more by funders and the interests of 
academic researchers (seeking to validate and improve a model/ap-
proach) as it was by a strong desire among participants for additional 
(more formal, research-based) feedback on process and outcomes. 
This was complicated by the fact that for many or most of the youth 
participants, their involvement was a one-time thing, lessening their 
personal stake in future PAR initiatives.

This brings us to a second set of considerations related to the nature of 
the participant group. The teens ranged in age from 12 to 22 years old, 



THE CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PROGRAM EVALUATION140

which comprised the three stages of adolescent development: early, 
middle, and late adolescence. Young people’s interest and focus are 
constantly changing and developing throughout adolescence (Eakin, 
1994). This is further complicated by the day-to-day challenges faced 
by at-risk youth. Therefore, teens should perhaps not be expected to 
participate to the same extent or in the same format as adults, and it 
has been suggested that time-limited and task-specifi c opportunities 
would be more successful (Eakin, 1994). As revealed in this study, us-
ing group discussions with at-risk youth highlights a methodological 
limitation of PAR with special populations. Although they valued the 
opportunity to provide input, it was diffi cult for the adolescents, espe-
cially the younger ones, to stay attentive and engaged in the process. 
The provision of detailed minutes of the evaluation team meetings 
was also ineffective, as the youth rarely read them. However, sum-
marizing the fl ip-chart notes and displaying them during the following 
meetings triggered the teams to refl ect, negotiate, and discuss the 
working evaluation plans. Due to their developmental stage, teenag-
ers have diffi culty with the slow pace of adult committee processes, 
which can discourage youth from participating in research (Eakin, 
1994). McLeroy and colleagues (1994) also argue that formalization 
and structure, which is necessary in research, may actually inhibit 
grassroots participation. Perhaps more could also have been done to 
make the work relevant and engaging for youth, although much at-
tention was given to doing so throughout the process.

Confi dentiality and Bias in Participatory Evaluation 

Participatory evaluation puts participants in an awkward position 
because the anonymity often characteristic of other more traditional 
approaches to evaluation research is absent. Of necessity, the youth 
involved in participatory evaluation are the same youth who were 
program participants, and their research subjects are their peers and 
the program staff whom they have come to know during the course 
of the project. This presents unique challenges in terms of both confi -
dentiality and the avoidance of “bias,” issues that young adolescents 
may fi nd especially challenging.

Peer perceptions grow increasingly more signifi cant as adolescents 
individuate from their parents and develop a greater sense of self 
(Daniels, 1990). During data collection, the younger teens were more 
likely to bias the data collection with their personal values and were 
less capable of staying neutral about their relationship with the in-
terviewees. For example, one of the younger male youth expressed 
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reluctance about interviewing someone who he believed was not going 
to cooperate. Bolognini, Plancherel, Bettschart, and Halfon (1996) 
conducted a study of self-esteem in early adolescence and found that 
boys experienced reduced self-esteem and increased self-criticism if 
their peer relationships did not meet their personal expectations. 
The transcript revealed verbal intonations of the youth evaluator 
that communicated annoyance, impatience, and frustration toward 
the interviewee. This frustration could be a refl ection of his concern 
about his peer having a negative view of him, which impacted on his 
confi dence in collecting the data. In addition, the transcripts revealed 
that the younger co-researchers expressed themselves more emotively 
and were less apt to ask for clarifi cation or probe for additional in-
formation. Bolognini et al. (1996) stated that the self-esteem of boys 
was lower at age 12 than at age 14. While PE poses challenges for 
any participants, age is an important factor that needs to be consid-
ered when designing a PE with youth. A practice implication would 
be to design data collection training workshops with sensitivity to 
the youth co-researchers’ developmental stage. Younger adolescents 
need more time to role-play potentially uncomfortable scenarios and 
learn how to reduce personal biases, recognize their own values, 
and strengthen their interviewing skills. More research is needed to 
measure the impact of age on adolescents’ ability to effectively take 
on the role of project evaluator.

LESSONS LEARNED AND IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

Project Participant Bias

After their active involvement on the Youth Voices PE teams, the 
experiences of the co-evaluators were gathered using a feedback 
questionnaire (questions/results are in Table 5). The majority of 
the respondents were satisfi ed with the evaluation questions and 
data collection methods; however, one of the youth took exception to 
them, writing, “Since we all know each other, we might answer our 
questions not honestly” and “It was a good evaluation process, but 
an anonymous interviewer should have been the interviewer.” The 
fact that all interviewees were personally known to them created 
discomfort among some interviewers and raised concerns about the 
possibility of self-censorship and skewing of results. 

An internal threat to validity was a tendency toward social desirabil-
ity between the data collectors and interviewees. The training work-
shop included a discussion about the risk of biasing the interviewee’s 
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Table 5
Evaluation Team Feedback Results

Question 10 participants
My opinions mattered when the team made decisions about the evaluation process 5 strongly agree

5 agree
I had the support that I needed from the evaluation researcher while on the evaluation 
team

9 strongly agree
1 agree

I had the support that I needed from the other youth members while on the evaluation 
team

6 strongly agree
4 agree

I am satisfi ed with the evaluation questions for the youth and facilitators 6 strongly agree
3 agree
1 n/a

I am satisfi ed with the data collection methods 6 strongly agree
2 agree
1 strongly 
disagree
1 n/a

I think the outcome evaluation results will help us to know if our action is really making 
a difference to the community

5 strongly agree
4 agree
1 n/a

I think the outcome evaluation results are useful for making improvements to the Youth 
Voices project

6 strongly agree
3 agree
1 n/a

If I was asked again, I would get involved on another evaluation team 4 strongly agree
5 agree
1 disagree

Did you learn or build on any skills by being involved in the evaluation team? 6 yes
3 somewhat
1 no

n/a = information not reported 
This anonymous feedback questionnaire was voluntarily completed by 9 youth participants and 1 community 
organization facilitator. The instrument consisted of eight Likert-type questions that gave them the choices 
of (1) strongly agree, (2) agree, (3) disagree, and (4) strongly disagree. If they disagreed on questions 2–8, 
space was provided for their comments. The ninth question asked if they learned or built on any skills by be-
ing involved on the evaluation team, and they were asked to list the skills. It concluded with two open-ended 
questions. 

responses if the evaluators’ view of the project is communicated ver-
bally or non-verbally. The importance of respecting individual views 
and maintaining confi dentiality between the data collectors and the 
respondents, despite future project group work, was emphasized. 
Several of the youth who implemented the project evaluation told the 
researcher that respecting confi dentiality would be easy for them. An 
assumption underlying their comments is that they would not hear 
anything negative or uncomfortable about the project. Despite their 
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assumptions, the youth co-evaluators were encouraged to recognize 
and write down their personal views about the project and express 
them when it was their turn to be interviewed.

Another experience that potentially indicated participants’ vested 
interest in a favourable review occurred during the development of the 
data collection tools. Three of the youth on one evaluation team deval-
ued the inclusion of questions that asked about the negative aspects 
of the project, expressing that nothing negative ever happened. The 
researcher explored the beliefs of these youth and their discomfort in 
inquiring about negative aspects of the project. She stated that there 
may be negative views about the project that youth were unaware 
of that could be valuable in making project improvements. After the 
discussion, the team decided to include in the tools questions on the 
negative aspects of the project. By giving the youth participants an 
opportunity to refl ect upon and dialogue about the results reports and 
participate in revising the project recommendations, the researcher 
fostered a more balanced view of the project.

To address this potential threat to validity, an implication for practice 
would be to incorporate multiple quantitative and qualitative data 
collection methods. When youth are evaluating their own project, 
researchers need to engage all evaluation participants (co-evaluators 
and interviewees) to acknowledge and work through their assump-
tions about the project, to understand interviewer bias, and to respect 
confi dentiality. PE practitioners need to openly acknowledge and dis-
cuss the potential impact of previous relationship dynamics between 
the data collector and the respondent. By doing so, the researcher 
can enhance the youth’s ability to effectively plan and implement the 
evaluation and improve the quality of data.

Overburdening Participants 

The issue of participatory evaluation being a time-consuming process 
was raised in the evaluation team feedback results. One of the youth 
co-researchers stated that the process “seemed a little too long.” Ac-
cording to Burke (1998), meaningful participation by key stakeholders 
in PE can require a great length of time, and some practitioners cau-
tion against not overburdening the participants. After data collection, 
it took a few months to complete qualitative analysis and submit the 
results reports to the stakeholders. When the researcher attempted 
to re-establish contact with youth participants of Groups B and C to 
refl ect upon and discuss results, she was unsuccessful because many 
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of the youth moved away, decreased their contact with the partner 
community organizations,  or ended their participation in the project. 
A similar experience was reported by Poland et al. (2002). Youth in-
volvement began decreasing after the major project activities (data 
collection, action project) were over. However, PE typically requires 
sustaining youth participation for the use of the results. 

To cushion the burden of PE being a time-consuming process, a prac-
tice implication would be to discuss the timeline of the PE so youth 
can anticipate any waiting periods. Ongoing youth-friendly activi-
ties can potentially keep the youth interested and their momentum 
elevated. 

DISCUSSION

Overall, the Youth Voices participatory outcome evaluation resulted 
in meaningful information on project group processes, issues, and 
improvements that can be refl ected upon and used by stakeholders. 
Although the youth evaluation teams were diverse in their socio-
economic backgrounds, ethnicity, and age, they shared a capacity to 
become co-evaluators for the project. All who gave feedback felt valued 
in the decision-making processes and indicated that they received 
their expected level of support from other team members. The youth 
co-researchers integrated their knowledge and lived experiences of 
the project for development of the outcome evaluation protocol. The 
majority of the evaluation team felt that the PE results were useful 
for making project improvements. They would also participate in 
another evaluation if asked. 

Skills gained by the youth co-evaluators included research, communi-
cation, and leadership. Involving youth in a PE of their PAR project 
enhanced their sense of ownership over the project and led to im-
provements grounded in the community’s knowledge and experiences. 
However, the study highlighted an important tension within PE with 
young people: engaging them in “praxis” and research training can be 
challenging for researchers (making the work relevant and engaging 
when long-term commitment to process and outcomes may be limited) 
and problematic due to their stage of adolescent development. 

Another methodological concern was the potential for participants to 
have a vested interest in a favourable review of the project. A tension 
existed in weighing the value of taking a participatory approach to 
evaluation while maintaining validity and reliability of the results. 
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The youth participants conveyed a sense of pride in their project that 
was empowering, but may have potentially biased the results. Practi-
tioners need to validate the participants’ positive “lived experiences” as 
they ask them to consider the gaps and weaknesses of their project. A 
multi-method quantitative and qualitative approach to evaluation can 
decrease the level of participant biases toward a positive evaluation. 

The issues explored suggest that there are limitations to strictly ad-
hering to the theory of PE for a participatory action research project 
with youth in a community context. PE calls upon community mem-
bers to micro-manage all aspects of a complex evaluation process, 
which can become overwhelming and ultimately disempowering. 
The potential for youth co-evaluators to feel overburdened by the 
responsibilities of managing process details and committing their 
time to the evaluation must be openly acknowledged and sensitively 
addressed by practitioners. Providing community participants with 
the opportunity to choose their level of participation (using the Ladder 
of Participation) at different stages of the evaluation process could 
be considered. However, one needs to be refl exive about the potential 
for being seen to implicitly value “higher” levels of participation as 
inherently more “authentic” or “empowering” (i.e., participants must 
be free to chose less dramatic levels of involvement without being 
made to feel they are “not living up to their full potential” or they are 
“letting the project down”). 

We suspect, supported by a review of the literature, that “full” PE is 
more often the exception than the norm. Our project was no excep-
tion. For example, the youth were not directly involved in transcrip-
tion or initial data analysis. Smith, Monaghan, and Broad (2002) 
argue that this may be as it should be because of the sophistication 
of coding and the NUDIST program. Indeed, it may be time to de-
construct the imperative built in to the discourse of PAR that holds 
that maximum participation is always and inherently empowering. 
Rather, the central question for participatory evaluation work should 
be: What level of participation is optimal to ensure authentic com-
munity decision-making in a PAR project without overwhelming 
youth participants?
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Les programmes d’intervention brève et intensive dédiés aux 
familles en crise ont fait l’objet de nombreuses évaluations et 
recherches évaluatives. Néanmoins, plusieurs experts affi r-
ment qu’il est encore diffi cile de statuer sur l’effi cacité de ces 
pro grammes en raison des failles méthodologiques des études et 
de la confusion qui entourent la défi nition de ces programmes et 
leur implantation. Cet article présente les principaux enjeux liés 
à l’évaluation de ces programmes et propose différentes solutions 
telles que l’implication hâtive de l’évaluateur dans la démarche 
d’implantation du programme, la défi nition d’objectifs cohérents 
et cliniquement ancrés et la redéfi nition des critères de succès 
habituellement utilisés.

Intensive crisis programs have been the object of numerous 
evaluations and evaluative inquiries. Nevertheless, experts and 
researchers are unable to make clear statements about the ef-
fectiveness of these programs in helping families and children 
in crisis. Methodological bias and confusion in the defi nition and 
implementation of these programs may have contributed to the 
issue. This article identifi es the main stakes in the evaluation of 
these programs and suggests solutions such as the early involve-
ment of the evaluator in the program implementation process and 
new defi nitions of objectives and success criteria.

L’intervention de crise connaît actuellement un essor 
important parmi la gamme des services psychosociaux offerts aux 
familles en diffi culté. S’appuyant sur une philosophie d’interven-
tion centrée sur la famille, les programmes d’intervention brève et 
intensive de crise sont actuellement envisagés comme une solution 
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prometteuse pour éviter les placements non planifi és d’enfants et 
d’adolescents (Ministère de la santé et des services sociaux, 2005). 
Face à la prolifération de ces programmes au cours des années 1980, 
de nombreux chercheurs ont étudié l’effi cacité de ces programmes à 
prévenir le placement d’enfants et d’adolescents en milieu substitut. 
Malgré l’abondance d’évaluations de programmes et de recherches 
évaluatives en ce domaine, les limites méthodologiques des études, 
même les plus rigoureuses, réduisent notre capacité à détecter l’effet 
réel de ces programmes (Dagenais, Bégin, Bouchard, & Fortin, 2004; 
Fraser, Nelson, & Rivard, 1997; Kirk & Griffi th, 2004; Littell & 
Schuerman, 2002; Staudt & Drake, 2002b).

Au moment où ce type de programmes est appelé à être intégré à l’of-
fre de services psychosociaux courants et à faire l’objet de nou velles 
évaluations (Ministère de la santé et des services sociaux, 2005), 
il apparaît important d’identifi er les considérations théoriques et 
méthodologiques qui doivent guider l’évaluation de ces programmes 
d’intervention de crise. À cet égard, plusieurs articles ou chapitres 
de livres ont déjà été consacrés aux méthodologies d’évaluation des 
programmes intensifs de sauvegarde de la famille au cours des années 
1990 (Pecora, Fraser, Nelson, McCroskey, & Meezan, 1995; Raschick 
& Critchley, 1998; Rossi, 1992a, 1992b). Plusieurs recommandations 
pour l’évaluation de ces programmes ont également été proposées 
(Dagenais et al., 2004; Fraser et al., 1997). Toutefois, aucun article 
récent n’a traité spécifi quement des enjeux liés à l’évaluation de 
ces programmes, et très peu de chercheurs se sont préoccupés de 
l’intégration des principes théoriques de l’intervention de crise dans 
les stratégies d’évaluation de programme. Cet article vise donc à 
susciter une réfl exion concernant les différents enjeux et pièges qui 
guettent l’évaluation des programmes d’intervention brève et inten-
sive de crise. La première partie de cet article décrit les enjeux liés 
à la défi nition et à l’implantation des programmes en traitant de la 
théorie d’action des programmes d’intervention brève et intensive de 
crise, de leurs objectifs, de la clientèle visée, et de la fi délité de l’inter-
vention au programme théorique. La deuxième partie de cet article 
porte sur l’évaluation de l’effi cacité et de l’impact des programmes en 
présentant les principaux enjeux liés à la composition des groupes de 
comparaison, à l’hétérogénéité de la clientèle, aux critères d’effi cacité 
des programmes, à la signifi cation statistique et clinique des résultats 
ainsi qu’aux sources d’informations, aux outils d’évaluation, et aux 
temps de mesure.
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LES ENJEUX LIÉS À LA DÉFINITION ET À L’IMPLANTATION DES 
PROGRAMMES

La description claire et détaillée d’un programme est sans contredit 
une condition préalable à son évaluation. D’ailleurs, certains insistent 
sur l’importance de juger de la qualité du programme théorique dès 
le commencement d’une évaluation de programme afi n d’y apporter 
les correctifs qui faciliteront son implantation et son évaluation 
éventuelle (Rossi, Freeman, & Lipsey, 1999; Pecora et al., 1995). À 
l’instar d’autres programmes d’intervention psychosociale, les princi-
pales diffi cultés liées à la défi nition et l’implantation de programmes 
d’intervention intensive de crise concernent l’élaboration de la théorie 
d’action des programmes, la défi nition des objectifs et des critères 
d’inclusion de la clientèle, et le degré de fi délité entre l’intervention 
offerte et le programme théorique.

L’élaboration de la théorie d’action des programmes

Les programmes d’intervention brève et intensive de crise peuvent 
être défi nis à partir de la théorie d’action qui les sous-tend. Cette 
théorie d’action comporte en elle-même deux niveaux. Au premier ni-
veau, la théorie des processus (Rossi et al., 1999), situe le programme 
dans son contexte plus large en précisant des paramètres de gestion 
et d’organisation tels que l’accessibilité, la clientèle visée et les res-
sources disponibles. Ces paramètres sont déterminés en fonction de 
l’environnement organisationnel du programme. Le deuxième niveau 
de la théorie d’action se situe davantage au plan clinique et correspond 
à la théorie d’impact des programmes d’intervention brève et intensive 
de crise. La théorie d’impact explique comment l’intervention prévue 
au programme devrait donner lieu à l’amélioration du fonctionnement 
de l’enfant et de la famille.

Au premier niveau de la théorie d’action, la théorie des processus qui 
soutient les programmes d’intervention brève et intensive de crise per-
met de préciser l’infl uence de l’environnement du programme sur sa 
défi nition. À titre d’exemple, l’effi cience attendue de ces programmes 
par la réduction des coûts élevés du placement en milieu substitut et 
les orientations législatives privilégiant le maintien de l’enfant dans 
son milieu naturel sont autant de facteurs qui ont eu une infl uence 
marquée sur la défi nition et l’implantation de ce type de programme 
(Berry, 1997; Lindsey, Martin, & Doh, 2002). La pression exercée 
par ces enjeux économiques et législatifs sur l’intervention clinique 
peut entraîner son lot de confusion. À titre d’exemple, on observe une 
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tension entre les enjeux économiques, représentés par les économies 
souhaitées par la prévention des placements en milieu substitut et 
les objectifs cliniques d’orienter l’enfant et sa famille vers les services 
les plus appropriés. En effet, si dans certaines situations ce type de 
programme permet d’éviter qu’une situation se détériore, il arrive éga-
lement que l’intervention brève et intensive de crise mette en évidence 
la nécessité du placement en milieu substitut et le recours souhaitable 
à des services à plus long terme (Roberts, 2000). Une autre tension 
peut être illustrée entre les contextes, législatif et économique, et les 
clientèles ciblées par les programmes. À cet effet, l’organisation des 
services, défi nis par une structure législative, conjugués à la précarité 
des ressources concourt à mettre en place des programmes s’adressant 
à une clientèle souvent hétérogène sélectionnée sur la base de l’im-
minence du placement de l’enfant en milieu substitut plutôt qu’une 
problématique spécifi que (Feldman, 1991; Nelson, 1991). Or, il est dif-
fi cile pour les intervenants de développer l’expertise pourtant suggérée 
nécessaire pour intervenir effi cacement auprès de familles en crise 
(Dagenais et al., 2004). Enfi n, les programmes d’intervention brève 
et intensive de crise doivent être envisagés en fonction de la place 
particulière qu’ils occupent à l’intérieur d’un continuum de services 
(Berry, 1997; Campbell, 2002; Comité consultatif sur le développe-
ment de solutions de rechange en matière de placements d’enfants, 
1994; Touchette, Gendron, Simard, & Pauzé, 2005). Par conséquent, 
la dissémination d’un programme d’une région à une autre implique 
inévitablement la redéfi nition du programme et de la théorie des pro-
cessus qui le soutiennent en fonction de la gamme de services déjà 
offerts et des arrimages souhaités avec ces services.

Au deuxième niveau de la théorie d’action, la théorie d’impact encadre 
l’intervention offerte aux familles par les approches cliniques qu’elle 
préconise. La théorie d’impact des programmes d’intervention brève 
et intensive de crise s’inspire généralement de l’approche écologique, 
de la théorie d’intervention de crise, de la théorie des systèmes fami-
liaux, et de la théorie d’apprentissage social (Barth, 1990; Dagenais 
& Bouchard, 1996; Dore, 1991; Garrison & Blalock, 1996; Nelson 
& Landsman, 1992). À l’instar d’autres programmes d’intervention 
psychosociale, la théorie d’action clinique des programmes d’interven-
tion brève et intensive est le plus souvent défi nie par des principes 
de prestation de services et des étapes d’intervention, plutôt que par 
la description d’activités structurées et pré-organisées (Berry, 1997; 
Grack, 1997; Henggeler, Schoenwald, Borduin, Rowland, & Cunnin-
gham, 1998; Kinney, Haapala, & Booth, 1991; Wells & Tracy, 1996). 
Ce type de description de la théorie d’impact a pour avantage d’offrir 
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la souplesse d’intervention requise pour répondre à l’hétérogénéité des 
profi ls cliniques présentés par les familles qui ont recours à l’inter-
vention en contexte de crise. Par contre, l’évaluateur devrait s’assurer 
que la description des principes et des étapes d’intervention est assez 
précise puisqu’elle demeure un élément essentiel à l’intégration de la 
théorie d’impact par les intervenants et à la généralisation éventuelle 
des programmes. L’étude de ten Brink, Veerman, de Kemp, et Berger 
(2004) montre également l’utilité pour l’évaluation d’implantation des 
programmes de défi nir les programmes à trois niveaux : la méthode, 
les techniques, et les activités.

À notre avis, plusieurs programmes d’intervention brève et intensive 
de crise ont souffert d’une incohérence entre ces deux niveaux de la 
défi nition des programmes notamment en ce qui a trait aux objectifs 
des programmes et à la clientèle visée. Comme nous le verrons plus 
loin, cette confusion est possiblement à l’origine de la diffi culté de 
plusieurs programmes d’offrir une intervention fi dèle au programme 
théorique.

La défi nition des objectifs

Traditionnellement, les programmes d’intervention brève et inten-
sive de crise auprès des familles visaient principalement à prévenir 
les placements non nécessaires d’enfants ou d’adolescents en milieu 
substitut (Wells & Biegel, 1991). Rappelons que cet objectif répond à 
des impératifs organisationnels liés aux coûts élevés de cette mesure 
et à des considérations cliniques qui visaient à éviter les conséquences 
potentiellement néfastes liées au déracinement de l’enfant de son 
milieu naturel et à la pauvreté de l’intervention offerte aux parents 
d’enfants placés en milieu substitut. Si la prévention du placement 
représente un objectif cohérent au plan organisationnel (théorie des 
processus), tel n’est pas nécessairement le cas au niveau clinique 
(théorie d’impact). De fait, tel que le suggère la théorie d’intervention 
de crise à la base des programmes d’intervention brève et intensive, 
l’intervention vise dans un premier temps à apaiser la détresse liée à 
l’urgence de la situation et, dans un deuxième temps, à répondre aux 
besoins de l’enfant et de sa famille et à favoriser le développement de 
leurs compétences adaptatives afi n de prévenir, ultimement, le retrait 
de l’enfant de son milieu familial (Callahan, 1998; Kanel, 2003; Pauzé, 
Joly, Yergeau, Toupin, & Touchette, 2005; Roberts, 2000; Slaikeu, 
1984). Or, plusieurs chercheurs rappellent que le placement d’un 
enfant constitue parfois une solution adéquate pour répondre à ses 
besoins (Pecora et al., 1995; Rossi, 1992; Wells & Biegel, 1991). À cet 
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égard, l’objectif de maintenir l’intégrité familiale est en contradiction 
logique avec d’autres objectifs des programmes visant l’amélioration 
du fonctionnement et du bien-être de la famille, l’orientation vers les 
services appropriés, et la protection de l’enfant et de son entourage 
(Berry, 1997; Rossi, 1992b; Staudt, 2000, 2001; Wells & Biegel, 1991). 
Ainsi, il est théoriquement convenu que le placement d’un enfant re-
joint les objectifs du programme lorsque ce placement permet d’assu-
rer la sécurité de l’enfant et d’améliorer, par une intervention auprès 
de la famille, les conditions familiales où évoluera l’enfant à la suite 
du placement. Par contre, il s’avère beaucoup plus diffi cile de défi nir, 
en pratique, des critères opérationnels pour identifi er ces situations 
pour lesquelles le placement s’avère nécessaire à la protection de 
l’enfant et éventuellement profi table pour le fonctionnement de la 
famille (Pecora et al., 1995; Schuerman, Rossi, & Budde, 1999). Cet 
enjeu autour de la question du placement a amené certains experts à 
préciser le type de placement que visent à prévenir ces programmes 
(Ministère de la santé et des services sociaux, 2005) et à intégrer dans 
leur théorie d’impact l’utilisation de mesures de répit ou d’arrêt d’agir 
planifi ées et de courtes durées (Touchette et al., 2005).

La clientèle visée par les programmes

Conformément à leur objectif d’origine de prévenir le placement 
d’enfants en milieu substitut, les programmes d’intervention brève 
et intensive de crise ont d’abord visé des familles dont l’un des en-
fants est à risque imminent de placement, c’est-à-dire dont l’enfant 
serait placé en l’absence d’une intervention intensive de crise (Tracy, 
1991). L’adoption de ce critère d’inclusion dans les programmes visait 
notamment à garantir leur effi cience et s’assurer que l’intensité de 
la crise motive la famille à procéder aux changements nécessaires 
pour atteindre un niveau de fonctionnement adéquat (Kelly & Bly-
the, 2000). Par conséquent, les familles visées par les programmes 
devaient présenter des portraits cliniques assez sévères pour qu’une 
recommandation de placement soit justifi ée. Or, les résultats de 
quelques études expérimentales suggèrent qu’une proportion impor-
tante des enfants référés dans les programmes sur la base de leur 
risque imminent de placement aurait été maintenue dans leur milieu 
naturel en recevant les services psychosociaux habituels (Feldman, 
1991; Schuerman, Rzepnicki, & Littell, 1994). En outre, les résultats 
d’une étude menée par Schuerman et al. (1999) montrent que, selon 
les experts et les intervenants, les familles pour qui les programmes 
de sauvegarde de la famille seraient la mesure la plus adéquate 
sont majoritairement celles qui seraient dirigées, en l’absence de ces 
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programmes, vers une intervention régulière ou pour lesquelles un 
placement temporaire de l’enfant serait prévu. Ainsi, l’utilisation du 
risque de placement imminent comme critère d’inclusion dans les 
programmes pose des diffi cultés d’opérationnalisation à considérer 
au moment de défi nir et d’implanter les programmes d’intervention 
brève et intensive de crise.

La propension des experts à référer des familles dont la situation 
ne requiert pas nécessairement un placement rejoint la position de 
Staudt et Drake (2002a). Ces auteurs rappellent que, selon ces fon-
dements théoriques, l’intervention de crise qui sous-tend la théorie 
d’impact des programmes vise généralement à rétablir l’équilibre et 
le niveau de fonctionnement antérieur à l’apparition des conditions 
qui ont favorisé l’apparition de la crise et, de façon ultime, à favori-
ser le développement de compétences adaptatives chez les jeunes et 
les familles (Callahan, 1994; Kenneth, 2002; Roberts, 2000). Or, de 
nombreux programmes d’intervention brève et intensive ciblent des 
enfants, des adolescents, ou des familles qui présentent des problèmes 
reconnus pour leur chronicité tels que la négligence, les problèmes de 
consommation abusive, ou de troubles mentaux des parents (Berry, 
1993; Feldman, 1991; Schuerman et al., 1994). Staudt et Drake 
(2002a) soulèvent aussi l’incongruité du principe d’ouverture au chan-
gement des théories d’intervention de crise lorsque cette crise est pro-
voquée par l’introduction des services de protection de l’enfance plutôt 
que par l’apparition de conditions ou d’événements adverses comme 
le suggérait Caplan (1964) dans l’élaboration des fondements de 
l’intervention de crise. Selon Kelly et Blythe (2000), les pro grammes 
devraient être offerts à des familles dont le risque de placement n’est 
ni trop faible, ni trop élevé et les intervenants devraient être formés 
afi n qu’ils soient en mesure d’identifi er ces familles.

La fi délité de l’intervention au programme théorique

Si la littérature scientifi que compte plusieurs articles et ouvrages 
consacrés à l’évaluation de l’effi cacité et de l’impact des pro grammes 
d’intervention brève et intensive de crise, l’attention portée à l’im-
plantation des programmes est beaucoup plus marginale. Une recen-
sion systématique des études à travers diverses banques de données 
informatisées (Psychlit, Social Work Abstract Plus, et Social Science 
Full Text) portant sur des programmes d’intervention brève et in-
tensive s’adressant spécifi quement aux adolescents nous a permis de 
constater qu’aucune des 11 études recensées ne rapporte les résultats 
d’une évaluation d’implantation formelle réalisée préalablement à 
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l’évaluation d’impact (Touchette, 2005). Dans une méta-analyse des 
études d’effi cacité de ces programmes s’adressant aux familles d’en-
fants de tous âges, Dagenais et al. (2004) constatent également que 
peu d’études précisent la qualité d’implantation des programmes. 
Pourtant, de l’avis d’experts, l’incapacité des chercheurs à statuer 
sur l’effi cacité de ces programmes serait en partie attribuable aux 
diffi cultés d’implantation des programmes évalués (Fraser et al., 
1997; Rossi, 1992a). En effet, outre les diffi cultés liées à l’application 
des critères d’inclusion des familles dans les programmes, certaines 
études ont démontré que l’intervention est souvent offerte sur une 
plus longue période et de manière moins intensive que ce qui est prévu 
au programme théorique (Schuerman et al., 1994; U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services, 2002).

À cet égard, les concepteurs des programmes multi-systémiques 
suggèrent d’utiliser une procédure de supervision des intervenants 
afi n d’assurer la fi délité des services offerts à la conception théorique 
de l’intervention (Henggeler et al., 1998). Les programmes multi-
systémiques offrent une intervention brève et intensive auprès du 
jeune, de sa famille, et de ses principaux milieux d’insertion sociale. 
À l’instar des programmes d’intervention brève et intensive de crise, 
ces programmes prévoient l’ajustement des cibles d’intervention aux 
caractéristiques socio-familiales et personnelles de chaque jeune afi n 
de prévenir, le plus souvent, l’incarcération de jeunes délinquants ou 
l’hospitalisation de jeunes présentant des problèmes de santé men-
tale. Selon les chercheurs à l’origine de ces programmes, la fi délité de 
l’intervention au programme théorique est un facteur important non 
seulement pour la validité de son évaluation, mais également pour la 
réussite de l’intervention. En mesurant la relation entre l’effi cacité 
de l’intervention et la fi délité de cette intervention au programme 
théorique, Henggeler, Pickrel, et Brondino (1999) observent que le 
programme multi-systémique permet de réduire davantage l’incarcé-
ration et la récidive des jeunes lorsque l’intervention est plus fi dèle au 
programme théorique. Ces résultats ont d’ailleurs été corroborés dans 
une autre étude portant sur l’impact de l’adhésion du thérapeute au 
modèle théorique des programmes multi-systémiques (Schoenwald, 
Sheidow, Letourneau, & Liao, 2003).

La fi délité de l’intervention intensive de crise au programme théo-
rique ou sa qualité d’implantation est d’autant plus susceptible de 
faire défaut lorsque les programmes sont implantés sur plusieurs 
sites. Dans un article traçant les défi s méthodologiques qui se posent 
dans l’évaluation de programmes d’intervention offerts en milieu ex-



159LA REVUE CANADIENNE D’ÉVALUATION DE PROGRAMME

terne auprès d’individus présentant une crise psychiatrique, Ferris, 
Schulman, et Williams (2001) notent que les programmes risquent de 
varier davantage, de même que l’application des critères d’inclusion 
de la clientèle lorsque que ceux-ci sont offerts sur plusieurs sites. 
Ce constat s’observe également dans les études portant sur des pro-
grammes d’intervention de crise s’adressant aux jeunes en diffi culté 
et à leur famille. Pour obtenir un nombre élevé de sujets et favoriser 
la puissance statistique des études, celles-ci portent généralement 
sur des programmes déployés à grande échelle marqués par une 
perte de fi délité des interventions au programme théorique et une 
plus grande hétérogénéité des populations visées (Fraser et al., 1997; 
U.S. Department of Human and Health Service, 2002).

Conclusion sur la défi nition des programmes

De l’avis d’Unrau (1995), les programmes d’intervention brève et 
intensive de crise se sont développés à partir de positions philoso-
phiques plutôt que de connaissances démontrées par la recherche 
scientifi que. En dépit d’un vaste éventail de théories cliniques et 
de stratégies d’intervention utilisées pour décrire ces programmes, 
le cadre théorique de ces programmes demeure souvent incomplet 
voire nébuleux (Barth, 1990). D’autre part, ces programmes se sont 
développés à l’intérieur d’un contexte économique, légal, et organisa-
tionnel qui comporte son lot d’enjeux. Les programmes d’intervention 
brève et intensive de crise sont particulièrement à risque de présenter 
des diffi cultés d’arrimages entre les deux niveaux de leur théorie 
d’action, un premier niveau qui concerne la dimension clinique de 
l’intervention de crise et un second niveau qui concerne la gestion et 
l’organisation des services.

Ces diffi cultés nous amènent à suggérer aux responsables de l’im-
plantation des programmes d’accorder une attention particulière à 
l’arrimage des différents niveaux de la théorie d’action. Ce travail 
préalable semble particulièrement important pour réduire les pro-
blèmes d’implantation liés à la défi nition parfois complexe des pro-
grammes d’intervention brève et intensive de crise. Une des stratégies 
pouvant être facilement mise en place pour contrer ces diffi cultés 
est l’implication hâtive de l’évaluateur dès les premières étapes 
de l’élaboration et de l’implantation du programme. Tel que nous 
l’avons suggéré précédemment, chaque programme d’intervention 
brève et intensive de crise est largement infl uencé par le contexte 
organisationnel dans lequel il prend place. Par conséquent, la théorie 
d’action des programmes est susceptible d’être modifi ée par rapport 
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aux programmes d’origine, augmentant ainsi le risque de diffi cul-
tés d’arrimages entre les deux niveaux de la théorie d’action des 
programmes. À notre avis, une évaluation de la théorie d’action des 
programmes avant son implantation permettrait d’éviter certaines 
diffi cultés d’implantation tout en assurant de meilleures conditions 
à la poursuite de l’évaluation du programme.

L’ÉVALUATION DE L’EFFICACITÉ ET DE L’IMPACT DES 
PROGRAMMES

Dans la section précédente, nous avons présenté les principaux enjeux 
liés à la défi nition et à l’implantation des programmes, deux étapes 
d’importance pour assurer la validité de l’évaluation d’effi cacité et 
d’impact des programmes. La recension d’études évaluatives portant 
sur les effets et l’impact de l’intervention brève et intensive de crise 
s’adressant aux enfants, aux adolescents, et aux familles en diffi -
culté nous a permis d’identifi er cinq domaines clés à considérer dans 
l’évaluation de ces programmes : (a) la composition des groupes de 
comparaison, (b) la sélection des critères de succès, (c) l’hétérogénéité 
de la clientèle, (d) la signifi cation des résultats et, enfi n, (e) les ins-
truments de mesure et les temps de collecte de données.

La composition des groupes de comparaison

Selon les fondements théoriques de la crise, tout individu ou fa-
mille en crise met en branle un processus adaptatif visant à rétablir 
l’équilibre et réduire la tension intolérable associée à la situation 
de crise (Callahan, 1994; Caplan, 1964). Par conséquent, même en 
l’absence d’intervention, il est attendu que le jeune et la famille en 
crise trouvent des moyens qui leur permettent de diminuer la tension 
et de rétablir un certain niveau de fonctionnement. Il apparaît donc 
essentiel d’utiliser un groupe de comparaison afi n d’être en mesure 
d’établir l’effet réel de l’intervention de crise au delà de ce processus 
naturel de rééquilibration.

Les plans de recherche expérimentaux sont sans contredit les devis 
de recherche qui sont théoriquement les plus judicieux pour éva-
luer l’effi cacité d’un programme d’intervention brève et intensive de 
crise (Pecora et al., 1995; Raschick & Critchley, 1998; Rossi, 1992b; 
Rossi et al., 1999). Ce plan de recherche prévoit la comparaison de 
deux groupes de sujets formés par la répartition aléatoire des sujets 
entre le groupe expérimental qui sera soumis à l’intervention et le 
groupe de comparaison qui fera l’objet d’une intervention différente 
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ou d’aucune intervention. Il importe toutefois de rappeler que la dis-
tribution aléatoire des sujets n’assure une équivalence des groupes 
que dans la mesure où le nombre de sujets dans chacun des grou-
pes est suffi samment élevé. Or, le manque de sujets dans certaines 
études expérimentales entrave considérablement la validité de leur 
conclusion (Oxman–Martinez, 1996; Scherer, Brondino, Henggeler, 
Melton, & Hanley, 1994).

Par ailleurs, dans le champ de l’intervention psychosociale et parti-
culièrement dans le cas d’intervention de crise, l’attribution aléatoire 
des sujets entre les groupes expérimentaux et les groupes de compa-
raison s’avère souvent contre-indiquée pour des raisons éthiques ou 
cliniques. En effet, si pour être admissible au programme, le client doit 
présenter un besoin urgent de services, il est diffi cilement justifi able 
de mettre en veilleuse l’intervention. Afi n de pallier cette contrainte, 
de nombreux chercheurs ont eu recours aux devis quasi-expérimen-
taux (Pecora, Fraser, & Haapala, 1991; Raschick, 1997; Scherer et 
al., 1994; Schwartz, AuClaire, & Harris, 1991) qui représentent une 
alternative valable aux devis expérimentaux dans la mesure où le 
chercheur s’efforce de former un groupe de comparaison dont les 
sujets sont les plus comparables possible aux sujets qui composent 
le groupe expérimental.

L’hétérogénéité de la clientèle

Selon plusieurs chercheurs, l’hétérogénéité de la clientèle desservie 
par les programmes représente une limite importante des études 
portant sur l’effi cacité des programmes d’intervention brève et inten-
sive de crise (Cash & Berry, 2003; Fraser et al., 1997; Lindsey et al., 
2002; Littell & Schuerman, 2002). Ces chercheurs soulignent qu’on ne 
peut s’attendre à ce que les programmes présentent un haut niveau 
d’effi cacité auprès de familles aussi différentes.

Des études visant à identifi er les caractéristiques de la clientèle as-
sociées à l’effi cacité des programmes d’intervention intensive de crise 
suggèrent que ces programmes sont moins effi caces auprès de certai-
nes familles, notamment celles qui présentent des conditions adverses 
chroniques telles que la pauvreté (Bath, Richey, & Haapala, 1992; 
Berry, 1991), la monoparentalité (Bath et al., 1992; Feldman, 1991; 
Schuerman et al., 1994), des problèmes de santé mentale et de consom-
mation de psychotropes chez les parents (Bath et al., 1992; Nelson, 
1991; Schuerman et al., 1994) ainsi qu’auprès des familles négligentes 
(Bath & Haapala, 1993; Berry, 1991; Schuerman et al., 1994).
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L’étude de l’effi cacité des programmes réalisée auprès d’un ensemble 
hétérogène de familles se traduit par la perte de puissance statistique 
et la réduction de la capacité des études à évaluer l’effi cacité réelle des 
programmes (Bath & Haapala, 1994; Littell, 1995), ce qui représente 
une menace à la validité des conclusions statistiques tirées dans ces 
études (Cook & Campbell, 1979). De l’avis de Littell et Schuerman 
(2002), l’effi cacité d’un programme auprès d’un sous-groupe de fa-
milles peut être camoufl ée par l’ineffi cacité du programme auprès 
d’un autre sous-groupe de familles faisant également partie de la 
population étudiée.

La recension systématique des recherches évaluatives menées sur 
des programmes s’adressant uniquement aux adolescents révèle que, 
malgré le contrôle de l’âge du jeune, l’hétérogénéité des portraits 
cliniques présentés par les adolescents et leur famille demeure im-
portante (Touchette, 2005). Cette hétérogénéité est, entre autres, 
induite par le fait que ces programmes s’adressent à des clientèles le 
plus souvent défi nies sur la base du type de services dans lequel elles 
se retrouvent (services de justice, pédopsychiatrie, services sociaux 
généraux) plutôt que sur la base d’un profi l clinique particulier. En 
outre, le concept de crise, dans sa perspective multifactorielle, re-
couvre lui-même une part d’hétérogénéité tant à travers les stress 
envisagés comme précurseurs de la crise qu’à travers le répertoire 
de stratégies adaptatives impliquées dans la résolution de la crise. 
Cette hétérogénéité de la clientèle doit être considérée tout au long 
du processus d’évaluation et plus particulièrement lors de la sélection 
des critères de succès qui seront utilisés.

Les critères d’effi cacité des programmes

La sélection des critères d’effi cacité est intimement liée à la défi nition 
des objectifs des programmes. De façon générale, les programmes 
d’intervention brève et intensive de crise ont été évalués sous l’angle 
de leur effi cacité à maintenir l’enfant ou l’adolescent dans sa famille, 
un critère cohérent avec l’objectif de ces programmes et les critères 
d’inclusion prévus. Plusieurs chercheurs ont toutefois critiqué l’adop-
tion de ce critère d’effi cacité, notamment lorsqu’il représente le seul 
critère utilisé pour évaluer l’impact d’un programme (Cash & Berry, 
2003; Rossi, 1992a, 1992b). Il nous apparaît donc important de pré-
senter les principaux enjeux liés à l’utilisation du placement comme 
critère de succès des programmes.

Plusieurs arguments sont évoqués pour promouvoir l’adoption d’autres 
critères d’impact que le maintien de l’enfant dans sa famille. Dans 
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une section précédente nous avons présenté comment le placement 
de l’enfant constituait parfois la meilleure alternative pour venir en 
aide au jeune et à sa famille, notamment lorsqu’il s’agit de l’unique 
mesure permettant d’assurer la sécurité de l’enfant ou de la collecti-
vité (David, 1989; Gelles, 1996; Kelly & Blythe, 2000; Wells & Biegel, 
1991). Par conséquent, le placement de l’enfant peut être à la fois un 
indicateur de succès du programme et un indicateur d’échec dans 
les situations où il aurait pu être évité. Rappelons que la distinction 
de ces situations revêt un défi  méthodologique rarement considéré 
dans les études.

L’évaluation de l’effi cacité des programmes à maintenir le jeune dans 
sa famille soulève d’autres enjeux méthodologiques. À cet effet, Rossi 
(1992a) rappelle que la prévention du placement n’est pas indépen-
dante du programme lui-même puisque le maintien du jeune à la 
maison fait partie intégrante du programme et des critères d’inclusion 
de la clientèle. En outre, l’évaluateur doit considérer la possibilité que 
les enfants qui bénéfi cient d’une intervention intensive ne seraient 
pas tous placés en l’absence de ces programmes, que les critères sur 
lesquels s’appuient les décideurs et les cliniciens pour procéder à 
un placement varient d’un pays et d’une personne à l’autre, et que 
la défi nition du placement varie d’une étude à l’autre (Berry, 1997; 
Besharov & Baehler, 1992; Lamb & Sternberg, 1992; Pecora et al., 
1995; Rossi, 1992a; Walton, 1996).

Concernant cette dernière critique, on remarque que les programmes 
d’intervention intensive de crise s’inscrivent comme alternative à une 
pluralité de milieux substituts à la famille ou de contexte de services. 
Nous avons recensé plusieurs études portant sur des programmes 
ayant pour objectif de prévenir le placement d’enfants en besoin de 
protection (Bath et al., 1992; Dagenais et al., 2004; Oxman-Martinez, 
1996; Potocky & McDonald, 1996; Schwartz et al., 1991), l’incarcéra-
tion ou la probation de délinquants juvéniles (Borduin et al., 1995; 
Henggeler, Melton, & Smith, 1992; Henggeler, Borduin, & Mann, 
1993; Henggeler, Pickrel, et al., 1999; Scherer et al., 1994), ou l’hos-
pitalisation en pédopsychiatrie de jeunes présentant des problèmes 
de santé mentale (Henggeler, Rowland, et al.,1999; Morris, Suarez, 
& Reid, 1997; Mosier et al., 2001; Schoenwald, Ward, Henggeler, & 
Rowland, 2000). Pour défi nir le succès et l’échec de l’intervention, le 
chercheur devrait s’assurer que les différents types de placement que 
vise à prévenir un programme sont clairement défi nis. De plus, sous 
les principes théoriques de l’intervention de crise, il nous apparaît 
important de distinguer les placements réalisés en contexte d’urgence 
des placements qui ont cours suite à l’évaluation des besoins des jeu-
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nes et des familles et qui représentent une stratégie d’intervention à 
plus long terme pour répondre à ces besoins.

Les experts recommandent notamment de poursuivre l’étude des pro-
grammes d’intervention brève et intensive non plus sous le seul angle 
de leur effi cacité à prévenir le placement des jeunes en milieu substi-
tut mais aussi à évaluer l’impact de ces programmes sur le fonction-
nement des jeunes et des familles (Berry, 1997; Cash & Berry, 2003; 
Grack, 1997; Rossi, 1992b; Unrau, 1997; Wells & Biegel, 1991). Parmi 
les chercheurs qui ont étudié l’évolution des jeunes et des familles, peu 
d’entre eux ont accordé une attention au niveau des besoins des jeunes 
et des familles sur chacune des dimensions du fonctionnement de 
l’enfant et de la famille au moment de leur entrée dans le programme 
(Oxman-Martinez, 1996; Wells & Whittington, 1993). Ainsi, il est 
possible qu’au moment de leur entrée dans le programme, les jeunes 
et les familles présentent un niveau de problèmes variable selon les 
dimensions de leur fonctionnement; il est donc probable qu’une part 
d’entre eux ne présente pas de problèmes sur une dimension utilisée 
par les chercheurs comme variable dépendante pour évaluer l’évolu-
tion des familles. Or, l’amélioration du fonctionnement de ces jeunes 
et de ces familles s’avère théoriquement moins probable puisque qu’il 
y a peu de chance que l’intervention ait porté spécifi quement sur un 
domaine de fonctionnement moins problématique pour le jeune ou sa 
famille. Inversement, l’amélioration du fonctionnement des jeunes et 
des familles s’avère plus probable sur un domaine de fonctionnement 
sur lequel ils présentent un niveau de diffi culté élevé au moment 
de l’entrée dans le programme; la régression statistique pouvant 
expliquer naturellement la diminution de la moyenne des problèmes 
présentés par ce sous-groupe soumis à l’évaluation.

La signifi cation statistique

Les résultats probants présentés dans les études portant sur l’effi ca-
cité des programmes à prévenir l’utilisation du placement en milieu 
substitut et l’évolution des caractéristiques du jeune et de sa famille 
à la suite de l’intervention intensive de crise semblent nous indiquer 
que les chercheurs devraient prévoir des plans de recherche leur 
permettant de détecter des effets de taille moyenne (Henggeler et al., 
1992; Lipsey, 1988). À titre d’exemple, pour détecter une différence 
dont l’ampleur d’effet est moyenne1 entre les taux de placement de 
deux groupes, avec une puissance statistique de 80 % et un seuil cli-
nique habituel de 0,05, chaque groupe doit être composé d’au moins 
64 sujets (Cohen, 1992). Seulement trois des onze études que nous 
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avons recensées sur l’effi cacité des programmes auprès des adoles-
cents s’approchent de ce nombre sans toutefois l’atteindre (Borduin 
et al., 1995; Henggeler, Pickrel, et al., 1999; Henggeler, Rowland, et 
al., 1999).

En ce qui concerne l’étude des facteurs associés à l’effi cacité de l’inter-
vention, il semble nécessaire d’évaluer cette question auprès de grands 
échantillons lorsqu’un grand nombre de variables indépendantes sont 
prévues au devis d’analyses afi n d’éviter la réduction de la taille d’effet 
détectable lors d’analyses statistiques multi-variées (Hair, Ander-
son, Tatham, & Black, 1998). Dans le cas d’études plus modestes, un 
nombre limité de variables indépendantes devrait être considéré ou 
d’autres stratégies devraient être prévues afi n de restreindre le nom-
bre de variables intégrées dans les modèles multi-variés.

La signifi cation clinique

Plusieurs chercheurs dans le champ de l’évaluation d’interventions 
psychosociales ont fait valoir l’importance de porter une attention 
particulière à la signifi cation clinique des observations (Jacobson, 
Roberts, Berns, & McGlinchey, 1999; Jacobson & Truax, 1991; Kazdin, 
1999; Kendall, Marrs-Garcia, Nath, & Sheldrick, 1999). Ces cher-
cheurs rappellent qu’une évolution statistiquement signifi cative entre 
deux temps de mesure peut représenter, sur le plan pratique, un écart 
si minime qu’il n’a que peu ou pas de sens concret. Jacobson et Truax 
(1991) proposent d’évaluer la signifi cation clinique du changement à 
partir de deux critères : (a) le passage du jeune et de sa famille vers un 
fonctionnement de niveau similaire à la population normale à partir 
de seuils cliniques, et (b) un changement dont l’ampleur représente 
une évolution qui ne peut pas être attribuable à l’erreur de mesure 
(Jacobson et al., 1999). À notre connaissance, aucune étude portant 
sur les programmes d’intervention brève et intensive de crise n’a 
évalué complètement la signifi cation clinique de l’évolution des jeunes 
et des familles. Au plus, certains chercheurs ont utilisé le premier 
de ces deux critères pour évaluer l’importance sur le plan clinique 
des changements observés chez les jeunes et les familles à la fi n de 
l’intervention. (Henggeler et al., 1992; Wells & Whittington, 1993). La 
signifi cation clinique de l’évolution des jeunes et des familles suite à 
l’intervention brève et intensive nous apparaît des plus importantes 
dans l’interprétation des résultats des études. En effet, un indice de 
signifi cation clinique permet de pallier les diffi cultés d’interprétation 
liées aux différentes échelles et seuils cliniques lorsque plusieurs tests 
sont utilisés. Qui plus est, l’évaluation de la signifi cation clinique des 
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résultats s’avère des plus appropriée pour répondre aux questions 
concernant l’évaluation de l’effet des programmes sur les caractéris-
tiques des jeunes et des familles puisqu’elle permet de tenir compte 
de la présence ou non d’un problème au moment de l’entrée dans le 
programme lors de l’évaluation de l’évolution du jeune et de sa famille. 
Enfi n, l’évaluation de la signifi cation clinique des résultats permet 
d’identifi er la proportion de jeunes et de familles qui continuent de 
présenter des diffi cultés à la fi n de l’intervention ou quelques mois 
plus tard et pour lesquels une référence vers d’autres services peut 
s’avérer adéquate.

L’évaluation de la signifi cation clinique des résultats exige toutefois 
l’existence de normes populationnelles et d’indices précis concernant 
la fi délité des instruments de mesure utilisés. De plus, le critère pro-
posé par Jacobson et Truax (1991) visant un retour de la famille à 
un fonctionnement s’approchant davantage de la population normale 
que de la population clinique peut s’avérer sévère. Rappelons qu’au 
plan théorique, l’intervention en contexte de crise prévoit un retour 
de la famille et du jeune au niveau de fonctionnement antérieur à la 
crise peu importe où il se situe par rapport à la population normale. 
Enfi n, pour pallier les limites de l’évaluation de la signifi cation cli-
nique de l’évolution du jeune et de la famille, celle-ci devrait reposer 
sur plusieurs méthodes et être mise en relation avec d’autres critères 
de succès tels que l’atteinte des objectifs de l’intervention (Kazdin, 
1999).

Les sources d’information, les outils d’évaluation, et les temps de mesure

Les outils d’évaluation utilisés pour évaluer les caractéristiques 
personnelles et familiales des adolescents desservis par les pro-
grammes d’intervention intensive de crise possèdent généralement 
des qualités métrologiques démontrées. Par ailleurs, ces évaluations 
sont généralement complétées auprès de plusieurs répondants. Par 
contre, plusieurs chercheurs utilisent les archives, les dossiers d’in-
tervention, et les données informatisées des services pour retracer 
les placements, l’incarcération, ou l’hospitalisation de l’adolescent 
suite au programme. Comme le soulignent Rossi et al. (1999), avant 
d’utiliser ces sources d’information, le chercheur devrait s’assurer que 
toutes les personnes impliquées dans la cueillette et l’informatisation 
des données connaissent le contexte d’utilisation de ces données et 
l’importance de la validité des informations pour l’étude. Le peu de 
contrôle des chercheurs sur la qualité de ces données limite la validité 
interne des études.
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Bien que la validité des mesures soit généralement démontrée, cette 
validité peut être menacée par le contexte de l’évaluation des jeu-
nes et des familles au moment de leur entrée dans les programmes 
d’intervention intensive de crise. En situation de crise l’individu 
ou la famille se retrouve en état de déséquilibre, d’instabilité. Ce 
déséquilibre plus ou moins temporaire engendre des sentiments 
d’impuissance, de détresse psychologique, d’anxiété, de défaitisme, 
de confusion cognitive, de dépression, de désorganisation et parfois 
même certains symptômes physiques. Nous avons déjà mentionné que 
ce niveau aussi élevé de détresse émotionnelle est temporaire. Or, 
quel est l’impact de cette détresse émotionnelle sur la perception de la 
personne en crise et sur son évaluation de la situation? Le chercheur 
devrait porter une attention particulière à l’impact de cette détresse 
sur les réponses fournies par la personne en crise dans le cadre d’une 
procédure d’évaluation clinique. Pour contrer cet effet, le chercheur 
devrait prévoir un délai d’environ deux semaines entre la demande 
d’aide et l’évaluation du fonctionnement du jeune et de la famille. 
Ce délai nous apparaît nécessaire pour s’assurer de l’apaisement de 
la détresse du répondant au moment de l’évaluation. Par ailleurs, 
la vérifi cation de cette hypothèse dans le cadre d’études spécifi ques 
permettrait d’enrichir la méthodologie de recherche et d’évaluation 
portant sur l’intervention brève et intensive.

Il apparaît également important, lors de l’évaluation de l’impact des 
programmes d’intervention brève et intensive de crise sur le jeune et 
sa famille, de prévoir plusieurs temps de mesures différents (Pecora 
et al., 1995). Cette stratégie permet d’établir si l’évolution observée 
à la fi n de l’intervention se maintient dans le temps. En outre, il est 
recommandé de documenter les services reçus par la famille entre 
la fi n de l’intervention et le moment de la réévaluation afi n de tenir 
compte de l’effet potentiel des services offerts à la suite du programme 
sur l’évolution à plus long terme des familles.

Conclusion sur l’évaluation de l’effi cacité et de l’impact des programmes

Depuis la parution des premières études publiées au début des an-
nées 1980 qui suggéraient que les programmes d’intervention brève 
et intensive de crise permettaient de réduire de façon signifi cative le 
placement des jeunes en milieu substitut, la qualité méthodologique 
des études s’est grandement améliorée dans ce domaine. La recen-
sion d’études récentes nous a permis d’identifi er les défi s auxquels 
les évaluateurs devront répondre pour poursuivre cette évolution 
des méthodologies d’évaluation de l’effi cacité et de l’impact des pro-
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grammes. En somme, les chercheurs devront porter une attention 
particulière aux méthodologies utilisées, notamment concernant 
l’équivalence des groupes de comparaison et la qualité des instru-
ments de mesure utilisés. De plus, nous avons mis en évidence l’im-
portance d’accompagner l’évaluation de la capacité des programmes 
à éviter le placement de l’enfant en milieu substitut d’autres critères 
d’effi cacité, notamment l’évolution du fonctionnement du jeune et de 
sa famille et l’atteinte des objectifs de l’intervention. Le croisement 
de ces deux critères d’évaluation nous apparaît comme une solution 
qui permet au chercheur de nuancer, du moins partiellement, les 
placements qui ont pu être salutaires pour l’enfant et qui représen-
tent un succès des programmes. Enfi n, nous avons souhaité mettre 
en évidence l’importance d’assurer une certaine homogénéité de la 
clientèle et d’analyser la signifi cation statistique et la signifi cation 
clinique des résultats.

CONCLUSION

Les programmes d’intervention intensive de crise ont attiré l’attention 
de plusieurs chercheurs qui se sont surtout attardés à évaluer l’impact 
de ces programmes auprès de différentes clientèles et dans différents 
contextes. Cet article visait à faire la lumière sur les principales 
considérations méthodologiques reliées à l’évaluation de programmes 
d’intervention intensive de crise. Considérant les particularités de ce 
type d’intervention, nous avons mis en évidence l’importance pour 
l’évaluateur de porter une attention particulière aux principes théo-
riques de l’intervention de crise et à leur infl uence sur l’évaluation 
des programmes.

Parmi ces principes, il est généralement prévu d’ajuster l’interven-
tion aux caractéristiques de l’enfant et de sa famille sur la base 
d’une évaluation des facteurs de risque et de protection en jeu. Ce 
principe, nécessaire pour répondre à une clientèle aussi hétérogène 
que celle desservie dans ces programmes, pose plusieurs défi s pour 
l’évaluation des processus et de l’impact des programmes d’inter-
vention brève et intensive de crise puisque, comme l’indique Littell 
(2001), l’évaluateur se trouve ainsi confronté à l’évaluation d’un 
programme différent pour chaque client. Cet aspect et l’ensemble 
des considérations méthodologiques abordées dans cet article sont, 
à notre sens, des enjeux majeurs de l’évaluation de ces programmes 
si l’on souhaite que les résultats de l’évaluation puissent se traduire 
par l’amélioration de l’intervention auprès des jeunes et des familles 
en crise.
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NOTE

1. Cohen (1992) établit l’indice d’ampleur moyen de l’effet à 0,5 ce qui 
correspond à une différence entre deux moyennes d’échantillons in-
dépendants équivalent à ½ écart-type 
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The Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) has 
employed external monitors for many years to assist in measur-
ing the performance of its projects. At fi rst, this role was one of 
surveillance, with monitors expected to keep a distance from the 
implementing organizations. Today, in keeping with international 
trends in monitoring and evaluation, the monitoring role is, in 
theory, more participatory and improvement-oriented, requiring 
of monitors a different set of knowledge, skills, and attitudes. 
The role is nevertheless poorly defi ned, open to individual inter-
pretation and made even more challenging when the monitor-
ing involves measuring performance in relation to cross-cutting 
themes such as gender equality. This article presents many of 
the challenges inherent in monitoring and makes a case for a 
participatory approach aimed at learning and at program im-
provement. The authors call upon the evaluation community to 
undertake research and scholarly discourse in this area to guide 
successful practice.

Depuis de nombreuses années l’Agence canadienne du dévelop-
pement international (ACDI) utilise des observateurs externes 
pour contribuer à la mesure du rendement de ses projets. Ce fut 
d’abord un rôle de surveillance, joué par des observateurs devant 
rester à l’écart des organisations de mise en œuvre. Pour refl éter 
les tendances internationales actuelles dans les domaines du suivi 
et de l’évaluation, le rôle de suivi est, du moins théoriquement, 
davantage axé sur la participation et l’amélioration, exigeant 
que les observateurs fassent preuve de divers connaissances, 
compétences et comportements. Ce rôle est cependant mal défi ni, 
ce qui laisse place à diverses interprétations. Par ailleurs, le défi  
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s’intensifi e lorsque le suivi porte sur des questions transversales, 
telles que l’égalité des sexes. Cet article présente nombre de défi s 
propres au suivi, et préconise une approche participative visant 
l’apprentissage et l’amélioration des programmes. Les auteurs 
appellent la communauté évaluative à amorcer des recherches 
et un débat académique dans ce domaine, en vue d’améliorer la 
pratique. 

The Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) 
has a tradition of hiring external monitors to assist its program of-
fi cers in assessing the performance of projects and programs. Little 
has been written about this function, at CIDA or elsewhere, and the 
agency has few tools to guide its monitors. As a result, there is consid-
erable confusion and debate within CIDA about the role of monitors 
and their value. This article examines the monitoring function and 
illustrates how the monitor’s role has changed in recent years as in-
ternational development programming has become more complex and 
as governments have placed more emphasis on results-based man-
agement (RBM). The article presents the challenges inherent in this 
largely uncharted territory and suggests the need for standards.

The authors are consultants working for CIDA as monitors of a 
CIDA-supported environmental management project operating in 
eight countries of Southeast Asia. Together, they have more than 40 
years of international development experience, including 12 years 
as monitors.

THE CHANGING ROLE OF MONITORS

For many years, CIDA has hired external monitors to help track the 
performance of its projects and programs. Throughout the 1980s and 
well into the 1990s, external monitors played a largely surveillance 
role (CIDA, 1996), and CIDA viewed them somewhat as independ-
ent, third-party sleuths. Monitors were at arm’s length from projects 
and reported only to CIDA managers. A monitor, usually a Canadian 
consultant based in Canada, would travel to the fi eld once or twice a 
year to see that the project was following its approved work plan, a 
function that CIDA managers, responsible for four or fi ve concurrent 
projects, could not carry out themselves for lack of time. Some of the 
monitor’s work involved reviewing and commenting on reports pre-
pared by the implementing agency and verifying that the implement-
ing agency was following the CIDA-approved plan for project inputs 
and activities (CIDA, 1996). Project monitors wielded considerable 
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power in the early days, and CIDA managers would sometimes sus-
pend projects or force implementing agencies to change their staff, 
on a monitor’s advice.

Prior to the mid-1990s, CIDA often put sector-specifi c knowledge and 
skills ahead of performance measurement and evaluation experience 
when selecting monitors (CIDA, 1996), for example, hiring someone 
with a background in health to monitor a health project. That the 
monitor had little monitoring or evaluation experience mattered less 
than sector experience.

Change came in the mid-1990s after CIDA developed its policy on 
results-based management,1 in keeping with the federal government’s 
emphasis on results. RBM became CIDA’s main tool for account-
ability, project management, and learning. After 1996, all Canadian 
bilateral projects for overseas development assistance had to have a 
performance measurement framework and a management informa-
tion system with expected results and indicators. The monitor’s role 
evolved accordingly; monitors had to ensure that the implementing 
organization put in place an effective internal monitoring system that 
would allow it to account to CIDA, track progress toward expected 
results, and make informed decisions (CIDA, 1998). The monitors 
were still required to provide their own assessments of the project’s 
performance, but their role began to shift from surveillance to facili-
tation with an emphasis on learning (Morgan, 1999).

This shift, however, is not refl ected in offi cial policy. Treasury Board 
of Canada Secretariat (TBS), the federal agency responsible for evalu-
ation policy, takes a more traditional view of monitoring, as refl ected 
in its Policy on Active Monitoring (2001):

Departments are responsible for ensuring that their pro-
grams and activities are well managed, and that suitable 
management practices and controls are in place and work-
ing. To this end, they must actively monitor management 
practices and controls within the department, and take 
early and effective remedial action in areas where signifi -
cant defi ciencies are encountered or improvements are 
needed. (Treasury Board of Canada, 2001, p. 1)

At CIDA, some managers now tend to view monitors as team players. 
They want monitors to help implementing organizations assess their 
own progress, make the best use of technical advice, learn from experi-
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ence, and report within a results-based framework. This new role is 
consistent with the international trend toward participatory forms 
of evaluation (Development Gateway, 2002; Kessler, 1998; Patton 
1997). It is, for example, not uncommon to have project stakeholders 
involved in the collection and interpretation of data for monitoring 
and evaluation (Holte-McKenzie, Forde, & Theobald, 2006; Inter-
national Fund for Agricultural Development [IFAD], 2006; Nichols, 
2002). Proponents of participatory monitoring and evaluation argue 
that this approach helps to incorporate local knowledge, and builds 
the analytical capacity of stakeholders to identify their own needs 
and priorities, make their own choices, and take appropriate action 
(Holte-McKenzie et al., 2006; IFAD, 2006).

A comparison of the conventional and new role of CIDA monitors 
appears in Table 1. The new role refl ects many of the characteristics 

Table 1
A Comparison of the Roles of CIDA Monitors

Old role New role
Acts as an independent, third-party evaluator Works collaboratively with the project partners, acting as a 

facilitator, to develop capacity for self-monitoring, account-
ability, and improvement

Places emphasis on surveillance and control 
— policing role

Places emphasis on project/program improvement, and 
encourages the implementing organization to strengthen 
its systems of self-monitoring for both exogenous and 
endogenous accountability7 and improvement

Functions as the eyes and ears of the funding 
agency

Acts as a team player and facilitator to encourage rigor-
ous self-assessment, refl ection, collective learning, and 
improvement

Reports to the funding agency Reports to the funding agency, but also informs the imple-
menting organization and its partners

Keeps the implementing organization’s 
involvement to a minimum

Encourages implementing organizations to participate in 
data collection and analysis

Judges performance Verifi es and validates progress toward results, incorporat-
ing multiple perspectives and seeking consensus among 
the project/program partners

Bases assessments largely on an analysis 
of work plans versus activity reports and 
progress in relation to targets

Produces assessments that are multifaceted, incorporating 
the views of multiple stakeholders

Is often carried out by a Canadian sector 
specialist

Team approach: monitoring usually undertaken by a 
Canadian evaluation specialist working in partnership 
with a locally-engaged consultant, who has evaluation and 
 sector-specifi c experience
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of participatory, collaborative, and utilization-focused approaches to 
evaluation (Cousins & Earl, 1995; Mathison, 1994; Patton, 1997). The 
authors next explore some of the important implications in relation 
to these approaches when applied to monitoring.

SOME IMPLICATIONS

As Table 1 suggests, monitors need to be good facilitators. However, 
this role requires a different and, arguably, more sophisticated set of 
skills (Patton, 1997), among them negotiation, group facilitation, lis-
tening, interviewing, and training skills (Nichols, 2002). The authors 
would add that monitors must have good communication skills and a 
positive attitude in order to maintain a constructive relationship with 
project implementing organizations. They must have not only a sound 
understanding of what constitutes effective development assistance, 
but also experience in resolving confl ict within and among groups, 
and a high tolerance for ambiguity. Monitors who take a collaborative 
or participatory approach must be committed to fostering learning. 
As facilitators they must strengthen the project partners’ capacity to 
gather information, critically assess data, and learn from experience. 
The collection of useful information is key to effective participatory 
monitoring and evaluation (Holte-McKenzie et al., 2006; Nichols, 
2002). Mebrahtu (2002) suggests that participatory monitors and 
evaluators must be able to work well as part of a team.

In their conventional “old” role, monitors often focused on judging 
the effectiveness of technology transfer. Today, as development as-
sistance involves more complex processes such as institutional and 
organizational capacity development, monitors and evaluators must 
understand organizational change processes, power relationships, 
and the formal and informal environmental dynamics that affect 
capacity (Horton, 2001).

Kessler (1998) suggests that monitors should have technical knowl-
edge and know-how specifi c to the project’s sector. He emphasizes the 
need for technical, scientifi c knowledge about environmental man-
agement in monitoring projects in this sector. Sector knowledge and 
experience are particularly important when monitors are required to 
provide technical advice in relation to capacity development (IFAD, 
2006).2

In their new role, CIDA’s monitors need to have a good grasp of RBM 
and management information systems if they are to assist the project 
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staff in establishing systems for information gathering and analysis. 
They also should have a solid background in monitoring and evalua-
tion, an appreciation of the different approaches, tools, and methods, 
and knowledge of when and how to apply them. CIDA monitors must 
also be well-versed in gender equality, since gender equality must be 
integrated into all CIDA-funded projects and programs.

Although the theory underpinning the role of monitors has shifted, 
what has happened in practice? In the authors’ experience and from 
their informal discussions with other monitors, monitoring practice 
at CIDA now falls somewhere between the old and new roles. Much 
depends on circumstances within and outside the agency. To under-
stand why this is the case, the authors outline some of the challenges 
monitors face in the ever-shifting environment of international de-
velopment assistance.

CHALLENGES FOR CIDA MONITORS

Lack of Guidelines and Standards

One of the most challenging aspects of a CIDA monitoring assignment 
is the absence of guidelines and standards for this function.3 New 
CIDA project managers receive no training or orientation in relation 
to the monitor’s role, though they are often responsible for hiring and 
managing external monitors. In the absence of guidelines, the moni-
tor’s role can change with each new CIDA project manager, depending 
on how that manager interprets the monitoring role. Some managers 
want monitors to focus on verifying results; others want them to help 
strengthen the implementing organization’s own monitoring capac-
ity. Some want a high level of participation and transparency; others 
want the monitors to distance themselves from the implementing 
organizations. This situation is exacerbated by high turnover among 
CIDA project managers (Stiles Associates Inc., 2005).4 Changing the 
role with each new manager can be frustrating for the monitor and 
confusing for the project-implementing organization.

The extent to which external monitors follow a participatory ap-
proach also depends on the program or project. Morgan (1999) notes 
that shared and coherent interests on the part of stakeholders are 
prerequisites to participatory monitoring and capacity development. 
Morgan concludes that often the structures and behaviours of pro-
grams themselves must change in order to move to more participatory 
forms of monitoring.
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Overlap with CIDA Manager’s Role

Monitors have to guard against duplicating the role of CIDA’s 
project managers. This is challenging because the monitors some-
times have more direct contact with, and more knowledge of, 
the project than the CIDA manager. Within bilateral programs, 
CIDA managers typically handle fi ve or more multi-million dollar 
projects, leaving little time for details. Monitors can easily slip into 
a management role in which they tell the project-implementing 
organization what to do — a responsibility that falls clearly under 
the purview of the CIDA manager. Ideally, the monitor should fa-
cilitate a process wherein the implementing organization refl ects 
on its progress, drawing on the monitor’s perspective and its own 
information, in order to make informed decisions for project im-
provement. It is more diffi cult and time-consuming to perform this 
role than to simply tell the implementing organization what to do. 
The monitor must resist the temptation to shape the project (Rowe, 
Jacobs, & Grant, 1999).

There is risk of duplication when monitoring involves large programs 
that consist of many projects. In this situation, the funding agency 
sometimes asks its monitors to develop an overall performance frame-
work and to assess progress against that framework. The primary 
purpose of this function is to assist the funding agency in develop-
ing and tracking its country-level program. At CIDA, this work is 
largely the responsibility of the agency’s country policy analyst and 
the country program director. The lines between the responsibilities 
of the monitor and these CIDA offi cers are often blurred.

Another diffi culty is that monitors often inherit a performance meas-
urement framework, to which they have had no input. As Patton 
(1997) points out, these frameworks are often designed more for 
accountability than program improvement. Where this is the case, 
the implementing organization may resent the monitor suggesting 
any changes to the framework. In the authors’ experience, many 
implementing organizations are hesitant to change their perform-
ance measurement framework once they have their data-gathering 
systems in place for reporting to donors. Engaging the monitor early 
in the project cycle provides an opportunity for the monitor to help 
design the framework so that it is geared equally to accountability 
and program improvement and adjusted from year to year as the 
project environment changes.
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Monitoring Gender Equality

Monitoring the implementation of CIDA’s Policy on Gender Equality 
(CIDA, 1999) poses many challenges and underscores the need to 
be clear about the monitor’s role. The policy has the following three 
objectives:

• to advance women’s equal participation with men as deci-
sion-makers in shaping the sustainable development of their 
societies;

• to support women and girls in their realization of their full 
human rights; and

• to reduce gender inequalities in access to and control over the 
resources and benefi ts of development. (CIDA, 1999, p. 7)

Although CIDA has identifi ed gender equality as a key factor of suc-
cess (CIDA 2005a), the majority of CIDA projects struggle with it and 
are only marginally successful at integrating gender equality (CIDA, 
2005b; CIDA, 2003; McCann, 1998).

The urban environmental management (UEM) project that the au-
thors are co-monitoring is no exception. It features gender awareness 
training, research on the gender dimensions of UEM, and women’s 
participation in UEM demonstration projects. But the project has 
achieved relatively little toward advancing women’s equal participa-
tion in decision-making and reducing gender inequities in access to 
and control over the resources and benefi ts of UEM.

Ingrained attitudes toward women are a second major challenge. On 
a recent monitoring mission, the authors found gender insensitivity to 
be pervasive. The failure of managers to appreciate the importance of 
gender dimensions in UEM is refl ected in the following statements:

• “Why is CIDA so concerned about gender equality when these 
are essentially technical projects?” (Demonstration project 
manager)

• “Men and women are equal in our country — why the fuss 
about gender equality?” (Demonstration project manager)

• “The gender equality coordinator is responsible for the gender 
component.” (Member of the project management team)5

Mbozi (2001) notes that monitoring gender equality involves consider-
able qualitative assessment. This poses challenges for the monitors, 
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as implementing and funding agencies tend to emphasize quantita-
tive indicators. Data on qualitative indicators are often more diffi cult 
to obtain and interpret. The task is even harder where there are no 
benchmarks or baselines (ESCAP, 2005). The absence of baseline data 
on gender issues impedes the prediction of outcomes and the selection 
of corrective interventions, and makes performance measurement 
diffi cult for implementing organizations and monitors alike.

By way of example, the UEM project conducted gender situation 
analyses in 12 target cities in the region. The analysis turned up 
relatively little information on the gender dimension of UEM. The 
research showed that few women’s organizations work in this fi eld 
and few organizations had explored this aspect of UEM.

The wide range of cultures and customs in the project region adds to 
the complexity of the monitors’ role with respect to gender. In some 
countries, women tend not to speak out at formal meetings, but 
strongly infl uence decision-making in households. In one country, 
the leader of a women’s group will meet with the monitors to describe 
her group’s work on solid waste management, but she is unlikely to 
have much say in community decision-making. In another country, 
women’s groups do take a lead role in decision-making at the com-
munity level. These variances make monitoring complex. While the 
monitors must not compromise the principles of gender equality, 
they must be respectful of local traditions and mindful of projects 
imposing western values.

Project-implementing organizations have few practical tools to guide 
them in integrating gender equality and may not get the support they 
need from CIDA managers (CIDA, 2005b; CIDA, 2003). The monitor’s 
most practical approach may be to help the implementing organiza-
tions develop gender-specifi c results statements and gender-sensitive 
indicators, and devise systems to gather and analyze gender-related 
data. However, they are often not hired in time to provide such as-
sistance. Monitors must consider confl ict of interest when asked to 
assist in developing gender strategies, especially in cases where the 
implementing organization has its own gender specialists.

Technical Assistance

CIDA generally prefers that monitors have technical expertise related 
to the project’s development sector. However, exercising this techni-
cal expertise can lead monitors into troubled waters, as illustrated 
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in Figure 1. If not vigilant, a monitor may soon be advising the im-
plementing organization on technical matters, particularly if he or 
she spots fl aws in the project design or implementation. The danger 
here is that monitors may end up monitoring project interventions 
that they themselves have recommended, thus creating a confl ict of 
interest.

As well, the provision of technical advice to the implementing organi-
zation can create dependency. In such cases, the funding agency may 
justifi ably take the implementing agency and monitors to task, having 
contracted the implementing organization with the expectation that 
it possessed the required technical know-how to run the project.

As illustrated in Figure 1, monitors can provide technical advice to 
the funding agency without confl ict of interest. For example, they 
can comment on the technical quality of the implementing organi-
zation’s annual work plan, and on its management capacity and 
fi nancial administration. Or the funding agency may call upon its 
monitors to conduct short-term training, perhaps in gender equality 
or results-based management, for the implementing organization’s 
staff. Monitors can advise an implementing organization on how to 
design its systems for information gathering, analysis, and report-
ing without confl ict of interest as suggested in Figure 1. Under the 
“new” role for monitors (Table 1), this ought to be one of their primary 
responsibilities.

Figure 1
Potential for Confl ict of Interest When Monitors Provide Technical Advice

  Advice to the
  implementing
 Advice to CIDA organization

Pertaining to areas
of content (e.g.,  Potential
environmental No confl ict confl ict of
management,  interest
community 
mobilization)

Pertaining to No confl ict No confl ict
performance of interest of interest
measurement
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Figure 1 illustrates the potential for confl ict of interest that occurs 
when monitors provide technical advice to the implementing organi-
zation in areas pertaining to programming content, a sphere that 
clearly falls under the authority of the CIDA manager. In such cases, 
the implementing organization is likely to become defensive and may 
question the CIDA manager about the monitors’ role.

Overlap Between Monitoring and Evaluation

The lines between monitoring and evaluation functions are not always 
clear (IFAD, 2006). Monitoring is concerned mainly with performance 
measurement, that is, providing an ongoing reading of how well a 
project or program is performing in relation to a work plan, budget, 
and/or logical framework. In the new role, it is also about improving 
a project’s self-monitoring processes and capabilities. Monitors can 
work with the implementing organizations and their partners to 
help them strengthen their internal monitoring system so that they 
are better equipped to gather data regularly, refl ect on those data, 
and make the changes needed to improve performance and achieve 
results. This role can also help improve accountability to the funding 
agency.6

Evaluation is usually seen as distinct from monitoring. Evaluation 
can dig deeper than monitoring; it can deal with issues, investigate a 
project’s long-term results, and identify successes, shortcomings, and 
lessons. It can also help to inform future programming with in-depth 
analysis of issues related to the program’s future.

Problems may arise when CIDA asks its monitors to delve into issues 
and provide advice as evaluators would do. This can undermine a 
monitor’s relationship of trust with the implementing organization. 
It may, as well, run counter to the participatory nature of monitoring 
as described in the right-hand column of Table 1. When monitors are 
asked by the funding agency to dig into specifi c issues or to inform 
the agency regarding something other than performance — where to 
focus the project or what the ideal staffi ng make-up should be, for ex-
ample — that becomes a form of technical advice and must be thought 
through carefully. Is there a potential confl ict of interest? Should the 
monitors and/or the funding agency disclose that information to the 
project implementing organization? These are diffi cult decisions and, 
depending how they are handled, they have the potential to put the 
monitors in a tight spot.
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Communication

Effective communication is critical to the success of monitoring, 
but diffi cult to achieve when the monitors’ role is unclear and the 
lines of authority blurred. CIDA monitors are accountable to CIDA; 
their fi rst line of communication is to the project manager at CIDA’s 
headquarters in Canada. However, CIDA representatives and lo-
cally engaged advisors in the fi eld may want information about the 
project’s performance as soon as, if not before, the project manager 
at headquarters. They may have a different view of the monitors’ 
role and may try to infl uence the monitors’ assessments. From the 
authors’ experience, both CIDA representatives and the implement-
ing organization’s fi eld staff often have diffi culty accepting monitors 
in a facilitation role: they would prefer that the monitors advise on 
how to fi x performance problems, rather than facilitate a process that 
would aid them in fi nding their own solutions. Personalities, personal 
preferences, and organizational politics make the communication 
process even more complex, requiring a high degree of sensitivity on 
the part of the monitors.

The authors have found it useful to clarify their role with all stake-
holders at the outset of an assignment, beginning with CIDA’s project 
manager. An exchange of letters may be prudent if the monitors’ 
terms of reference are vague. Monitors need to deal squarely with 
such issues as confl ict of interest, role overlap with project managers 
and advisors, provision of technical assistance, and the balance be-
tween results validation for accountability and strengthening internal 
monitoring systems for self-assessment and program improvement. 
Role clarifi cation at the outset may take considerable time, but it is 
worth the effort, given the problems that may occur down the road 
when roles are unclear.

The authors have also found it helpful to frequently discuss their role 
with the project participants and the implementing organization. 
Many overseas partners have preconceived ideas of what monitors 
do and do not do, ideas that are often associated with third-party, 
non-participatory evaluation in the old role mode (Table 1). If the 
monitor’s role is unclear, it needs to be negotiated until a consensus 
is reached.

At times, the greatest challenge is communicating with the imple-
menting organization, particularly when its performance is found 
lacking. Do the monitors maintain a distance? If so, how much dis-
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tance? Do the monitors disclose to the implementing organization 
everything that they report to the funding agency? Does the project-
implementing organization get copies of the monitors’ reports, and if 
so, through what process? How are sensitive issues, such as fi nancial 
mismanagement and disputes among project personnel, to be han-
dled? To what extent does the monitor communicate with the im-
plementing organization’s local partners, who are often government 
offi cials and/or non-government organizations and institutions?

Monitors must be skilled in intercultural communication because 
most of the implementing organization’s staff and the project par-
ticipants are foreign nationals. Monitors must also be acutely sensi-
tive to the gender dimensions of communication within the project’s 
cultural context.

All these factors test the monitors’ judgement and skills as commu-
nicators and underscore the need for clarity regarding their role.

THE NEED FOR RESEARCH AND GUIDELINES

It is somewhat surprising how little research has been conducted on 
the monitoring function even though agencies such as CIDA have 
hired external monitors for decades. What value do monitors contrib-
ute to development assistance, and what lessons have they learned 
about their work? It would be useful to the agency and the evaluation 
community as a whole to document answers to these questions.

The monitor’s role at CIDA would be clearer if there were policy 
guidelines that dealt with many of the issues the authors have raised. 
Guidelines have the potential to bring some consistency to the role and 
would be helpful not only to CIDA project offi cers and monitors but 
also to CIDA’s partners in the fi eld. Any guidelines should, however, 
be fl exible, so that the monitor’s role can be adjusted as circumstances 
change in the fi eld, and as research brings new information about 
what works well and when.

CONCLUSIONS

Consistent with international trends in evaluation, monitoring has, 
at least in theory, evolved over the past decade to become more par-
ticipatory and transparent in ways that facilitate learning and pro-
gram improvement. However, the external monitor’s role is neither 
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well understood nor consistently supported by the funding agencies 
that employ them. Monitors are often hampered in performing their 
role by lack of clear guidelines, standards, and procedures. Some 
managers continue to value a surveillance role for monitors, placing 
accountability ahead of program improvement and learning. Cana-
dian federal policy in relation to monitoring has not been updated 
since 2001.

Participatory monitoring aimed at enhancing performance and learn-
ing presents many challenges for monitors. Among them is the poten-
tial to overlap with the funding agency’s managerial function. Confl ict 
of interest may occur when monitors are required to provide technical 
assistance. Intercultural communication and monitoring the gender 
dimensions of development programs are particularly demanding.

External monitors can be invaluable to funding agencies and to 
implementing organizations in the fi eld of development assistance. 
They can be important sources of information and expertise. As 
facilitators of refl ective processes, they can help stimulate program 
improvement.

This article has made a case for a participatory approach to monitor-
ing aimed at learning and program improvement. It has noted the 
complexity and some of the challenges inherent in this approach, not 
the least of which is that it is not well understood by development 
agencies. The authors call upon the evaluation community to under-
take research and scholarly discourse in this area to guide successful 
practice, without which monitors will continue to navigate through 
uncharted waters at their peril.
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NOTES

1. CIDA defi nes a result as a measurable change resulting from a cause-
and-effect relationship, and RBM as a management philosophy and 
approach that involves defi ning realistic expected results, identifying 
program benefi ciaries, monitoring progress toward results, identifying 
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and managing risks, increasing knowledge by learning lessons, and 
reporting on results achieved and resource involved (CIDA, 2000).

2. The authors agree that sector experience is helpful, but would argue 
that broad-based development experience and knowledge of local 
languages and customs are equally, if not more, important.

3. At the time of writing, CIDA’s Performance and Knowledge Manage-
ment Branch is preparing a document on monitoring.

4. One of the authors has seen seven different CIDA managers on a 
single project over an eight-year period.

5. The quotes are from fi eld notes gathered during monitoring missions 
of the CIDA-funded UEM project in 2005.

6. Regrettably, many implementing organizations go about their data 
collection in a perfunctory manner. Their primary aim is “to fi ll in 
the boxes for CIDA,” as some would admit in reference to reporting 
on results.

7. Exogenous accountability refers to a project’s accountability to ex-
ternal stakeholders — foreign government donors, for example. En-
dogenous accountability refers to a project’s accountability to local 
stakeholders, such as the project participants, NGOs, and government 
partners.
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This article presents a short case narrative, the purpose of which 
is to illustrate that complex evaluation methodologies such as 
logic modelling can be simplifi ed to the point where a child can be 
guided through the process quickly. However, the case narrative 
also serves to highlight the potential consequences to program 
development and evaluation activities when the process is over-
simplifi ed. Like a double-edged sword, simplifying the process 
encourages more organizations to use a logic model to develop and 
evaluate programs, but, in hindsight, the simplicity may lead to 
program architectures that have little opportunity of demonstrat-
ing success or to evaluations that may be off the mark.

Cet article présente une courte étude narrative servant à illus-
trer que les méthodologies d’évaluation complexes, telles que 
l’élaboration de modèles logiques, peuvent être simplifi ées au 
point de pouvoir guider rapidement un enfant tout au long de 
leur processus. Néanmoins, cette étude narrative sert aussi à 
souligner les conséquences potentielles en termes d’élaboration 
de programmes et d’activités d’évaluation, lorsqu’un processus 
est trop simplifi é. Comme une lame à double tranchant, la sim-
plifi cation du processus encourage davantage d’organisations 
à utiliser un modèle logique pour concevoir et évaluer des pro-
grammes. Toutefois avec du recul, cette simplicité peut mener à 
des architectures de programme n’ayant que peu d’occasions de 
démontrer leur réussite, ou bien à des évaluations qui répondent 
à côté de la question. 

Résumé :



THE CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PROGRAM EVALUATION196

A logic model is an important tool for evaluators in plan-
ning and evaluating programs. However, logic models have been criti-
cized for being overly complex: developed by evaluators for evaluators 
(Arnold, 2006). In some cases, the evaluator and/or the program staff 
spend hours or days developing the logic model, but never utilize the 
model when developing activities, to use as a benchmark for evalu-
ation fi ndings, or to measure the original problem as an outcome 
variable (Hernandez, 2000; Kaplan & Garrett, 2005).

Despite their intended purpose to clarify relationships between pro-
gram elements, logic models are often confusing for program staff. 
Renger and Titcomb (2002) have noted that often agencies believe 
that completing the one page summary table is the logic model. 
Porteous, Sheldrick, and Stewart (2002) support this observation, 
noting that a chart or table of inputs and outputs fails to illuminate 
the theory and the cause-and-effect linkages that contribute to the 
program outcome. Likewise, a linear model that depicts the inputs 
and outputs fails to consider mediating and moderating conditions 
present in the environment that may facilitate or hinder the desired 
outcome (Rosas, 2006). Failing to consider the linkages results in the 
implementation of activities for the sake of tradition without a clear 
purpose for how the activity results in a change (Hernandez, 2000; Ka-
plan & Garrett, 2005; Renger & Titcomb, 2002). Renger and Titcomb 
have coined the phrase “activity trap” for this phenomenon. What is 
often misunderstood is that logic modelling is a systematic process 
for uncovering why a problem exists, making sure that strategies 
target the conditions of these problems, and that changes in targeted 
conditions are in fact being evaluated (Kaplan & Garrett, 2005; W.K. 
Kellogg Foundation, 2001; Renger & Titcomb, 2002).

According to Kaplan & Garrett (2005), few community organizations 
spend the time to identify the underlying assumptions and the gaps 
in their programming. Those that did indicated the identifi cation 
of the underlying assumptions as the most benefi cial aspect of the 
logic model process. It is the authors’ experience that agencies with 
short (2–3 year) funding cycles feel tremendous pressure to produce 
outcomes and that this time pressure can be a contributing factor to 
agencies circumventing the logic modelling process.

Another limiting factor in engaging in the logic modelling process is 
cost (Kaplan & Garrett, 2005). In addition to the aforementioned time, 
many agencies cannot afford to contract with an external evaluator 
to engage in the logic modelling process. One solution to this problem 
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is to assist program staff to conduct and complete their own evalua-
tions, or empower them (Arnold, 2006; Fetterman, 2002). There has 
been much debate in the evaluation literature about the pros and 
cons of empowerment. On the one hand, program staff may become 
more motivated and invested, while on the other hand, program staff 
could be biased in conducting their own evaluation and, because they 
are amateurs, be prone to making errors (Scriven, 1996). Scriven 
notes that even experienced evaluators may not know or utilize all 
the competencies outlined for evaluators.

Consulting costs, time pressure, and complexity of evaluation con-
structs have prompted a push to mainstream some evaluation meth-
odologies such as logic modelling (Arnold, 2006; Hernandez, 2000; 
Levin, Weiner, Saravay, & Deakins, 2004; Mederios et al., 2005). 
Several tools have been developed to simplify the logic modelling 
process to assist agencies in ensuring that the dots between underly-
ing program assumption, activities, and outcomes are meaningfully 
connected (Conrad, Randolph, Kirby, & Bebout, 1999; Gale, Loux, & 
Coburn, 2006; W.K. Kellogg Foundation, 2001; Porteous et al., 2002; 
United Way, 1999). Despite these efforts, some have suggested that 
logic modelling remains overly complex and needs to be simplifi ed 
further (Porteous et al., 2002).

This article presents a short case narrative, the purpose of which is to 
illustrate that complex program development and evaluation meth-
odologies such as logic modelling can be simplifi ed to the point where 
a child can be guided through the process quickly. However, the case 
narrative also serves to highlight the potential consequences to pro-
gram development and evaluation when the process is oversimplifi ed. 
Like a double-edged sword, simplifying the process encourages more 
organizations to use a logic model to develop and evaluate programs, 
but in hindsight, the simplicity may lead to program architectures 
that have little opportunity of demonstrating success or evaluations 
that may be off the mark.

BACKGROUND TO THE VIGNETTE

The fi rst author was invited to present a workshop on logic models 
in Baltimore in the summer of 2004. There was a nice mix in the 
audience of fi rst-time attendees, experienced evaluators, old friends 
attending the workshop again, and the fi rst author’s eight-year-old 
daughter who came along for the visit.
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The workshop introduced the audience to the ATM approach to 
logic modelling (Renger & Titcomb, 2002). The ATM approach is 
a three-step process that begins with an understanding of the An-
tecedent conditions, or root causes, of the problem. Most problems 
are infl uenced by behavioural, environmental, social, and biological 
conditions; these factors, or antecedent conditions, must be identifi ed 
and understood to know where to focus intervention efforts (Green & 
Kreuter, 1999). In the ATM approach, this is accomplished by con-
ducting interviews with individuals who have content expertise in 
the area of the problem. A review of the literature is then conducted 
to determine the extent to which linkages among antecedent condi-
tions and between antecedent conditions and the problem can be 
supported by research.

Step 2, Targeting, requires that components of proposed strategies be 
meaningfully linked to antecedent conditions over which an agency 
has control to change. Stakeholders are fi rst guided through a sys-
tematic prioritization process to establish those antecedent conditions 
on which a program might focus and then provide rationale linking 
the proposed strategies to the targeted antecedent conditions (Renger 
& Bourdeau, 2004). This linking process helps avoid activity traps, 
which are defi ned as interventions that target the symptoms of a 
problem rather than the conditions leading to the problem (Renger 
& Titcomb, 2002).

The fi nal step is Measurement, in which the impact of intervention 
strategies on targeted antecedent conditions is assessed. The purpose 
of the third step is to identify program monitoring, oversight/com-
pliance, and merit and worth measurement strategies for program 
activities and targeted antecedent conditions.

The fi rst author’s daughter, Jessica, attended the workshop. To some 
extent she stole the show throughout the day by greeting workshop 
attendees at the door, passing out conference materials, and laughing 
out loud at a movie she watched with an oversized headset covering 
her ears, making her oblivious to her surroundings. After the work-
shop there was the usual milling around and conversation. Some new 
attendees were excited, some experienced evaluators were pushing 
the envelope of thinking, and old friends were waiting to go out af-
terwards. As workshop participants slowly made their way out of the 
room to dinner, one of the fi rst author’s old friends approached. After 
the usual greetings the friend remarked, “Even though your approach 
is simple, it has to be even simpler.” The comment was contrary to 
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all the feedback over the past two years of conducting logic model 
workshops, which was quite positive; almost without fail the most 
frequent comments had been that the approach is much easier and 
intuitive than any other approach. After a brief moment of refl ection, 
the fi rst author replied, “I guess just because something is better than 
before doesn’t mean it can’t be improved. I’ll work on it.”

As Jessica was not able to sleep with the impending excitement of the 
next day (i.e., no workshop), her father began a conversation with her 
to see whether an eight-year-old could be guided more simply through 
the logic model process. Below is the discussion as it unfolded.

ILLUSTRATING THE LOGIC MODELLING PROCESS THROUGH A 
CASE NARRATIVE

 Dad:  “Jess, did you hear any of Dad’s workshop today?”

 Jessica:  “Just a little, you use really big words. I didn’t understand every-
thing you said.”

Learning moment:  Perhaps the workshop and logic modelling vocabulary 
is still too complex for some audience members.

 Dad:  “Well, that’s okay. Someone told me that I had to make what I said 
easier for people to understand. Can you help me?”

 Jessica:  “Sure, Dad.”

 Dad:  “Great. Do you have any problems at school?”

 Jessica:  “Yes, the boys in my class.”

 Dad:  “What about the boys in the class?”

 Jessica:  “They are annoying!”

The starting point:  Need to operationalize the problem statement.

 Dad:  “What do they do that annoys you?”

 Jessica:  “They are always so loud in class. They are so annoying.”

 Dad:  “What does the teacher do when the boys get loud?”

 Jessica:  “She sends them to Mr. Schell (the principal).”

Learning moment:  A classic activity trap. Jumping from a problem to solu-
tion without understanding the conditions leading to the problem.



THE CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PROGRAM EVALUATION200

 Dad:  “What does he do?”

 Jessica:  “He calls their parents and gives the boys detention.”

 Dad:  “Does that work? Are the boys less annoying?”

 Jessica:  “No, Dad.”

 Dad:  “Why do you think the boys are so loud?”

Step 1 of the process: Getting at the antecedent conditions of the problem. 
Ask “why?”

 Jessica:  “I don’t think they understand Mrs. Truffyn’s [the teacher’s] in-
structions, so they goof around.”

 Dad:  “Why do you think they don’t understand?”

 Jessica:  “Maybe it’s because they can’t read very well, Dad.”

Step 2 of the process: Target a strategy.

 Dad:  “What would you do then?”

 Jessica:  “I would get them a tutor, Dad. A reading tutor.”

Step 3 of the process: Develop evaluation measures.

 Dad:  “Let’s say the boys got a tutor. How would you know if their read-
ing got better?”

 Jessica:  “That’s easy, Dad, they would be reading chapter books.”

 Dad:  “What do you mean?”

 Jessica:  “The other books for beginners have big words (reference to print 
size) and more pictures. The better readers read chapter books. 
They have more pages and more words.”

 Dad:  “So how would you know if the reading helped the boys become 
less annoying?”

 Jessica:  “Mrs. Truffyn would not have to send them to Mr. Schell.”

Learning moment: Bringing home the notion of the activity trap.

 Dad:  “So what’s the problem with sending the boys to the offi ce?”

 Jessica:  “It won’t help them with their reading.”

 Dad:  “Exactly!”
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We can summarize the discussion in a logic model summary table 
(see Table 1).

Table 1
Logic Model Summary Table

Problem Assumption Activity Intermediate outcome Long-term outcome

Boys being 
loud

Boys act out because 
they can’t follow 
instructions, so they 
goof off

Reading tutor Boys reading improves 
as measured by reading 
chapter books

Less disruptive be-
haviour as evidenced by 
fewer visits to Mr. Schell

DISCUSSION

The above example – a simplistic application of a logic modelling 
process to a program development problem – highlights that com-
plex program development and evaluation methodology, like logic 
modelling, can be simplifi ed so that an elementary school child can 
be guided through the process. Thus, the initial reaction may be that 
the case narrative supports the mainstreaming efforts of agencies like 
Kellogg and United Way and the empowerment philosophy of those 
like Fetterman (2002).

However, the case narrative also illustrates some important con-
sequences of attempting to oversimplify program development and 
evaluation methodologies such as logic modelling. Specifi cally, there 
are essentially three components of the above dialogue that we want to 
point out as potential pitfalls in simplifying the logic model process.

First, the development of the underlying rationale must be considered 
and understood before proceeding. In the above program development 
example, the assumption was that boys do not pay attention in class 
because they cannot read and follow instructions. Intuitively, this 
may make sense, but this assumption needs to be supported through 
theoretical fi ndings that can then guide us to develop a strategy to 
remedy the problem. For example, the classroom management and 
discipline strategies of the teacher, seating arrangements, or physical 
hunger may also contribute to the boys being inattentive and engag-
ing in disruptive behaviour. All potential explanations should be 
exhausted and researched before selecting one assumption to move 
forward. Failure to understand the most likely contributing factor(s) 
to the boys’ disruptive behaviour may simply lead to another activity 
trap.
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The second pitfall relates to strategy selection. Assuming for a mo-
ment that the correct underlying condition was identifi ed, it may 
be that the reading tutor is not the most effective way to improve 
reading skills. Perhaps being singled out as needing a tutor will be 
counter-productive. Perhaps engaging the family at home to create a 
supportive reading environment or using other group techniques in 
the classroom may be more effective strategies. So while a reading 
tutor is one solution, it may not be the solution.

Finally, when a strategy has been selected, identifying an indicator 
for measurement is essential to demonstrating a change in the out-
come. Because both the assumption and the strategy were potentially 
weak in this example, the resulting outcome of fewer visits to the 
principal can be called into question. In the interim of utilizing read-
ing tutors, the teacher may have participated in professional develop-
ment training to improve her classroom management techniques, the 
students may have been reorganized in their seating arrangements 
to reduce the misbehaviours of the boys, or a free breakfast program 
may have been made available to students before school begins. The 
outcome results would have to be interpreted with caution, as the 
confounders in this situation were not controlled for in this natural 
experiment.

One can see how the logic model must be supported at all times with 
theory or prior research to document the linkages. Jessica’s think-
ing may have been on track, but additional explanations should be 
sought and targeted strategies identifi ed to focus on specifi c aspects 
of the boys’ behaviour.

Thus, through this example, we learn that while simplifi cation can 
assist agencies to understand why and how to utilize logic models 
to develop and evaluate their program, oversimplifying the process 
can result in the failure to understand the importance of thoroughly 
completing each step.

CONCLUSION

This brief discussion with an eight-year-old illustrates a few impor-
tant points. With respect to advocates of mainstreaming and em-
powerment, logic modelling can be reduced to a simple process that 
systematically links problems, activities, and outcomes. By asking the 
right questions, even an eight-year-old can be easily guided through 
the process. The example highlights how quickly an underlying is-
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sue, strategy, and outcome can be linked. However, in oversimplify-
ing the methodology, key aspects necessary for a program’s success, 
such as alternative explanations, research-supported assumptions 
and interventions, and identifying the most appropriate outcomes, 
may be overlooked. It is incumbent on evaluators to ensure that the 
seduction of simplicity does not obfuscate the inherent complexities 
of the underlying program theory.
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