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EDITOR’S REMARKS

It is a time for change in Canada. We have a new government and 
renewed interest in legislative reform with regard to accountabil-
ity. What will be the implications for evaluation? We have already 
witnessed in recent months striking reorientation and emphasis in 
the federal sector toward the audit function. The trend is likely to 
continue and, as such, it will be imperative for evaluation to stake its 
claim as a viable, powerful, and unique source of input for policy and 
decision making. In the context of this backdrop, it is my pleasure 
to share with readers as the lead piece in the spring 2006 issue an 
invited address by Sheila Fraser, Auditor General of Canada. Mrs. 
Fraser graciously accepted an invitation to deliver a keynote address 
at the Crossing Borders, Crossing Boundaries conference, the third 
joint meeting of the Canadian Evaluation Society and the American 
Evaluation Association. I am certain that those unable to attend the 
session will be very much interested in what Mrs. Fraser has to say 
about the role of the Auditor General’s Offi ce and the concept of inde-
pendence. And to follow Mrs. Fraser’s remarks, we are very fortunate 
to have an in-depth look at linkages between audit and evaluation in 
the context of public management by John Mayne. Mayne provides 
a protracted look at the different roles that audit and evaluation can 
play in facing key public-sector challenges. The timeliness of these 
two contributions cannot be overstated, I think.

To follow in this issue is an interesting collection of articles on evalu-
ation methods, practice, and consequences. First, Ken Watson looks 
at probabilistic estimation as a partial solution to the problem of 
uncertain data in cost-benefi t analysis. He provides a case example 
from a Transport Canada evaluation of alternative requirements for 
emergency signaling equipment on small commercial vessels. Next, 
Laura Vanderheyden and associates examine evaluability assessment 
in the context of research network development. Their article focuses 
on the use of the approach to assist in developing an Alberta health 
sector research network to plan meaningful evaluation. The authors 
conclude with lessons that carry implications for evaluation practice 
as well as network development. 

The next three pieces carry with them implications for evaluation 
practice involving stakeholders either in cross-cultural or participa-
tory contexts. First, Astrid Brousselle raises issues about distortions 
that may arise in politically charged data-collection contexts. Using 
an implementation evaluation of the UNAIDS Drug Access Initiative 
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in Chile, Brousselle presents a method of analysis that has great 
potential to deal with response tactics that stakeholders might use. 
An article by Richard Maclure is more directly concerned with par-
ticipatory evaluation issues in a cross-cultural context. Maclure uses 
an evaluation of a humanitarian aid project for displaced children in 
wartorn Sierra Leone to explore the pragmatic and transformative 
dynamics of participatory evaluation. He shows that even limited 
stakeholder participation can lead to considerable practical benefi ts 
and insights into incremental social transformations. We then turn to 
a participatory project on Canadian soil, a needs assessment within 
the education sector in Ontario reported by John Ross and Sonia Ben 
Jaafar. While much has been written about participatory evaluation, 
the same cannot be said about participatory needs assessment. In 
this article, the authors consider the benefi ts and problems in stake-
holder participation in a rather large-scale needs assessment within 
an Ontario school district. 

The fi nal article in the spring issue is also located in the education 
sector and brings us back to the accountability issue, this time focus-
ing more on the consequences, rather than the practice of evaluation. 
Marielle Simon, Catherine Turcotte, and Renée Forgette-Giroux study 
the intrinsic and extrinsic consequences of the School Achievement 
Indicators Program (SAIP) of the Council of Ministers of Education 
in Canada. 

To complete the issue we present four reviews of recent books. The 
texts focus on evaluation methods, quantitative analyses, and issues 
of communication and reporting. This is the fi rst collection edited by 
our new book review editor, Isabelle Bourgeois. I would like to take 
this opportunity to welcome Isabelle to the editorial staff of the Jour-
nal. Isabelle is a practicing evaluator in the federal government and is 
completing her Ph.D. in evaluation at the University of Ottawa. Isa-
belle replaces Lynette Harper, who is also pursuing doctoral studies 
in evaluation, in British Columbia. Lynette has done an extraordinary 
job in the role over the past three years. She managed to rejuvenate 
the book review section into its current vibrant form, and for that we 
are very grateful. Best wishes to Lynette in her new pursuits. 

Well, this is indeed a time for change, in Canada and for the Journal. 
In addition to renewal in the book review department, we also bid 
fond adieu to Jennifer Carey as Editorial Assistant. I met Jennifer at 
CES in Halifax during my fi rst year as editor, where she enthusiasti-
cally offered to help out whatever way possible for the Journal. I have 
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to say that her decision to accept my invitation to serve as editorial 
assistant has paid off in spades for the Journal, and for that we are 
highly appreciative. Jennifer has now established her own evalua-
tion consulting fi rm in Yellowknife, and we wish her every success. 
Replacing Jennifer is Courtney Amo, an evaluator in the federal 
government who is working on her master’s degree in evaluation at 
the University of Ottawa. Readers will recall that Courtney co-au-
thored a content analysis of the Journal for the special anniversary 
issue, volume 20(3), 2005, edited by Joe Hudson. I can tell you that 
she brings the same thoroughness and care to her new role as she did 
to that terrifi c article. Well, it is indeed a time for change, but some 
things stay the same. That is my way of saying that you will be stuck 
with the services of myself and Christian Dagnenais for a few years 
to come. As always, we are interested in your ideas, your feedback, 
and of course your willingness to contribute to the Journal. We look 
forward to continuing to hear from you at <cjpe@uottawa.ca.

J. Bradley Cousins
Editor-in-chief

Ottawa, January 2006
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UN MOT DU RÉDACTEUR EN CHEF

Le temps est venu pour un changement au Canada. Nous avons un 
nouveau gouvernement et un intérêt renouvelé envers la réforme 
législative, surtout en matière d’imputabilité. Quelle incidence cela 
aura-t-il sur l’évaluation? Depuis quelque mois, nous observons déjà, 
dans la fonction publique fédérale, une emphase prononcée sur la 
fonction de vérifi cation. Il est fort probable que cette tendance se 
maintiendra. L’évaluation devra donc réclamer sa place en tant que 
source viable, puissante, et unique de données pouvant appuyer l’éla-
boration de politiques et la prise de décisions. Dans un tel  contexte, 
c’est avec plaisir que je partage avec nos lecteurs l’article de fond 
du numéro du printemps 2006, une communication rédigée sur in-
vitation par Mme Sheila Fraser, Vérifi catrice générale du Canada. 
Mme Fraser a gracieusement accepté de présenter une allocution 
plénière au congrès « Franchir les frontières, repousser les limites », 
le troisième congrès conjoint de la Société canadienne d’évaluation 
et de l’American Evaluation Association. Je suis certain que ceux 
qui n’ont pas été en mesure d’assister à cette conférence seront très 
intéressés d’apprendre ce que Mme Fraser avait à dire au sujet du 
rôle du Bureau du Vérifi cateur général et du concept d’autonomie. 
Après les remarques de Mme Fraser, John Mayne nous propose une 
analyse en profondeur des liens entre la vérifi cation et l’évaluation 
dans le contexte de la gestion publique. M. Mayne jette un regard 
introspectif sur les différentes manières dont l’évaluation et la véri-
fi cation peuvent aider à relever les défi s clés dans le secteur public. 
Selon moi, ces deux articles arrivent à point nommé et ne pouvaient 
pas mieux tomber. 

Vient ensuite une série d’articles – tous aussi intéressants les uns 
que les autres – portant sur les méthodes d’évaluation, la pratique 
de l’évaluation, et ses impacts. Tout d’abord, Ken Watson jette un 
coup d’œil sur l’estimation probabiliste comme solution partielle au 
problème de l’incertitude des données dans l’analyse coûts-avantages. 
Il fournit l’exemple d’une évaluation effectuée à Transports Canada 
sur les besoins possibles en matériel de signalisation d’urgence sur 
les petits navires commerciaux. Ensuite, Laura Vanderheyden et ses 
collègues examinent l’évaluation de l’évaluabilité dans le contexte 
de l’élaboration d’un réseau de recherche. Leur article met l’accent 
sur l’utilisation de l’approche pour faciliter la mise en place, dans le 
secteur de la santé en Alberta, d’un réseau de recherche qui serait 
chargé de planifi er des évaluations pertinentes. Les auteurs termi-
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nent l’article en présentant des leçons qui ont des répercussions sur 
la pratique de l’évaluation et l’élaboration de réseaux.

Les trois articles suivants sont pertinents pour la pratique des éva-
luations auxquelles participent des intervenants dans des contextes 
interculturels ou participatifs. D’abord, Astrid Brousselle se penche 
sur les distorsions qui peuvent survenir dans les collectes de données 
dans un contexte politique. En utilisant la mise en œuvre d’une éva-
luation de l’Initiative sur l’accès aux médicaments d’ONUSIDA au 
Chili, Madame Brousselle présente une méthode d’analyse qui recèle 
un potentiel important en ce qui a trait aux tactiques d’intervention 
auxquelles les intervenants peuvent recourir. Un article de Richard 
Maclure traite plus directement des questions liées aux évaluations 
participatives dans un contexte interculturel. M. Maclure utilise 
l’évaluation d’un projet d’aide humanitaire pour les enfants du Sierra 
Leone – une région ravagée par la guerre – pour explorer la dyna-
mique pragmatique et transformative de l’évaluation participative. 
Il montre que même une participation limitée des intervenants peut 
procurer des avantages pratiques et permettre de mieux comprendre 
les transformations sociales en cause. John Ross et Sonia Ben Jaafar 
nous présentent ensuite un projet de collaboration mené au Canada, 
soit une étude des besoins du secteur de l’éducation en Ontario. Bien 
qu’on ait beaucoup écrit au sujet de l’évaluation participative, on ne 
peut pas en dire autant de l’étude participative des besoins. Dans cet 
article, les auteurs se penchent sur les avantages et les problèmes rat-
tachés à la participation des intervenants dans une étude de  besoins 
à grande échelle dans un conseil scolaire de l’Ontario. 

Le dernier article du numéro du printemps porte également sur le 
secteur de l’éducation : il nous ramène à la question d’imputabilité, 
mais met davantage l’accent sur les conséquences de l’évaluation et 
non sur sa pratique. Marielle Simon, Catherine Turcotte, et Renée 
Forgette-Giroux étudient les répercussions intrinsèques et extrinsè-
ques du Programme d’indicateurs du rendement scolaire (PIRS) du 
Conseil des ministres de l’Éducation du Canada. 

Pour compléter le numéro, nous analysons quatre livres récemment 
parus et portant sur les méthodes d’évaluation, les analyses quanti-
tatives et les questions liées à la communication et à la préparation 
de rapports. C’est la toute première chronique à être publiée sous la 
direction d’Isabelle Bourgeois, la nouvelle rédactrice de nos comptes 
rendus de livres. J’aimerais profi ter de cette occasion pour souhaiter 
la bienvenue à Isabelle au sein de l’équipe de rédaction de la Re-
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vue. Isabelle travaille comme évaluatrice au gouvernement fédéral 
et termine actuellement son doctorat en évaluation à l’Université 
d’Ottawa. Isabelle succède à Lynette Harper, qui fait également des 
études de doctorat en Colombie-Britannique. Lynette a fait un travail 
extraordinaire au cours des trois dernières années. C’est elle qui a 
donné à nos comptes rendus de livres sa forme vibrante actuelle et 
nous lui en sommes très reconnaissants. Nous souhaitons à Lynette 
le meilleur des succès dans ses nouvelles activités. 

C’est réellement une période de changement pour le Canada et éga-
lement pour la Revue. En plus de renouveler la section de la critique 
littéraire, nous disons adieu à notre adjointe à la rédaction, Jennifer 
Carey. J’ai rencontré Jennifer au congrès de la SCÉ à Halifax – à ma 
première année comme rédacteur – et elle a offert avec enthousiasme 
de nous aider avec la publication de la Revue. Je dois dire que sa déci-
sion d’accepter mon invitation à devenir notre adjointe à la rédaction 
a eu des retombées très positives pour la Revue et nous en sommes 
très reconnaissants. Jennifer a maintenant établi sa propre entreprise 
de consultation en évaluation à Yellowknife et nous lui souhaitons le 
meilleur des succès. Pour remplacer Jennifer, nous avons retenu les 
services de Courtney Amo, une évaluatrice au gouvernement fédéral 
qui termine une maîtrise en évaluation à l’Université d’Ottawa. Les 
lecteurs se rappelleront que Courtney a corédigé une analyse de 
contenu de la Revue pour le numéro spécial du 20ième anniversaire, 
volume 20(3), 2005, publié sous la direction de Joe Hudson. Je peux 
vous dire qu’elle démontre la même rigueur et le même souci du détail 
dans son nouveau rôle que pour ce merveilleux article. Le temps est 
venu pour un changement, mais certaines choses ne changent pas. 
C’est ma façon à moi de vous dire que vous devrez continuer à endurer 
mes services et ceux de Christian Dagenais pendant encore quelques 
années. Comme toujours, nous sommes intéressés à entendre vos 
idées, vos commentaires et suggestions, et, bien sûr, votre désir de 
contribuer à la Revue. Continuez à nous envoyer vos nouvelles à 
<cjpe@uottawa.ca>.

J. Bradley Cousins
Rédacteur en chef

Ottawa, janvier 2006
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THE ROLE OF THE OFFICE OF 
THE AUDITOR GENERAL IN 
CANADA AND THE CONCEPT 
OF INDEPENDENCE

Sheila Fraser 
Auditor General of Canada
Ottawa, Ontario

Invited address to the joint meeting of the 
Canadian Evaluation Society and the 
American Evaluation Association, 
Toronto, October 2005

I’m very honoured to speak before such a large and dis-
tinguished group of evaluation professionals. Though some could 
consider this rather intimidating, I trust you won’t be too rigorous 
in your evaluation this morning!

When I fi rst received your invitation, I must admit I wondered why 
you wanted a legislative auditor to deliver a keynote address at an 
evaluation conference. But then I realized that this was very much 
in keeping with your conference theme of “Crossing Borders, Cross-
ing Boundaries.” 

In this world of so many borders and boundaries, it is refreshing 
to see a group that is actively trying to look beyond what divides 
groups to what unites them, and that recognizes that differences can 
offer opportunities to think about our respective disciplines in new 
ways. I’m particularly delighted that this year’s conference is once 
again bringing together both Canadian and American perspectives 
on evaluation. I have no doubt that Canadians and Americans have 
a lot to learn from each other in this area. Et, toujours dans cet esprit 
qui nous pousse à franchir les frontières et à repousser les limites 
linguistiques, permettez-moi de souhaiter la bienvenue aux collègues 
francophones qui sont avec nous aujourd’hui. 

The Canadian Journal of Program Evaluation Vol. 21 No. 1 Pages 1–10
ISSN 0834-1516 Copyright © 2006 Canadian Evaluation Society 
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From my perspective, audit and evaluation are really two sides of 
the same coin — they are both critical to public sector accountability. 
That’s why I’m here today, and that’s the message I hope to leave 
with you.

When I say “audit,” what I’m referring to is one form of legislative 
auditing done in the Canadian federal government that used to be 
called value-for-money auditing and is now called performance audit-
ing. Performance audits examine the practices, controls, and report-
ing systems used in the management of federal activities. They are 
carried out by independent practitioners in accordance with profes-
sional standards. The other form of legislative auditing is the more 
traditional fi nancial audits that are similar to the type done in the 
private sector. These examine whether the government is keeping 
proper accounts and records and presenting its fi nancial information 
fairly in accordance with its accounting policies.

When my Offi ce carries out performance audits in government, what 
we are ultimately seeking to promote is well-managed and account-
able government. This benefi ts taxpayers and citizens. When evalu-
ations are carried out in government, they are generally designed to 
answer the question: Is the money spent on programs and services 
that lead to results? What this supports is effective and accountable 
government, which also benefi ts taxpayers and citizens. 

In addition, audit and evaluation share important qualities: 

• Both involve examining, measuring, and reporting on some 
aspect of a project or program. 

• Both are evidence-based — relying on the collection and 
analysis of data to support conclusions. 

• Both require professional judgement to defi ne the criteria 
and measures for assessing performance.

• Both require trained professionals, often working in multi-
disciplinary teams. 

But at the end of the day, what I think is most important to both 
audit and evaluation is the independence of those doing the examin-
ing. By this I mean when examiners have no stake in the outcome of 
the examination and issue reports that are faithful to the facts and 
data. Both auditors and evaluators need to be immune from the undue 
infl uence of the organizations being examined. If they’re not, they risk 
producing biased judgements, which do a disservice to everybody.
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OVERVIEW OF MY ROLE

Today, I’d like to discuss my role as Auditor General of Canada and 
the independence of the Offi ce. I’ll talk about how we preserve that 
independence, and how it is vital to everything we do. 

I have now been Auditor General for more than four years. Frankly, 
when I stepped into this position I had no idea what was in store. And 
there have been a few surprises, to be sure. But I can tell you that I 
still wake up every morning thrilled to have my job. Actually, I don’t 
really think of it as a job. It’s more of a public trust. I feel honoured 
and privileged to serve my fellow Canadians in this way.

I’ve had the good fortune to meet people in practically every corner of 
the country and from many walks of life. And, as you might expect, 
these encounters have given me a pretty good idea of what they ex-
pect from their government. Through the taxes they pay, Canadians 
foot the bill for government programs and services, such as old age 
security, international development assistance, and environmental 
protection. And they want assurance that these programs are man-
aged well. They want to know that government is spending their 
hard-earned money wisely. And they want to feel confi dent that the 
offi cials of government are honest and ethical. Canadians want to 
hear — in language they understand — what government is trying 
to do, what it expects to achieve, and how well it is progressing to 
meet its targets. 

And that brings me back to my role. As a legislative auditor, my 
main role is to look critically at government operations and provide 
independent and reliable information about how well they work. In 
carrying out that role, I act as a servant of the Parliament of Canada. 
In the Canadian system of government, one of Parliament’s most 
important roles is to hold the federal government to account for its 
use of taxpayer dollars. Our performance audits provide information 
about the way government activities are managed and make specifi c 
recommendations for improvement. 

They answer such important questions as: 

• Did the government collect or spend money as authorized by 
Parliament? 

• Did the government comply with its own rules in the spend-
ing of public funds? 
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• Were public assets protected? 
• Were government expenditures made with due regard for 

economy, effi ciency, and environmental impact? 

We make recommendations in our audit reports, but, unlike our 
counterparts in some other countries, such as France, we have no 
power to compel departments to act on them. Nor can we ask the 
courts to do so. Instead, we work with and through Parliament to 
make a difference. 

COMPARING THE OAG AND THE GAO

For the benefi t of our American friends in the audience, I should ex-
plain that the body most similar to my Offi ce in your country is the 
GAO — the Government Accountability Offi ce — which is currently 
headed by David Walker. And while the offi ces have much in common, 
we diverge in key areas — which is not surprising given that the two 
countries have quite different political systems.

A major difference relates to the choice of what to audit. Your Con-
gress and its committees can initiate investigations and inquiries, 
and can ask the GAO to undertake specifi c audits. In my Offi ce, we 
only rarely respond to suggestions for audits made by politicians 
and major stakeholders. Instead, we select our audits using a sys-
tematic and risk-based approach, and we plan our audits several 
years in advance. Another key difference is that in the United States, 
performance auditors in the GAO also evaluate the effectiveness of 
programs. In Canada, we don’t. As I said earlier, our mandate and 
legislation specifi cally requires us to consider “economy, effi ciency, 
and the environment” in our audits. In the Canadian government, 
measuring the effectiveness of programs is considered a responsibil-
ity of management. It is the evaluator’s role to help management 
measure the effectiveness of programs. As auditors, we examine 
only whether the government has the means in place to measure 
that effectiveness. 

DISPELLING MISCONCEPTIONS

In Canada, there are a number of common assumptions about the 
Offi ce of the Auditor General that need to be dispelled. One is that 
I’m a government watchdog. I’m not. Parliament is the watchdog. 
MPs and Senators use the information we provide to scrutinize gov-
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ernment spending and performance and to question or challenge the 
government on behalf of Canadians.

So, in essence, as a legislative auditor, it is my job to help parliamen-
tarians to do their job well. To do that, my Offi ce has to gather and 
make sense of a great deal of data. We audit more than 100 federal 
government organizations ranging from small boards to large complex 
organizations. We also audit some 40 Crown corporations, such as the 
Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, as well as the governments of 
Nunavut, the Yukon, and the Northwest Territories, and some 20 ter-
ritorial corporations and agencies. We publish the results of some 30 
performance audits in four reports to Parliament every year. During 
my time as Auditor General, we’ve looked at such diverse issues as 
national security, First Nations’ housing and education, and salmon 
stocks and aquaculture. 

Now, you might wonder why we are auditing salmon stocks and aqua-
culture. Well, the answer to that question is contained in the second 
fact I’d like to make clear today. Our performance audits extend to 
auditing environmental issues — in fact, I’m proud to say that my 
Offi ce is a world leader in this area.

We began doing environmental audits in the early 1990s. In 1995, an 
amendment to our legislation extended performance audits to include 
the environmental impact of government decisions. The new legisla-
tion also created the position of Commissioner of the Environment 
and Sustainable Development within my Offi ce. Today, that position 
is held by Johanne Gélinas. Along with her team, the Commissioner 
audits how well the federal government is doing in meeting its com-
mitments to sustainable development. And she reports to Parliament 
once a year on her fi ndings. 

That highlights the third fact I’d like to share with you about my job. 
As Auditor General, I am responsible for looking at how the govern-
ment implements its policies. But, it’s not my role to question the 
actual merits of those policies. This is an important distinction. For 
example, when we audited the Canadian Firearms Program — which 
the Canadians here will have certainly heard about — we focused ex-
clusively on how the program was being managed. We raised concerns 
about the escalating cost of the program and came to the conclusion 
that the Department of Justice had not provided Parliament with the 
information it needed to effectively scrutinize the program, which is 
vital to accountability. We did not comment on the government’s gun 
control policy itself. We have no opinion on that.
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There is a fourth interesting point about the role of my Offi ce. Despite 
what many people believe, my mission is not to put organizations un-
der a magnifying glass in order to expose waste and boondoggles and 
discredit government. My aim is rather to bring to light information 
that will improve the management and accountability of government. 
That intention is refl ected in the way we choose what we’re going to 
audit. We don’t set out with an agenda to confi rm suspicions about 
fl aws or weaknesses. Rather, we pick our topics after doing thorough 
risk assessments of the activities federal departments and agencies 
are involved in. And we focus on the areas where the risks are great-
est. We ask such questions as: Is this program costing taxpayers a 
lot of money? Could it threaten the health and safety of Canadians 
if something were to go wrong? 

Now, there’s no denying that our audits reveal areas where things 
are going wrong, or are not going as well as they should be. In these 
cases, we suggest improvements that can be made. Essentially, we 
view audits as learning tools. From our point of view, what matters 
most is that people take steps to fi x ineffi ciencies and address weak-
nesses — or that they learn from the best practices of others. Those 
are the types of positive actions we encourage.

That brings me to the fi fth fact I’d like to share today. I’m very pleased 
to say that our work does make a difference for Canadians. From time 
to time, cynics complain that after my reports get media attention, 
nothing else happens. Well, I beg to differ. The government does 
take action in response to our reports. The fi rst destination for our 
reports isn’t a shelf somewhere — they go directly to Parliament. 
Once the reports are tabled there, they are turned over to a com-
mittee of the House of Commons called the Standing Committee on 
Public Accounts. Some people call it the “accountability committee” 
because it conducts hearings on our audits in an effort to hold the 
government to account for its performance. I appear before the com-
mittee to answer questions, along with senior public servants from 
the audited organizations. Afterwards, the committee may table a 
report in the House of Commons that includes recommendations to 
the government. The government is expected to respond in writing 
about what it proposes to do within 120 days. 

So, it is up to Parliament’s committees to ask the government to take 
the needed action — and then it is up to government to put things in 
motion. It is true that the public doesn’t hear nearly enough about the 
steps government takes to improve things. Why? Probably because 
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good news doesn’t sell as many newspapers. When we see signs of 
progress, we take great pleasure in telling the story and applauding 
the achievement. In fact, once a year we publish a report that focuses 
exclusively on how government has responded to past audits. 

INDEPENDENCE

Another fairly common assumption is that the government of the 
day pressures me — one way or another — during my audits. And 
that I have to be very strong not to yield under its pressure. That is 
absolutely not the case. All players in the system respect the Audi-
tor General’s unique and independent role. Independence is vital 
to our credibility and our effectiveness. While I report directly to 
Parliament, I am independent of Parliament. And, while I report on 
the activities of the federal government, my Offi ce is not part of the 
government. 

The mandate of my Offi ce is established by statute, and there are 
several safeguards in place to protect it. For example, the Auditor 
General is appointed for a 10-year, non-renewable term and can be 
removed only after both the House of Commons and Senate pass a 
resolution. I can also choose what to audit, when to audit, and how 
to audit. I have the right to ask the government for any information 
required to do the job, which constitutes a broad power to access in-
formation. My Offi ce has the freedom to recruit its own staff. Finally, 
I submit my reports directly to the House of Commons, through the 
Speaker.

These are the structural and external factors that preserve the in-
dependence and autonomy of my Offi ce. There’s another set of safe-
guards as well, and they include our rigorous approach to quality 
assurance and our ultimate allegiance to a professional discipline. The 
capacity to maintain an independent state of mind and stay faithful 
to the evidence in our work is partly a function of our independence 
as professionals. All our work conforms to the standards of the Cana-
dian Institute of Chartered Accountants. (The U.S. equivalent is the 
American Institute of Certifi ed Public Accountants.) We supplement 
these standards with guidance on issues specifi c to legislative audit-
ing, such as compliance with authorities and public reporting. 

We aim to build quality into our products at every stage of the au-
dit process. My staff is made up of multidisciplinary professionals 
who are trained in audit. They range from accountants to engineers 
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and statisticians to people trained in the social, environmental, and 
management sciences. We rely upon external advisors, including spe-
cialists, and senior staff of the Offi ce to advise audit teams at crucial 
stages of the audit process. These advisors help identify potential 
issues, advise on scope and objectives, and discuss the fi rst drafts of  
reports. On each audit, an Assistant Auditor General acts as a peer 
reviewer to maintain quality standards. As we prepare our reports, 
the departments being audited comment on the factual accuracy of 
our work and express any differences of opinion. They also provide 
a formal response to our recommendations, which we include in the 
published report. In short, our audit process provides assurance that 
what is found and reported is factual and complete. 

Our meticulous adherence to methodology and professional standards 
stood us in very good stead throughout the events that followed the 
tabling of our audit of the government’s sponsorship program and 
advertising activities in early 2004. The Canadians in the audience 
will know that this was an audit that resulted in both parliamentary 
hearings and the appointment by the Prime Minister of a Commission 
of Inquiry headed by Mr. Justice John Gomery, who will be issuing 
his report shortly. The parliamentary hearings that followed our 
audit were a testament to our independence, as well as the quality 
of our work. When we appear as witnesses before committees, we 
can be challenged on our audit fi ndings. So it is critical that we can 
back up every statement we make. We go to great lengths to prepare 
documentation that supports or, as we say, substantiates our fi nd-
ings. For each of our audits, we compile cross-referenced binders that 
identify the sources of information relied on for each paragraph in 
our reports. During the parliamentary hearings into the sponsorship 
program in March, certain witnesses challenged and attempted to 
refute our fi ndings. 

I’m pleased to say, though, that in its fi nal report on those hear-
ings, the Public Accounts Committee found that (and I quote) “the 
overwhelming weight of the evidence … consistently confi rmed and 
strengthened the observations and conclusions” made by our report. 
In fact, the committee went out of its way to commend and congratu-
late the Offi ce on the quality of our work, noting our rigorous and 
painstaking methodology. 

We were the fi rst witnesses to appear before the Gomery Commission 
in September of 2004 and among the last to appear in 2005 as well. 
The Commission subpoenaed our substantiation binders. We were 
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questioned for several days, and I am pleased to say that again our 
work held up to the intense scrutiny of the various parties in those 
hearings.

Another way our work has been tested is through external reviews. 
In 2003 we voluntarily subjected ourselves to an external review of 
our performance audit practice. The review was conducted by a team 
made up of our peers from other national audit offi ces. It was led by 
the National Audit Offi ce of the United Kingdom and included rep-
resentatives from France, Norway, and the Netherlands. I’m proud 
to say that we were the fi rst national audit offi ce in the world to re-
quest such a review. And I’m happy to say that the review confi rmed 
that our practice refl ected professional standards and was operating 
effectively. Our audits were found to provide independent, objective 
information that members of Parliament can rely on. It also identi-
fi ed a number of good practices, as well as some opportunities for 
improvement, which we are acting on. 

This independent review confi rmed the soundness of our practice and 
provided additional assurances about our integrity and accountability, 
adding credibility to our efforts. I’m also pleased that this model of 
review has been adopted by other audit offi ces. Our offi ce recently 
led the review of the GAO, and reviews of other national audit offi ces 
are in progress or planned. 

CONCLUSION

Ladies and gentlemen, in my time with you today, I’ve tried to cap-
ture the essence of legislative auditing and stress the importance of 
independence. 

While the processes and goals employed by audit and evaluation may 
differ in some respects, I do believe that they can be seen as two sides 
of the same coin. They both play a critical role in supporting public 
sector accountability. As legislative auditors, our credibility and in-
dependence rely in no small measure on our consistent and structured 
approach to our audit work, and on our quality assurance framework 
and the professional standards from which they derive. 

Professional standards provide an anchor when the practitioner is 
buffeted by storms of controversy, because the professional practi-
tioner can refer to those standards as the source of authority and 
basis of action and decision-making. Unwillingness to compromise 
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an ultimate professional loyalty to those standards provides a form 
of independence. 

Of course, these thoughts are based on my own experience and obser-
vations. I’m interested to hear your impressions. Through dialogues 
like this, we can work to cross the borders and boundaries between 
disciplines and fi nd common ground that strengthens us all. A will-
ingness to learn — to be open to change and improvement — is what 
we demand of others. We can ask no less of ourselves. 

Thank you very much for your time and attention. It has been a pleas-
ure to be here. C’est sur cette note que je terminerai mon intervention. 
Ce fut un grand plaisir pour moi d’être avec vous aujourd’hui. 

Sheila Fraser has been Auditor General of Canada since her ap-
pointment in May 2001. For her noteworthy service to the auditing 
and accounting professions, she was awarded the Prix Émérite 1993 
and the designation “Fellow” by the Ordre des comptables agréés 
du Québec in 1994 and by the Institute of Chartered Accountants 
of Ontario in 2000. She received the Governor General’s medal com-
memorating Canada’s 125th anniversary in 1992. She currently chairs 
the Working Group on Environmental Auditing and the Sub-Commit-
tee on Independence of Supreme Audit Institutions, two committees 
of the International Organization of Supreme Audit Institutions 
(INTOSAI).
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Audit and evaluation play important roles in public management. 
There can be confusion and debate, however, over what each of 
these functions cover and indeed what roles they should play. This 
article reviews and compares each in relation to public manage-
ment and the key challenges each face in today’s public sector. 
Audit and evaluation should play different roles in public man-
agement and provide different information on the performance of 
public sector organizations, each playing to its own strengths.

La vérifi cation et l’évaluation jouent d’importants rôles dans la 
gestion publique. Cependant, il peut y avoir une certaine confu-
sion et des discussions quant à la portée de chacune de ces fonc-
tions et à leurs rôles respectifs. Cet article examine et compare 
chacune de ces fonctions par rapport à la gestion publique, ainsi 
que les défi s clés que doit relever chacune d’elles dans le secteur 
public. La vérifi cation et l’évaluation devraient jouer différents 
rôles dans la gestion publique et fournir des renseignements 
différents sur le rendement des organismes du secteur public, 
chacune mettant à profi t ses propres points forts.

Performance, results, accountability, governance, results-
based management, performance reporting, and public trust are all 
terms now in common usage when the public sector is discussed. 
These and other related concepts describe a public sector that is 
governed and managed with a focus on

• the benefi ts produced for citizens (performance and results), 
• the costs of those benefi ts, 
• accountability for achieving the benefi ts and costs, 
• openness and transparency, and 
• protection of the public trust. 

Most discussions of modern public management include the need for 
measurement of the impacts of programs and policies as well as a 

The Canadian Journal of Program Evaluation Vol. 21 No. 1 Pages 11–45
ISSN 0834-1516 Copyright © 2006 Canadian Evaluation Society 



THE CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PROGRAM EVALUATION12

healthy concern for accountability and stewardship of public money 
(Mayne & Zapico-Goni, 1997; OECD, 1997; Pollitt & Bouckaert, 
2000). Audit and evaluation deal with and measure various aspects of 
performance, results, and costs. They are often seen as part of the ac-
countability regime, as part of the budgeting process (Gray, Jenkins, 
& Segsworth, 1993), as supporting openness and transparency, and 
they are concerned about misuse of the public trust. Both the com-
plexity of the public sector today and the increasing demands for good 
governance imply that public sector managers must rely increasingly 
on ongoing and credible assessment of how well and by what means 
their programs and services are being delivered and what benefi ts 
citizens are actually getting for the taxes they are paying.

Over the years, the evaluation literature has quite a number of arti-
cles discussing evaluation and audit — see, for example, Rist (1989), 
Leeuw (1992), and the series of articles edited by Wisler (1996). 
These articles mainly compared and contrasted the practice of audit 
and evaluation. While I will be comparing audit and evaluation, this 
article is exploring the roles of audit and evaluation in the modern 
public sector. Further, given the many challenges faced in public 
management today, what challenges do audit and evaluation face? 
Do the challenges differ? How might they respond? 

Audit is fi rst to be discussed: what it is and the roles it plays in public 
management. Evaluation and the roles it plays are then reviewed. 
These two assessment functions and their roles in public management 
are then compared and the challenges they face discussed. Finally, I 
suggest what audit and evaluation ought to do to support good public 
management.

AUDITING IN THE PUBLIC SECTOR

Auditing has a longer history than evaluation, and has come to 
include a wide variety of related but different activities. Auditing 
of fi nancial statements, for example, goes almost as far back as do 
fi nancial statements. Auditing of performance reports, on the other 
hand, is relatively new.

In general, auditing is checking; determining whether or not some 
result, activity, or statement meets predetermined criteria. The ex-
tent to which checking is needed in society is an interesting question. 
Clearly, in any given situation, there is a trade-off among the amount 
of checking needed, the level of trust that exists, and the level of risk 
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we are willing to assume. As Power (1997, p. 1) says, “Trust releases 
us from the need for checking.” The more we can trust the actions of 
others, the less we need to check those actions ourselves.

Auditing compares what is with what ought to be, as determined by 
some set of criteria. In fi nancial auditing, the criteria (generally ac-
cepted accounting principles — GAAP) have become widely established 
and indeed are frequently legislated. In other areas, standards are in 
place or are being established, such as in environmental auditing 
— see, for example, State Government of Victoria (2005). In still other 
cases, such as for many performance audits, criteria are determined 
at the outset of each specifi c audit. In these cases, good audit practice 
is to obtain agreement to the criteria by those being audited.

And good audit practice is well defi ned. Audit professional societies 
in most countries set out standards for good audit practice and may 
self-regulate entry into the profession through examinations, perhaps 
with certifi cation and accreditation (Institute of Internal Auditors, 
2004, 2005; INTOSAI, 2001). 

Types of Audit

Following Barzelay (1997), traditional audit can be distinguished 
from performance audit. Traditional audit encompasses both fi nancial 
audit and (fi nancial) compliance or regularity audit. Financial audit 
involves some form of attesting to fi nancial statements prepared by 
the management of an entity and may include or be associated with 
an examination of internal fi nancial control systems. Compliance 
audit involves the examination of fi nancial and/or budgetary opera-
tions with respect to adherence to legal or administrative rules and 
regulations. In carrying out this work, a traditional audit may iden-
tify and report on instances of wasteful expenditures, or instances of 
high risk due to poor fi nancial controls or non-compliance with key 
requirements, typically through a management letter to the board 
of directors. Traditional audit bears little relation to evaluation, and 
sets out a reasonably well-defi ned scope of activity.

Performance audit — sometimes called value-for-money audit — con-
cerns itself with some aspect of performance of or within an organiza-
tion. One can distinguish two basic types: substantive performance 
audits, and systems and procedures performance audits (Shand & 
Anand, 1996, pp. 60–61). Substantive performance audits typically as-
sess effi ciency and/or effectiveness performance issues. In particular, 
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effectiveness audits examine the extent to which policies, programs, or 
components are meeting their intended objectives. Effi ciency audits 
measure the effi ciency with which programs or services are being 
delivered. The scope can be on programs, organizations, or jurisdic-
tions (government-wide audits). 

Effectiveness audits can be quite similar to evaluations. The audit 
criteria used are usually the stated objectives of the program exam-
ined. These audits also try to identify the causes of weak perform-
ance, particularly through examining the systems and procedures 
used. Although some national audit offi ces do this type of audit (such 
as the U.S. General Accountability Offi ce, the U.K. National Audit 
Offi ce, and the Swedish National Audit Offi ce), many do not have 
the mandate to conduct effectiveness audits (for example, the audit 
offi ces of Canada, New Zealand, and Norway). The reason for this 
lack of mandate is that these audits can become assessments of the 
policy of governments, with the danger of dragging the independent 
legislative auditor into the political fray. 

Audit offi ces that do not perform effectiveness audits instead under-
take effi ciency audits and systems and procedures performance audits, 
examining the systems and procedures programs, organizations, or 
jurisdictions use to design, deliver, and evaluate programs. This 
type of performance audit, in focusing on management practices, is 
intended to stay clear of political and policy issues. The audit criteria 
here can be based on

• existing management standards (such as those established by 
the International Organization for Standardization [ISO]),

• administrative rules and regulations, 
• benchmarks found in other similar programs, or
• management good practices (based on agreement with the 

offi cials in question).

Barzelay (1997) discusses the various types of audits undertaken 
by different national audit offi ces, suggesting that offi ces without 
a mandate to do effectiveness audits, such as New Zealand and 
Canada, reside in a political system where the executive dominates 
the parliament. However, the line between effectiveness audits and 
management capacity audits is often not that clear. And further, it is 
often not easy to classify audits. Schwartz (1999) examines the actual 
audit work of a number of national audit offi ces and concludes that 
“the extent to which auditors engage in effectiveness evaluation is 
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determined through a conscious decision to minimize their political 
risk” (p. 522). He concludes that there is often a mismatch between 
what national audit offi ces say they do and the kind of audit work 
actually conducted and reported.

Many authors agree, however, with Power (1997) that most perform-
ance audit work indeed focuses on the systems and procedures used 
by management to achieve their aims. The strongly held belief in the 
audit profession is that ensuring that the proper systems and proce-
dures are in place and being followed will ensure good management 
and hence that objectives will be met. Lovell (1996, p. 269) suggests 
that this assumption needs to be validated. Power (1994, 1997) is 
also quite critical of this perspective and the inattention given by 
auditors to the actual performance being achieved. He suggest, for 
example, that good environmental performance has come close to 
being identifi ed with having an auditable management system in 
place (Power, 1997, p. 85).

Who Does the Audit?

Two ways of carrying out performance auditing can be identifi ed: 
internal audit by units within a government organization, and the 
external auditing done by legislative audit offi ces.

Internal audit is audit work undertaken by auditors who are part 
of the organization being audited or contracted directly by the or-
ganization. This form of audit reports to the management of the 
organization. Most organizations have internal auditors examining 
the systems and procedures used in the organization and its compli-
ance with rules. The aim here is to identify problems so that they 
can be fi xed, and to provide a level of comfort for management that 
operations are working well. Normally, external accountability is not 
the issue, although external auditors may use the work of internal 
auditors in their work. But internal audit is not a substitute for exter-
nal audit: “whistleblowing is alien to the internal audit community” 
(Lovell, 1996, p. 274).

External audit is characterized by independence and, in most cases, 
by the fact that the audit fi ndings and observations are made public 
to the legislature in question. In the U.K., three principles are seen 
as basic to public audit:

• the independence of public sector auditors from the bodies 
being audited;
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• the wide scope of public audit, covering not only the audit 
of fi nancial statements, but also regularity (or legality), 
propriety (or probity) and value-for-money; and

• the unrestricted ability of auditors to make the results of 
their audits available for the public and elected representa-
tives (Public Audit Forum, 1998).

Methodologies for Performance Audit 

A range of general approaches are used by auditors to gather evidence 
for their observations and fi ndings:

• File review is part of all audit work, whereby the administra-
tive records of the entity being audited and related organiza-
tions are examined to fi nd evidence of the kinds of actions 
undertaken in the past.

• Interviews are frequently carried out both of offi cials in the 
entity being audited and of outside experts in the fi eld, to 
gain further insight into the operations of the entity and to 
determine if the auditors are missing certain pieces of evi-
dence.

• Focus groups can be used to explore issues and gain in-
sight.

• Surveys are sometimes carried out to gain a more thorough 
understanding of a situation and to be able to generalize 
fi ndings.

• Observations on site are often undertaken to gain fi rst-hand 
knowledge of what is going on.

It is also quite common in performance audit for auditors to include, in 
their audit team, specialists and experts in the area being examined 
to ensure an adequate knowledge base. 

Forms of Audit Reporting

Another important aspect of auditing is how the audit fi ndings are 
reported. There are two basic approaches: direct reporting and at-
test reporting. Traditional audit is attest auditing: the fi ndings and 
observations of the auditor (the signed, two- or three-paragraph 
“opinion”) is reported together with the fi nancial statements of the 
organization in the organization’s annual report. Attest auditing is 
based on providing an audit opinion on a representation made by man-
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agement in its fi nancial statements. Direct reporting occurs when the 
auditor’s fi ndings and observations are not based on a management’s 
representation and are reported in the auditor’s own report. Direct 
reporting does occur in external fi nancial and compliance audit, in 
the form of management letters to the entity, outlining fi ndings not 
of suffi cient import for legislatures.

The reporting form is an important characteristic of an audit mandate 
and infl uences the nature and content of the audit practice. And it 
is not without controversy. Most performance audit to date involves 
direct reporting and gives the auditor — especially the external audi-
tor — considerable scope as to what is examined and the nature of 
that examination. It allows the audit to be designed to best deal with 
issues of the day, as seen by the auditor. It sometimes also allows 
the auditor to set the agenda of the day. It provides legislatures and 
the media with considerable information with which to scrutinize 
governments and hold them to account. 

THE ROLE OF AUDIT IN PUBLIC MANAGEMENT AND ITS 
STRENGTHS

External Auditing

Traditionally, the role of the independent external auditor is to 
provide assurance to the legislature that the fi nancial statements 
provided by the government meet generally accepted accounting 
standards. The legislature wants to be assured by a reputable pro-
fessional body that the government has not “cooked the books.” Over 
time, this assurance has come to include assurance that the fi nancial 
systems in place are in compliance with accepted standards. 

In this role, the external auditor is seen as playing an essential part 
of the accountability process. Being an attest audit, the auditor’s 
“report” — the two- or three-paragraph opinion — is part of the gov-
ernment’s reporting to the legislature; it is part of the offi cial record, 
formally part of the public accountability process between the govern-
ment and the legislature.

With performance audit, the external auditor is still providing a 
form of assurance to the legislature. The focus is not on the fi nancial 
books, but on the actual performance of the government in terms of 
meeting objectives effi ciently and properly. The reporting is mostly 
direct, with the auditor’s report tabled in the legislature and released 
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publicly. The reporting is legally mandated and hence forms part of 
the accountability process. 

The performance audit role for external auditors is a much more 
recent phenomenon than the fi nancial attest role. In Canada, for 
example, it began in 1977, after considerable debate. It is also not 
without criticism. Some authors, such as Sutherland (2002), have 
questioned the wisdom of giving this mandate to legislative auditors, 
arguing it provides them with an unelected position of political power. 
However, the trend around the world is to enlarge the mandates of 
external auditors to include performance auditing. 

Internal Auditing

Internal audit has a different client and serves a different role. It 
reports to the management of its own organization, much like evalua-
tion does. Its role is still one of assurance, but to its management, not 
to an external body. Its (direct) reports are intended to tell manage-
ment that fi nancial and management systems and procedures are in 
compliance with the relevant policies, or to identify weaknesses that 
need to be addressed. They typically report to a senior-level audit 
committee with senior representatives from across the organization. 
To have, and to appear to have, as much independence as possible 
while still internal to the organization, internal audit is positioned 
independent of operational management, and reporting often to the 
senior manager in the organization. 

A recent decision by the government of Canada was to strengthen 
the independence of internal audit by having it report to an audit 
committee with a majority of members external to the public service. 
Measures were also taken to strengthen internal audit capacities 
across government in order to strengthen oversight and compliance 
(President of the Treasury Board, 2005). 

The Strength of Audit: Its Credibility

Audit is alive and well. Power (1994) argues there is an audit explo-
sion going on in the public sector. Expanding external and internal 
audit are a central part of this “explosion.” What are the strengths? 
For the most part, performance audits are seen as quite credible.1 
There are several reasons for this:

Strong reputations. National audit offi ces have strong reputations for 
producing quality products. Internal auditors work hard to ensure 



19LA REVUE CANADIENNE D’ÉVALUATION DE PROGRAMME

they are following professional practice. In both cases, there is little 
challenge2 to the fi ndings and conclusions they produce (Lonsdale & 
Mayne, 2005). 

Audit is supported by strong professional societies. In some cases, this 
is the accounting profession, in others a separate association like the 
Institute for Internal Auditors. 

Audit has well-established and largely followed standards. Audit 
standards are widely publicized and used. Societies work to enforce 
the standards. Following these standards is seen as an important 
aspect of audit practice. In some cases, the standards have a legal or 
quasi-legal status (refl ecting the link with the accounting profession). 
Audit practice strives hard to ensure that it has a solid reputation 
and produces products that meet its standards. 

Audit addresses issues of concern to the public. Audit is seen as seek-
ing out and identifying mismanagement of public funds, waste, and 
corruption. People do not want their tax money misused. Problems 
in public management are all too often followed by cries for more 
audit.

Overall, audit appears quite strong and works to ensure that it re-
mains so and is seen as strong (Lonsdale & Mayne, 2005).

After discussing evaluation in the public sector, the issue of audit 
roles in comparison to those of evaluation will be discussed.

EVALUATING IN THE PUBLIC SECTOR

Evaluation has been a part of public management in many Western 
countries for 20–30 years (Rist, 1990). Indeed, evaluation activity 
can be found in the public sector of many countries around the world 
today, even if the practice in many is just developing (Furubo, Rist, 
& Sandahl, 2002). International organizations such as the World 
Bank are devoting considerable efforts to build evaluation capacity 
in developing countries (World Bank, 1994).

Vedung (1997) provides a good general defi nition of evaluation:

Evaluation [is] careful retrospective assessment of the 
merit, worth, and value of administration, output, and 
outcome of government [and other sector] interventions, 
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which is intended to play a role in future, practical action 
situations. (p. 3)

This defi nition, however, raises numerous questions: How “careful”; 
what kind and level of analysis? What kinds of assessment? For 
whom? What merit, worth, and value; whose objectives, if any, to use? 
What kinds of actions? What kinds of interventions? These are all 
legitimate questions and for each there are many answers. Vedung 
discusses each phrase used in his defi nition, pointing out that his 
defi nition is controversial, particularly as it does not defi ne evaluation 
necessarily as a research activity. The defi nition refl ects the fact that 
there are many kinds of evaluation, and while most can be captured 
under Vedung’s defi nition, evaluations vary widely in scope, depth, 
robustness, and purpose. This can make talking about evaluation dif-
fi cult, but it is important to realize that evaluation has many faces. 
Indeed, this is one of its strong, if often neglected, features. 

Further, Vedung’s defi nition sees evaluation as retrospective. While 
much evaluation assesses past performance, some evaluation activi-
ties are prospective, such as needs assessment and ex ante evaluation. 
Here, in parallel with audit, I am focusing on retrospective evaluation, 
but these other activities that can fall under the rubric of “evaluation” 
further emphasize the varied nature of what entails evaluation.

Evaluations can be distinguished in a number of ways, a common one 
being by the analytical methods used, such as qualitative or quanti-
tative, or experimental vs. quasi-experimental. From a public man-
agement perspective, however, this is not very useful. Hudson and 
Mayne (1992) characterize evaluations by their purpose — their type 
of “future, practical action situations” in Vedung’s words — and their 
client. These characteristics tie evaluation to public management.

Three purposes can be identifi ed:

• to increase knowledge about a public policy or program 
(evaluation for research),

• to improve delivery to citizens (evaluation for managing and 
learning), and

• to justify and reconsider the rationale for the policy or pro-
gram (evaluation for accountability).

Different purposes lead to different issues being examined. Different 
purposes also mean for the most part that different methods will be 
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needed to provide the type of information sought, since the issues 
addressed will differ. There is a long list of possible clients of an 
evaluation: staff of the program, program management, senior man-
agers in the organization, funding bodies, legislatures, researchers, 
interest groups, benefi ciaries. and other stakeholders. Each of these 
may want to know about the program and how well it is working. 
They all have quite different perspectives and different information 
needs they would expect an evaluation to address. 

Traditionally, three classes of evaluation issues can be identifi ed 
(Mayne, Divorski, & Lemaire, 1999): 

• Operational issues: dealing with work processes, outputs and 
benefi ts produced, inputs used.

• Impact issues: dealing with impacts and effects produced for 
society as a result of the program, and organizational capac-
ity.

• Continued relevance issues: dealing with the future of the 
program: continued relevance, rationale, future directions, 
funding.

A single evaluation may address all or most of these issues. However, 
it is more common, and generally better practice, for an evaluation to 
be much more specifi c about which issues are being addressed. It is 
here that the perspective of the client of the evaluation can be used 
to narrow the scope of the evaluation to a study that can be managed 
in a reasonable time frame.

Increasingly, there are additional classes of performance issues that 
evaluations might address. These include 

• Conduct of business issues: dealing with the appropriateness 
of the means used to achieve objectives, covering such issues 
as ethical behaviour, employment practices, environmental 
footprints, and openness.

• Organizational capacity issues: dealing with whether the 
organization or program will be able to continue to deliver 
and improve in the future; dealing with such issues as peo-
ple capacity and fi nancial sustainability (Lusthaus et al., 
2002). 

• Organizational learning issues: dealing with the extent to 
which the organization or program can learn and adapt.
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The extent to which evaluation (and indeed audit) can address these 
aspects of performance is unclear. There is an opportunity and a 
challenge here, to which I will return.

As with audit, evaluation professional societies have issued stand-
ards. Examples are the Joint Committee on Standards for Educational 
Evaluation (1994) and the CES Guidelines for Ethical Conduct by the 
Canadian Evaluation Society (2005). Schwartz and Mayne (2005b) 
discuss standards in evaluation.

Who Does the Evaluation?

As with audit, one can identify both internal and external evaluation. 
Internal evaluation is evaluation carried out within an organization, 
while external evaluation is done independent of the organization. 
However, there is considerable confusion, in my view, on just what 
“external evaluation” is. Evaluation done for research purposes by 
universities and other bodies is largely external evaluation. The 
evaluations done by the U.S. General Accountability Offi ce (GAO) 
are clearly external evaluations. 

However, much evaluation that is undertaken is what I will call 
internal-external evaluation, where organizations hire “independ-
ent” evaluators to do much or all of the evaluation. The evaluation is 
managed by staff of the organization and conducted by hired external 
evaluators, with considerable variation in how much managing is 
done internally and how much fi eld work is done externally. These 
evaluations, nevertheless, are often referred to as “external” evalua-
tion, meaning that much of the actual evaluation work is carried out 
by persons external to the organization. This does, of course, provide 
some level of independence, but the issues to be addressed in the 
evaluation and the methodologies to be used are often determined 
or strongly infl uenced by the organization paying for the evaluation. 
Clearly, the degree of “independence” can vary from hiring skilled 
experts to carry out specifi c tasks to allowing independent evaluators 
some measure of control over the evaluation design to independent 
parties. Thus, this type of “external” evaluation can in fact be quite 
tightly controlled by the organization commissioning the evaluation. 
Mayne (2005, pp. 44–47) discusses some of these issues. 

In this article, I am considering internal and internal-external evalua-
tions only. There are true external evaluations undertaken, but these 
are not the subject of this article. 
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Methodologies for Evaluation

All of the methods mentioned earlier used in carrying out performance 
audits are also commonly used evaluation tools: fi le review, interviews, 
focus groups, surveys, direct observation, and sampling. Often these 
methods can provide useful and credible information on many evalu-
ation issues, particularly those dealing with implementation issues. 
Indeed, many evaluations only use these approaches (Mayne, 2005).

However, a key issue that evaluation often deals with is attribution. 
The outcomes most public programs are trying to bring about are 
also infl uenced by a variety of other factors, such as other govern-
ment programs and ongoing social and economic factors and trends. 
An important question is whether the activities of the program have 
made a difference. Perhaps any observed changes in outcomes would 
have occurred even without the program, that is, they are just the 
result, for example, of an economic upturn. Whenever one is trying 
to assess the outcomes of a public program, this attribution issue 
arises. Traditionally, evaluation has, through a variety of analytical 
techniques, provided insight into this thorny issue (Mayne, 2001). As 
mentioned earlier, it is also an issue rarely addressed in most perform-
ance audits. As a result, for example, Leeuw (1996) argues that audit 
and evaluation differ considerably in their methodologies. 

A variety of approaches are used: 

• analytically comparing the changes observed among those 
who have received the program goods and/or services with 
a similar group who have not (experimental and quasi-ex-
perimental evaluation research designs),

• developing, through interviews and case studies, an in-depth 
understanding of the implementation of the program and 
how it has affected those in and affected by the program 
(naturalistic and participatory evaluations),

• examining the external context in which the program op-
erates to see if there are other plausible reasons for any 
observed changes (testing of rival hypotheses), and

• examining carefully the “theory” of how the program is sup-
posed to work and comparing that to what can be actually 
observed (theory-driven evaluations). 

The strongest evaluation fi ndings regarding attribution often come 
through pulling together several of these approaches to build a con-
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vincing case. Each approach has its strengths and weaknesses. De-
signing an evaluation requires an informed trade-off between costs, 
time, and the likely strength of the evaluation fi ndings. It also re-
quires the involvement of evaluation specialists.

Forms of Evaluation Reporting

Evaluation reporting can also be said to have both direct and indirect 
reporting options. Most common is for the evaluation report to be 
published and sent to whomever the client was, and often to other 
interested parties. This parallels the direct audit report. Where these 
evaluation reports are required to be submitted as part of a legislative 
accountability process, there is a parallel with the performance audit 
reports of national audit offi ces. However, these are usually one-off 
cases and, since they are done by the organization in question, they 
may not be seen with the same credibility as external national audit 
offi ce reports. More frequently, evaluation reports are published by 
governments for anyone to see and use. 

Indirect reporting occurs when the fi ndings from evaluations are 
used as part of broader reporting on performance, such as in annual 
performance reports of government organizations. Reporting in this 
manner may or may not identify an evaluation as the source of the 
information. There really is no parallel with the indirect attest re-
porting done in audit. 

Thus for the most part, evaluation reports are not seen as a formal 
part of the legislative accountability process, although they may be-
come the subject of debate and discussion on accountability matters. 
The exceptions are evaluations requested by legislatures or tabled 
in legislatures by the government. Inside government, central agen-
cies such as budget offi ces may request evaluations for use in their 
reviews of programs. Evaluations then become a more formal part of 
the government internal accountability process. 

THE ROLE OF EVALUATION IN PUBLIC MANAGEMENT AND ITS 
STRENGTHS

The role of evaluation is not nearly as well articulated as that of audit, 
with many forms of audit having legal mandates defi ning their role. 
Consistent with the varied purposes of evaluation, there are different 
roles evaluations can and do play.
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A common role of evaluation is to help management improve their 
policies, programs, and services. It does so by fi nding out what is 
working well, what could be improved, and providing recommen-
dations to management. Here the client of the evaluation is the 
program manager. The senior management in an organization can 
be and often is the client of an evaluation, asking the same kinds of 
questions about the policy, program, or service. In this case, for the 
program manager, the “helping” perspective of evaluation may be 
less evident. Similarly, if the funder of a program is the client of the 
evaluation, who is considering whether to continue funding or not, 
then the “helping hand” might be quite hard to see. Here evaluation is 
playing a role in the accountability process. Evaluation is challenged 
to fi ll both roles at the same time.

Thus, unlike audit, where the role and client are reasonably clear to 
all, the role evaluation plays depends on who the client is. This can 
be problematic, as different stakeholders involved in an evaluation 
may have different views on what role the evaluation is playing. On 
the one hand, this argues for being quite clear as to the purpose of 
any given evaluation. On the other hand, it is often tempting to try 
to have an evaluation serve several purposes, often with the result 
that none of the purposes are well served. 

Evaluators are often less comfortable with the role of contributing 
to the accountability process in government, and some see it at odds 
with its role as assisting management (OECD, 2001). When account-
ability only means compliance with rules, then evaluation indeed has 
little role. However, accountability has increasingly come to mean 
accountability for performance, for the results achieved by govern-
ments (Auditor General of Canada, 2002). For such accountability 
to be effective, credible information is required on the actual results 
achieved. Evaluation could provide such information if it sets out to 
do so, but more often plays the helping role, reducing its credibility 
from an accountability perspective (Mayne, in press).

Strengths of Evaluation

The strengths of evaluation can be set out:

• Evaluation can address attribution questions. Evaluation has 
a long history of providing useful insights into the attribution 
question.

• Evaluation can explain why things are working or not. Evalu-
ation in public management seeks to understand not just 
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what is happening but why. It explores the theory of the 
program, what has in fact been implemented, and why ex-
pected results are or are not being achieved.

• Evaluation acknowledges complexity and uncertainty. Evalu-
ation does not usually claim to seek truth but rather insight. 
It is quite capable of acknowledging that measuring in the 
public sector will usually involve a level of uncertainty and 
that fi ndings may be grey, rather than black or white. 

• Evaluation can be fl exible in design and practice. There are 
standards for evaluation practice, but they allow for an evalu-
ation to be designed to be “fi t for purpose,” with appropriate 
caveats placed on fi ndings that are less robust. 

Some might argue that several of these “strengths” are actually 
weaknesses: acknowledging uncertainty may result in evaluations 
that have less useable fi ndings; fl exibility in design and practice may 
result in less credible fi ndings. Those results are possible and would 
refl ect poor evaluations. However, properly utilized, these features 
can and should be strengths of good evaluation practice.

AUDIT AND EVALUATION: SIMILARITIES, DIFFERENCES, AND 
ROLES

Clear similarities and differences in practices and roles in public 
management exist between evaluation and both external and internal 
performance audit. 

Evaluation and External Performance Audit

The similarities between performance audit and evaluation are evi-
dent:

• Both are used to assess the performance of public sector 
programs. 

• Both have well-established, systematic procedures.
• Both are undertaken by professionals. 

The question of the differences and similarities between them have 
come to the fore as performance audit has grown as a business line 
of auditors — see, for example, Rist (1989), Leeuw (1992), and the 
series of articles edited by Wisler (1996). All agree that there are dif-
ferences. The interesting questions are whether these are signifi cant 
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and whether any differences are decreasing as performance auditing 
deals more frequently — at least in some jurisdictions — with the 
actual performance of programs, as distinct from just management 
systems and procedures.

Leeuw (1996) and Divorski (1996) argue that there are substantial 
differences in the methods used in evaluation and performance au-
diting — such as the use in some evaluations of experimental and 
quasi-experimental designs that have rarely if ever been used in per-
formance audits, although Leeuw suggests that there may be — and 
perhaps should be — a merger in the future. Leeuw and Divorski 
also agree, as does Rist (1989), that there is a signifi cant difference 
in the mind-sets of the two, coming at their work from quite different 
backgrounds. Keen (1999) argues that performance audit exhibits the 
“checking” qualities of audit and is “markedly different from empirical 
social science and evaluation practice” (p. 524).

Pollitt and Summa (1996) argue that the key differences are not the 
tools and methods used but rather the institutional settings of each. 
External performance auditing is mainly undertaken by well-recog-
nized national audit bodies with legislated mandates. These auditors 
have real independence from the entities audited. Their primary 
focus is on corrective action and public accountability. Evaluation, 
in contrast, does not have an institutional base, is undertaken on 
behalf of some entity that is usually paying for the evaluation, and 
is primarily aimed at helping the entity to improve. 

As noted earlier, some national audit offi ces do undertake perform-
ance audits that are, and are intended to be, evaluations. The audit 
mandate here is for the external auditor to directly assess how well 
the government is meeting its own objectives. Here the two are the 
same. However, several authors (Schwartz, 1999; Roberts & Pollitt, 
1994) have noted that even when called effectiveness audits, the 
audit work “falls short of full-blooded evaluation” (Roberts & Pollitt, 
1994, p. 527).

Emerging Audit Roles

The growth of performance auditing has led to a growth in the pos-
sible roles auditors might play. Pollitt (1999) argues that there are 
at least four roles an audit offi ce could move toward, each one incor-
porating a “distinct version of truth” (p. 210). Of particular interest 
is the role as management consultant where the aim is to improve 



THE CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PROGRAM EVALUATION28

public management rather than provide assurance. A recent U.K. 
National Audit Offi ce (2000) document is subtitled “Independent and 
objective external audit and reporting is also constructive, helping 
departments and agencies improve their performance for the benefi t 
of citizens and taxpayers.” The NAO and its counterparts in several 
other countries such as Australia have produced or contributed to 
numerous guides on good management.

Is such a role consistent with the more traditional assurance role? By 
aiming to be more “helpful” and seeking improvements in manage-
ment, can auditors also play their more central role in the account-
ability process? Pollitt (1999) suggests there are strategic choices to 
be made by audit offi ces regarding roles, and that “no institution can 
perform all … roles … equally well” (p. 212). Lonsdale (2001) argues 
that rather than make choices, audit offi ces need to “reconcile the 
need to be a force for accountability in government, with the expecta-
tions of those who see audit as one more way of helping to generate 
improvements in public sector performance” (p. 20). 

Perhaps part of the reconciliation would be to make sure that work 
done by auditors is clearly labeled for what it is. In doing their assur-
ance work, auditors do gain signifi cant insights into the areas being 
examined, knowledge that ought not to be set aside. The Australian 
National Audit Offi ce produces both its performance audits reports 
and separate good practice guides on a variety of management prac-
tices. These not only aim to directly improve public management 
but also set out criteria for future audits. The Offi ce of the Auditor 
General of Canada conducts studies as well as audits. The studies 
are used to explore areas such as results-based management or col-
laborative arrangements and often to set out frameworks for future 
audits. However, the distinction between studies and audits — both 
of which are reported to Parliament — is often not highlighted, and 
hence the differing roles at play may be misunderstood. 

The emerging role of performance audit as a “helping” tool for man-
agement brings it nearer to evaluation. However, a basic dilemma 
remains, as Pollitt and Summa (1996) point out. Performance audit-
ing cannot become primarily management consulting or it loses its 
institutional role. National audit bodies and the performance audits 
they produce now have and will have a primary role in serving pub-
lic accountability. The work they do must have that as its primary 
purpose. While they may be able to evolve to better meet a second-
ary purpose of fostering improvements in public programs and their 
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management, their primary purpose and corresponding independent 
institutional setting would seem to ensure that most external per-
formance auditing and evaluation will continue to have different roles 
to play. This distinction remains even where performance audit is 
directly examining the performance of programs and is methodologi-
cally quite similar to evaluation.

Evaluation and Internal Audit

Many organizations have both an internal audit function and an 
(internal) evaluation function. This is generally the case in the Ca-
nadian federal government. There, questions about the differences 
and similarities between these two activities led in the mid 1990s 
to the creation of a “review” function where in some departments, 
especially more operational ones, evaluation and internal audit were 
merged or closely linked. 

Unlike the case for performance audit, here the two activities may 
share a common role: to help management better understand the 
programs they are operating so as to lead to improved performance. 
Internal audit does, however, have a further role of providing assur-
ance to senior management about the operations of the organization. 
In this role it is distinct from evaluation. In my view, this role is an 
important one for an organization, and it alone argues for keeping 
evaluation and internal audit separate.

However, it is true that when internal audit is in its “helping” mode, 
and when evaluation and internal audit are both focusing on improv-
ing the operations of organizations, differences between the two can 
appear quite minimal, especially from the perspective of managers 
subject to both types of examination. 

Nevertheless, I suggest that signifi cant differences remain. First, 
internal auditing is still carried out from the perspective of checking 
to see the extent to which operations are meeting pre-set systems and 
procedures. There is a large compliance element to much internal 
audit. It tends to focus on administrative performance matters. Evalu-
ations looking at operations (formative evaluations) tend to have 
a more exploratory mind-set, trying to understand why things are 
working or not. The ultimate focus is on policy and program matters. 
Chelimsky (1997) suggest this difference in mind-set is signifi cant 
enough to argue for separating the two in an organization.
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Second, evaluations can and often do examine the impacts programs 
are having on their clients. They try to address the attribution ques-
tion of whether the program is making a difference and, if so, to what 
extent. Internal audits tend not to venture into this area of perform-
ance, and certainly have less experience. Thus, in departments with a 
signifi cant policy component, it is often argued that evaluation needs 
to be distinguished from internal audit and closely linked to the policy 
groups who should be most interested in its fi ndings.

Third, evaluation often plays an important measurement role in an 
organization. Public sector reform has a strong focus on results meas-
urement and reporting. Even where a lot of the measurement is being 
carried out through performance measures, evaluation expertise is 
essential for establishing and maintaining credible measurement 
systems, for periodic measurement of impacts, and for dealing with 
the issue of attribution. 

Fourth, internal audit often takes and should take an organization-
wide perspective when it looks at systems and procedures, since the 
practices being audited occur throughout the organization. Evalua-
tion more routinely takes a program or policy as its subject. When 
the scope of an internal audit is a program, then some evaluation 
practice may indeed appear quite like internal audit.

Lastly, there will always be a need for compliance-type audit in an 
organization. Here the experience and expertise of internal audit is 
essential. An evaluation approach would not normally be appropriate 
or effective in assuring management that proper procedures are being 
followed. Indeed, a challenge for internal audit would be to provide 
assurance on the quality of evaluation practice in the organization.

New separate evaluation and audit policies were introduced in Can-
ada in 2000 and separate units created at the Treasury Board Secre-
tariat to oversee these two functions. In 2005, as mentioned earlier, 
the government strengthened internal audit further and increased 
its independence.

CHALLENGES FOR AUDIT AND EVALUATION

Both audit and evaluation face challenges in playing their roles in 
today’s public sector. Some of these challenges are the result of the 
methodologies used, some are due to current trends in public man-
agement. Several are discussed below.
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Credibility

External and internal audit reports, as mentioned earlier, are gen-
erally viewed as credible. Added to the credibility of the reports is 
the fact that external audit reports are a formal part of the account-
ability process between governments and legislatures, enhancing 
that credibility.

Such is often not the case for evaluation. Evaluation can be seen as 
taking too long, as not providing defi nitive conclusions (Leeuw, 1996) 
and sometimes as not robust (Schwartz & Mayne, 2005a; Smith, 1999). 
The lack of utilization of evaluations is oft lamented in the literature, 
with much discussion on how to get evaluation better used (Feinstein, 
2002; Ginsburg & Rhett, 2003; Rist & Stame, in press). A lack of 
credibility is often seen as reason for low use. Credibility and use are 
perhaps the greatest challenges evaluation faces. Mayne (2005) has 
argued the need for more attention on quality assurance practices in 
evaluation. Evaluation standards do not, in my view, play nearly as 
strong a role in evaluation practice as they do for audit practice.

Accreditation

Not all internal and external audits are done by accredited auditors, 
but the professional audit societies do provide for accreditation/certi-
fi cation. In fi nancial audit, the audit “opinions” are often required to 
be signed by an accredited auditor, usually an accountant. In internal 
audit, the global Institute of Internal Auditors (2005) issues a “certi-
fi ed internal audit” designation to qualifi ed auditors. The initiatives 
undertaken by the government of Canada in 2005 to strengthen 
internal audit include the requirement that heads of internal audit 
units become certifi ed.

In evaluation, certifi cation has been a controversial and unresolved 
issue. With the roots of evaluation in the social sciences, many in 
the fi eld are opposed to accreditation beyond relevant university 
degrees, especially given the varied academic background of evalu-
ators. The professional societies, such as the Canadian Evaluation 
Society, have conducted some work on the issue (Long & Kishchuk, 
1997; Stierhoff, 1999), but the issue remains unresolved. Supporters 
of certifi cation argue that without some sort of accreditation, anyone 
can call himself or herself an evaluator and evaluators may appear 
to clients as less “professional” than, for example, auditors. Others 
argue that the professionalism is in the university training. A recent 
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article by Altschuld (2005) discusses the many facets of this issue. 
This is clearly a challenge for evaluation.

Dealing with Complexity

Mayne (2003) suggests that public sector management in the future 
will be based on learning and dealing with uncertainty. Public man-
agement increasingly is seen as the ability to cope and adapt (Mayne 
& Zapico-Goni, 1997). As a public management tool attempting to 
measure the impacts of government interventions, evaluation deals 
with complex issues where uncertainty is the norm, and defi nitive 
and simple answers often are not possible. Evaluation’s ability to deal 
with such situations is a considerable strength. 

Evaluation as reducing uncertainty. Much actual evaluation practice, 
especially outside the academic environment, makes do with mod-
est goals, trying to better understand the different and sometime 
contradictory impacts produced by government interventions. This 
model is more consistent with a learning approach to management. 
Evaluation can reduce uncertainty concerning how well a program 
is performing, even if often encumbered with caveats. Judgement by 
the users of the evaluation is still required when using the fi ndings. 
Providing for and even encouraging a more practical model of evalu-
ation goes some way to setting realistic expectations for evaluation: 
not as a truth machine but rather as providing useful additional 
information about a program and its outcomes.

Evaluation as a fl exible measurement tool. The kind of evaluation 
undertaken is not a black-and-white choice. In some circumstances 
where uncertainty about a program is great and the need to know is 
also great — such as in the case of testing new medicines — robust 
evaluation research is required. Evaluation clients need to be willing 
to spend the resources required and take the time required to under-
take the best evaluation research design possible. In other cases, a 
much less sophisticated approach may be quite adequate. Decisions 
in the public sector are taken all the time with imperfect informa-
tion. Decisions often cannot wait until better information is available. 
Evaluation needs to be able to provide information in these settings 
and be adaptable in the methods chosen to gather information. Less 
sophistication need not mean sacrifi cing quality. Good evaluation 
practice tries to provide information that is as credible as possible in 
a given circumstance. Mayne (2005) discusses ways of enhancing the 
quality of evaluations that have relatively weak designs.
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Auditing in complexity. The audit profession, particularly when un-
dertaking effectiveness audits, may have diffi culty in dealing with 
complexity (Ling, 2003). Audit practice has thrived on being able to 
develop clear criteria and assessing performance against those cri-
teria in a defi nitive and objective manner. Audit is expected to tell 
the “truth” in a world of ambiguity and biased views (Gunvaldsen 
& Karlsen, 1999). Essential to audit practice is trust in its effi cacy 
(Power, 1997). Uncertainty, fuzziness, and complexity mean that 
there is no single “truth.” As the U.K. Comptroller and Auditor 
General has acknowledged, “there can be no such thing as an objec-
tive appraisal of whether a programme has a positive or a negative 
impact” (Bourne, 1992, p. 44). 

There is somewhat less fl exibility available to auditors in carrying 
out their work. Standards of work and levels of evidence are largely 
prescribed. “Quick and dirty” audits are not done. In seeking defi ni-
tive answers in complex settings, audit increases the risk that it will 
get it wrong, that its fi ndings will be challenged. 

Operating in a Collaborating State

Increasingly, public management includes networking, collaborating, 
and working with others — the private sector, non-profi t sector, civil 
society, and other levels of government — to deliver public policy and 
programs.

Auditing in a collaborating public sector. The increasing use of col-
laborative arrangements with the private sector or other levels of 
government to deliver public services challenges the mandate and 
audit practice of many legislative auditors (Auditor General of Can-
ada, 1999; Bemelmans-Videc, 2003; Ling, 2003; Lonsdale, 2001). 
Auditors guard their independence with vigour, and carrying out 
audits with other audit offi ces is not common practice, even where 
it makes sense. Further, involving in a more substantive way those 
being audited is not good audit practice. As Hepworth (1995) points 
out “post hoc audit is largely unaffected by the pressures that affect 
the manager” (p. 41). Government services are increasingly being 
delivered by the private and voluntary sectors, by public-private 
arrangements, and even through the informal sector (such a com-
munity groups), creating diffi culties for auditors in tracking public 
money and in establishing accountability (Ling, 2003; Lonsdale, 
2001). 
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Evaluating in a collaborating public sector. The increasing use of vari-
ous collaborative arrangements argues the need for different kinds of 
evaluations and different evaluation skills (Gray, Jenkins, Leeuw, & 
Mayne, 2003). Negotiation skills and the ability to work effectively 
with different parties with different agendas may be as critical to 
successful evaluation as the traditional methodological skills of the 
evaluator. Although making the task more diffi cult, collaboration in 
the public sector poses no fundamental issues for evaluation. With a 
proliferation of social values and the legitimization of differing per-
spectives, evaluation (and audit) is seen in some quarters as just being 
another tool of those in power. Several types of evaluation — natu-
ralistic (Guba & Lincoln, 1989), participatory, stakeholder (Vedung, 
1997, pp. 69–83), and empowerment (Fetterman, Kaftarian, & Wan-
dersman, 1995) — have sprung up in direct response to this concern, 
and all of them have tried for greater involvement in the evaluation 
process of those being affected by the program being examined.

Addressing New Performance Issues 

Increasingly, good performance in the public sector is not simply 
seen as achieving what was planned. The conduct of business issue 
mentioned earlier is always on the public agenda; the public expect 
that their tax money and the authority given to governments are used 
with prudence, probity, honesty, and fairness. Mayne and Zapico-Goni 
(1997) argue that the capacity to adapt is a key feature of a success-
ful public organization: organizations need to have the capacity to 
continue to deliver and to change and learn as future events unfold. 
Organizational capacity and organizational learning are both essen-
tial to good public management. To what extent can and does audit 
and evaluation assess these aspects of good performance?

Conduct of business is an area that audit has traditionally focused 
on. As audit offi ces put more effort on results-focused performance 
audit practice, audit’s challenge may be to not lessen the attention 
on conduct of business issues. These issues would not normally be 
the focus of evaluation, but evaluation ought to keep in mind that 
good public management does not mean results at any cost. Further, 
at least one aspect of this area — the environmental footprint of an 
organization or program — is in need of measurement skills that 
evaluation could perhaps best fi ll.

There may be room here for measuring both organizational capacity 
and organizational learning. Organizations need to be able to learn 
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and must be able to demonstrate that they are indeed learning or-
ganizations. Certainly, some evaluation is considering these questions 
(see, for example, Levin-Rozalis & Rosenstein, 2005; Mackay et al., 
2002). On the other hand, in a well-managed organization, many 
aspects of capacity building and learning would become routinized 
and could then be subject to a systems and procedures performance 
audit. Roles in these areas are not well established, leaving room for 
development by audit and evaluation.

WHAT ROLES OUGHT AUDIT AND EVALUATION PLAY?

Most observers, while recognizing similarities between auditing and 
evaluation, conclude that both these activities are needed in public 
sector management. Chelimsky (1997), who has signifi cant experience 
in both camps, concludes that keeping evaluation and audit separate 
is probably the best model in most organizations, stressing the impor-
tance of both professional fi elds for good public management. 

In my view, both audit and evaluation are essential for successful 
public management, and each should play to its strengths. The Au-
ditor General of Australia, Pat Barrett (2001), has said, “Audit will 
be most effective where it complements evaluation activity” (p. 25). 
As indicated in Table 1, audit and evaluation play, and should play, 
different primary roles in public management and provide different 
information on the performance of public sector organizations, each 
playing to its own strengths. 

External Audit Should Not Do Evaluation

In a number of jurisdictions, the national audit offi ce has the mandate 
to undertake effectiveness audits of programs and policies, assessing 
the impacts and the extent to which goals have been achieved. In 
other jurisdictions, legislative auditors without such a mandate still 
may be conducting evaluations in all but name. In my view, neither 
of these practices is good public management. Governments are and 
should be responsible for evaluating in a credible manner the impacts 
of their policies and programs and reporting the fi ndings to their 
legislature. The external audit function should assess the extent and 
quality of such evaluation and report its fi ndings to the legislature. 
Routine evaluation of policies and programs by national audit offi ces 
usurps that responsibility and sets the audit offi ce in the middle of 
policy debates. Further, in doing effectiveness audits, national audit 
offi ces are placing their reputations at signifi cant risk. 
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However, external audit offi ces may regularly fi nd an absence of 
evaluation or fi nd evaluations of quite poor quality. In this case, and 
as an interim measure, the audit offi ce might undertake an evalua-
tion to produce fi ndings parliaments are asking for, to demonstrate 
what can be done, or to encourage the government to get on with its 
own evaluations. The Netherlands national audit offi ce calls these 
“band-aid” audits, done to address a current problem, and not in-
tended to be the norm. 

Evaluation Should Not Focus on Organizational Systems and Procedures

Some evaluation practice examines systems and procedures in place 
in an organization, trying to determine how well they are working 
and what improvements might be made. In my view, as a general 
practice, this is not useful and duplicates what internal audit ought 

Table 1
Roles and Preferred Practices for Audit and Evaluation

  Optimal
 Optimal Performance
 Roles Issues Addressed Comments

External 
performance 
audit

Internal 
performance 
audit

Evaluation

• external checking to 
provide assurance

• external assessing 
of performance

• internal checking to 
provide assurance

• internal assisting 
and advising

• assisting and advis-
ing

• assessing of perfor-
mance

• management 
practices

• systems and proce-
dures

• management 
practices

• systems and proce-
dures

• impact of programs 
and policies 

• why programs are 
not working

• ought not to assess impact 
(other than as band-aid audit 
work); impact assessment 
should be a government 
responsibility; effectiveness 
audits risk audit’s reputation

• external independence pro-
vides a signifi cantly different 
perspective from evaluation 

• impact/ effectiveness issues 
ought to be left for evaluation

• assurance to senior manage-
ment ought to be the key role

• organizational systems and 
procedures issues ought to be 
left to internal audit 

• how to set up evaluation in 
an organization needs to 
carefully consider the intended 
purpose(s) of the evaluation 
activity
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to be doing. Evaluation should stick to what it can do best: assess 
the extent to which intended (and unintended) outcomes of a policy 
or program have occurred, and the extent to which their occurrence 
can be said to be linked to the policy or program. 

Where an evaluation has found that intended outcomes are not being 
achieved and is trying to understand why, it may need to look at how 
the program was in fact implemented and what operating practices 
the program is using. A fi rst question then should be whether an 
internal audit has been done in the area which it could use. In the 
absence of such audit work, or if it is not enough, then the evaluation 
likely will need to examine how the program was implemented — a 
formative evaluation. Such evaluations should look quite different 
from an internal audit of the same program, seeking to understand 
why the intended results were or were not achieved as planned, rather 
than assessing how well operations are complying with established 
systems and procedures. 

Internal Audit Should Not Do Evaluation

Some internal audit practice wanders or gets into program effective-
ness matters or conducts performance effectiveness audits (Morgan 
& Raaum, 2001). In my view, this is not useful, confusing managers 
as to the roles of internal audit and evaluation while duplicating 
what evaluation ought to be doing. Internal audit should do what 
it does well: provide assurance to management on the systems and 
procedures operating in the organization, and in a secondary role, 
help managers improve their systems and procedures. 

ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE AND LOCATION

An issue in many organizations is where to locate the audit and evalu-
ation functions and, as well, whether there should be a link between 
the two. Location is perhaps less of an issue for audit, where good 
audit practice requires independence from those audited and usually 
requires direct reporting to the head of the organization or a senior 
audit committee. This is certainly the model that many organizations 
follow, as does the government of Canada, which in 2005 further 
strengthened that model. 

The case for evaluation is not quite as clear cut, since evaluation, as we 
have seen, can play a variety of roles in an organization with differing 
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purposes. How the evaluation function is set up depends to a consider-
able extent on what the organization wants to get out of its evaluation 
efforts (Mayne et al., 1999). Many organizations do want evaluation to 
provide an independent look at programs and policies and hence have 
followed an organizational model similar to that described for internal 
audit: independence from programs and reporting to the head of the 
organization and a senior management committee. 

However, this model may appear not to support evaluation under-
taken by program managers for their own management needs. Many 
would argue that good program management would include a desire 
and capacity to measure the outputs and outcomes of one’s program 
and act on that information. How then might program-led evaluations 
fi t into an organization that has an independent corporate evaluation 
function? Mayne et al. (1999) argue that an organization might have 
several loci of evaluation to fi t the different aims evaluation can play. 
Another variation could be to have the corporate evaluation function 
provide some level of guidance and quality oversight on program-led 
evaluations, many of which may be at a project level. I would argue 
that an organization needs fi rst to set out clearly what it expects 
from its evaluation activities and then to organize based on those 
requirements. The roles of evaluation are multiple, and will only be 
well served by multiple centres of evaluation.

Finally, many organizations have placed audit and evaluation in the 
same organizational unit, often reporting to the same senior audit 
and evaluation committee. Again, it seems to me that the usefulness 
of having such a structural link depends on the roles seen for audit 
and evaluation. The more audit is seen as an aid to managers, the 
more reasonable it is to have to two closely linked. However, if audit 
is seen to primarily play an oversight function concerned with regu-
larity matters, providing assurance to senior management on the 
robustness of the organization’s systems and procedures, then the 
link with evaluation is more tenuous. Indeed, if the audit committee 
is to comprise a number of members external to the organization, 
then such a committee would not seem an appropriate venue for dis-
cussing evaluation fi ndings and how policies and programs may be 
modifi ed. Evaluation reporting to a policy committee or the executive 
committee may be preferred. 

However organized, most organizations would want to ensure that 
audit and evaluation planning is coordinated, and that audit fi ndings 
are taken into account in planning evaluations and vice versa.
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CONCLUSION

Evaluation and audit are both essential tools in modern public man-
agement. However, evaluation and audit are essentially different 
and should be seen and organized to play different roles in public 
management. Both have considerable strengths and should build on 
those strengths in contributing to better public management.

NOTES

1. The credibility of fi nancial attest audit, on the other hand, has likely 
suffered somewhat over the past few years as a result of the various 
accounting scandals in the private sector.

2. A rare exception can be found in the examination of a UK NAO per-
formance audit by Roberts and Pollitt (1994).
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MAKING COST-BENEFIT ANALYSIS A 
PRACTICAL TOOL FOR EVALUATION
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Ottawa, Ontario

A cost-benefi t evaluation requires precise data on program out-
comes. However, such data are unavailable when the analysis is 
prospective, and expensive and time-consuming to collect when 
the analysis is retrospective. This problem of uncertain data 
is partly solved by the revised version of the Treasury Board 
Benefi t-Cost Analysis Guide (Watson & Mallory, 1997), which 
allows probabilistic estimates of program results to be used in 
the analysis. There are not yet many examples of this technique 
in practice. One is Transport Canada’s evaluation of alternative 
requirements for small commercial vessels to carry emergency 
signaling equipment. This article describes that evaluation and 
assesses how well the methodology worked.

Une évaluation des coûts-avantages exige des données précises 
sur les résultats des programmes. Toutefois, ces données ne 
sont pas disponibles quand l’analyse est de nature prospective, 
et  elles sont dispendieuses et leur collecte exige beaucoup de 
temps lorsque l’analyse est rétrospective. Ce problème de l’in-
certitude des données est partiellement résolu par la version 
révisée du Guide de l’analyse avantages (Watson & Mallory, 
1997), publiée par le Conseil du Trésor, qui permet d’utiliser des 
estimations probabilistes des résultats des programmes dans 
l’analyse. On ne dispose pas encore de beaucoup d’exemples 
pratique de cette technique. Un exemple est l’évaluation de 
Transports Canada des exigences modifi ées pour les petits vais-
seaux commerciaux de transporter de l’équipement de signali-
sation d’urgence. Cet article décrit cette évaluation et évalue la 
pertinence de la méthodologie.

Cost-benefi t analysis is a powerful evaluation tool. When 
successful, it shows defi nitively whether a program is worthwhile, 
and, if there are alternatives, the analysis shows which of them is 
best. Nevertheless it has not been used as much as one might expect, 
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partly because it requires more precise data than the ordinary non-
experimental evaluation can usually provide (Hahn, 1991).

However, there are two methodologies that, together, make it possible 
to deal with the uncertain data problem. First, the Treasury Board 
Benefi t-Cost Analysis Guide (Watson & Mallory, 1997) describes a 
cost-benefi t framework that can use, as inputs to the analysis, esti-
mated data values and probabilities (rather than actual measured 
values). Second, the Guide describes ways to obtain these estimates 
on the basis of partial evidence.

An example of such an evaluation was the Transport Canada (2003) 
study of regulations that would require small commercial vessels to 
carry distress-alerting equipment similar to that required on larger 
commercial vessels. The evaluators were asked to assess whether 
rapid distress-alerting equipment should be mandatory and, if so, 
what kind of equipment was likely to be most cost-effective.

The uncertain outcome of the proposed regulation was the number 
of lives that would be saved. Of course this was not the only uncer-
tain data value, but it was the key one. Most others (such as the 
appropriate discount rate, or the appropriate dollar value of a “life 
saved,” for instance) could be taken from the research literature 
rather than estimated anew. Some other values (such as the cost of 
the distress-alerting equipment) also had to be estimated, but these 
were less important, either because their values were relatively 
small or because the uncertainty was relatively small. The key es-
timate was the number of lives that could be saved. If that could be 
estimated, and its probability stated, then the cost-benefi t analysis 
could be done.

This particular evaluation was a prospective study, looking forward 
to the costs and effects of new regulations. However, the problem 
was essentially the same in principle whether the evaluation was 
prospective or retrospective, since both commonly have to make do 
with partial and uncertain data.

HOW WAS THE NUMBER OF ‘LIVES SAVED’ ESTIMATED?

The Delphi technique was used to estimate probabilities of lives 
being saved. This technique is one of several types of “contingent 
value” analysis (“what if” analysis). That is, the outcome estimated 
is dependent (contingent) on the circumstances. The technique was 
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developed in the context of forecasting and strategic studies (Adler & 
Ziglio, 1996; Linstone & Turoff, 1975; RAND Corporation, 2003).

Contingent estimates can be based on information from those directly 
affected or on expert opinion. Which of these is the best technique 
depends on the circumstances of the evaluation.

In some cases the evaluator can ask those affected “What would you 
be willing to pay for the program?” (Gafni, O’Brien, & Diener, 1998; 
Newhouse, 2002; Viscusi, 1993). This bypasses the measurement of 
effects and goes straight to values. In this case the evaluators thought 
that self-reporting of willingness-to-pay had limited potential for a 
number of reasons. First, it would be diffi cult for people to judge the 
level of risk correctly, because fatal accidents are rare occurrences 
and their frequency would be diffi cult to judge subjectively. Second, 
individuals might underestimate the value of requiring all small 
vessels to carry distress alerting equipment. If all carried it, then 
ship-to-ship assistance might be more frequent and effective (rather 
than relying on Canadian Search and Rescue). The more ships that 
carry the equipment the better off everyone is, but reaching a criti-
cal mass might be diffi cult without mandatory carriage. Third, small 
fi shermen, for example, might not make wise judgments about the 
value of risk reduction. Some might be unduly infl uenced by macho 
attitudes, or tradition, or parsimoniousness, or some other factor that 
might limit their rational calculation of the equipment’s value.

Therefore the evaluators decided to pursue the second method of 
obtaining contingent estimates — that is, to ask experts to provide 
them. Specifi cally the evaluation team convened a group of diverse 
experts and had them consider each relevant fatal accident during 
the previous fi ve years and make an estimate of the probability that 
a death could have been prevented if better distress-alerting equip-
ment had been available.

The evaluators led the group in a Delphi exercise. This technique had 
been used in long-range forecasting and strategic planning (Linstone 
& Turoff, 1975; RAND Corporation, 2003), but it was an experiment 
in this evaluation context. The salient characteristics of the Delphi 
exercise were:

• Careful marshalling of information beforehand on each ac-
cident case-by-case.

• Use of experts with diverse relevant experience.
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• Independent estimates by each expert made separately and 
anonymously to prevent any follow-the-leader effect.

• Repeated rounds of estimates, each time with the group 
knowing the average results of previous rounds of estimation, 
and with some discussion preceding each round.

If these requisites are met, it has been demonstrated that group-based 
judgments are generally more accurate than estimates by a single 
expert (Surowiecki, 2004).

A key concept in the Delphi technique is the importance of obtaining 
a “consensus estimate” from participants without problems arising 
from unhelpful interactions among them. The anonymity of each 
individual estimate minimizes the suppression of diverse views that 
might otherwise arise out of authority, prestige, or personality domi-
nance within the group.

Two other factors were important in making the Delphi exercise a 
success. First, the experts were asked to answer just one, specifi c, 
single-dimension question (the likelihood of a life being saved in each 
case). Second, they were asked to do this on a specifi c case-by-case 
basis and given carefully compiled information on which to base 
their opinion.

To be useable in the Treasury Board cost-benefi t model, the experts’ 
estimates were analysed statistically to construct a probability dis-
tribution of “expected lives saved,” rather than collapsing the esti-
mates into a single fi gure and treating that single fi gure as if it were 
certain.

THE VALUE OF LIVES SAVED

Determining the “value of life” raises many conceptual and analytical 
issues. Some that were considered included values for avoidance of 
risk to oneself vs. responsibility to protect the lives of others (Volokh, 
1997); loss of life in different ways that evoke different attitudes 
(Viscusi, 1993); willingness to pay for insurance as an indication the 
value of avoidance of fi nancial risk to dependents and survivors (Ne-
whouse, 2002); and the ability (or lack thereof) of people to rationally 
assess risk and to imagine and judge what they would actually pay 
to avoid a certain risk if they had the option (Harris, 1987; Morrow 
& Bryant, 1995).
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In this study the value of life was not estimated directly. The evalua-
tors looked for a consensus fi gure in the research literature and from 
accepted practice at Transport Canada and the Treasury Board of 
Canada. The main reason for this was practicality. An evaluation 
budget will seldom stretch to cover new estimation of all of the un-
certain parameters.

Accepting a consensus value for the parameter might also be justi-
fi ed by a need for consistency across evaluations. It might be argued 
that the “value of life” should not vary from one federal government 
study to another, and, therefore, it is best estimated once by a central 
agency and then used consistently in evaluations in all departments 
and agencies.

There is some force to these arguments but, on balance, if budget had 
been available, it would have been better to estimate the “value of 
life” anew, in relation to those actually affected. There were various 
populations that the new regulations would cover — small fi shers 
(owners and crew) and small commercial boat operators (operators 
and passengers). Their attitude to risk, their willingness to pay to 
ameliorate it, and their responsibilities to themselves and to the 
public may have varied (Cutler, 2004).

Deciding to accept a consensus fi gure for the “value of life” did not 
end the uncertainties because, in fact, the evaluators found no con-
sensus. There was little agreement in the literature to draw upon. 
The Treasury Board of Canada, based on the research literature and 
legal precedents, had indicated that “life values” from $2,500,000 to 
$3,000,000 appeared reasonable (Watson & Mallory, 1997). A previous 
evaluation of marine safety regulations by Transport Canada (dis-
tress-alerting equipment carriage requirements for a different class 
of vessels) had used a value of $1,500,000 for each fatality avoided. 
This was stated to be a minimum economic value (Transport Canada, 
2001). On the other hand, the Regulatory Assessment Methodology 
commissioned by the Council of Marine Carriers in 2001 had stated 
that this is the low end of the plausible range:

An economic value of life of $US1.5 million is well below 
the low end of the range of estimates based on individuals 
observed willingness to pay for reductions in the risk of 
accidental death. Most scholars’ estimates fall into the 
range $US3.5 million to $US6 million.
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That is, approximately C$5.4 million to C$9.2 million. The U.S. 
Department of Transportation, since 1996, has used a “value of life” 
fi gure of US$2.7 million adjusted annually by the U.S. Gross Domestic 
Product Implicit Price Infl ator.

In the absence of consensus among methodologists in regard to the 
value of a statistical life, the range selected for use in this evalua-
tion, somewhat arbitrarily, was from the minimum Transport Canada 
value of C$1.5 million to the U.S. Department of Transportation value 
of C$3.7 million. Probabilities within that range were assumed to be 
distributed normally (bell curve). Again this assumption of a normal 
probability curve was arbitrary. The lack of consensus in the literature 
could as easily have led the evaluators to assume a fl at probability 
distribution curve (no compelling evidence in favour of one value or 
another within the plausible range).

ESTABLISHING A BASELINE

Estimates of the number of small commercial vessels operating in 
the sea areas to be regulated varied from 27,000 to 35,000. The 
study used an average 31,000. Over the seven years from 1995 to 
2001, small commercial vessels experienced 38 fatalities in 20 acci-
dents in Canadian waters. In the same accidents, another 28 people 
were at risk but did not die. Most of the incidents involved fi shing 
vessels, and, in most of these cases, there was only one person on 
board. Only three fatalities involved other kinds of work boats. Only 
one incident that caused loss of life involved a passenger vessel, 
but a relatively large number of people had been put at risk by this 
incident.

Table 1
Fatalities in Small Commercial Vessel Incidents, 1995-2001, by Type of Vessel

 Number of
 Accidents Involving Number of Number of Percent of
Type of Vessel a Fatality Persons at Risk Fatalities Total Fatalities

Fishing Vessels 15 35 29 76.3%
Work boats 3 10 6 15.8%
Passenger Vessels 1 20 2 5.3%
Other 1 1 1 2.6%
Total 20 66 38 100.0%
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The evaluators used BestFit software to estimate the expected 
number of incidents and resulting fatalities per annum (in the ab-
sence of further regulation). This was the baseline. The BestFit 
software tested various continuous distributions against the time 
series of annual accident data and compared the fi ts of alternative 
types of distributions.

The best fi tting general statistical distribution was found to be a 
Poisson distribution. This is a common type of probability distri-
bution for the number of individual events that occur in a given 
unit of time, such as the number of deaths by maritime accident 
per year. The statistical form of the probability distribution for an-
nual fatalities without new equipment carriage requirements was 
observed to be:

f (x) = e-λλi /x!, where, in this case, the mean λ = 8.41

This risk distribution has no value below zero (no fatalities in a 
particular year), clusters around the mean, and has a long positive 
tail. That is, there is a small possibility that fatalities in a particular 
year might, for example, be as high as the 41 people who either died 
or were at severe risk in the worst year observed in the seven year 
sample covered by the study.

Estimating the Incremental Impact of the Proposed Regulations

The key question was how much the risk of fatalities would be less-
ened by distress-alerting equipment. The evaluators did not ask this 
as a general question to the experts. Instead they asked the experts 
to consider each of the accidents where a fatality had occurred and 
to estimate, on the evidence, how much distress-alerting equipment 
might have reduced the risk of a fatality in that accident. This is an 
important distinction between good Delphi work and poor Delphi 
work, in the opinion of the author.

The evaluators spent about three person-weeks compiling information 
on the fatal accidents that had occurred in small commercial vessels 
during 1995-2001. In 10 of the incidents, nothing was known of the 
accident until the vessel was overdue. Five incidents were in isolated 
locations and 13 were not. Five occurred in inland waters and 13 on 
home-trade voyages. In 7 cases there was a visual alert. In only 2 of 
20 incidents was an emergency alert broadcast by radio.
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Table 2
Type of Distress Signal in Incidents where a Fatality Occurred

 Type of Distress Signal Number of Incidents Number of Fatalities

 Overdue 10 23
 Visual  7 12
 Radio  2  2
 Other  1  1

 Total 20 38

Estimates of the Impact on the Fatality Rate

Step 1: Do we really need to be precise?

At one stage of the evaluation, it was thought that hypothetical cal-
culations might be suffi cient in themselves. That is, if the required 
reductions in fatalities were so small as to be self-evidently achievable 
by the proposed equipment carriage regulations, then it might not 
be necessary to push the analysis further. If, for example, a mere 5% 
fewer fatalities would have been suffi cient to justify the regulations, 
then stakeholders (including those who would have to pay for the new 
equipment) might have been convinced of the worth of the regula-
tion without further analysis. However, it did not turn out to be so 
simple. The evaluators found that a 33% reduction in fatalities was 
needed to justify requiring all small commercial vessels to carry the 
most cost-effective package of equipment; and a reduction of 21% was 
needed if only fi shing vessels were required to carry the equipment. 
This lower fi gure refl ects the fact that fi shing vessels accounted for 
most of the fatalities.

Table 3
An Example of the Hypothetical Reduction in Fatalities Suffi cient to Justify 
the Regulations

 Assumed % Reduction Net Present Value - Net Present Value - 
 in Fatalities All Small Commercial Vessels Small Fishing Vessels Only

 40% $17.05 million $47    million
 33% 0 $29.9  million
 30% -$7.4  million $22.51 million
 21% -$29.4  million 0
 20% -$31.87 million -$1.95 million
 15% -$44.1  million -$14.18 million
 10% -$56.33 million -$26.41 million
 05% -$68.56 million -$38.64 million
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The reductions in fatality rates that were required to justify the regu-
lations were suffi ciently large that further work was needed to ascer-
tain whether or not it was credible that they would be achieved.

Step 2: What reduction in fatalities was to be expected?

To move beyond the hypothetical “what if” analysis of the impact of 
the proposed regulations, the evaluators needed estimates of what 
actual reductions in fatalities were to be expected. It was decided 
to convene a group of experts (the “Delphi Group”) to address the 
issue of expected impact. The Delphi Group considered only those 
accidents where a scan of the fi le had indicated a possibility of life 
being saved.

Accident data for small commercial vessels during 1995 to 2001 was 
available from the Canadian Transportation Safety Board and from 
Canadian Search and Rescue. Their databases noted the number 
of incidents that involved fatalities and the characteristics of each 
accident (how authorities became aware of the accident, what the 
conditions were at the time, and how long a response team took to 
arrive at the scene). The information on the number of people at risk 
and the number of fatalities was reliable. The information on condi-
tions at the time of the accident was less complete and sometimes 
not easy to interpret.

The Search and Rescue database contained information on 15,741 
marine incidents from 1995 to 2001. The evaluators found that 153 of 
these involved small commercial vessel accidents in conditions where 
it was possible that more rapid distress alerting might have saved 
lives. The relevant accidents proved to be only 2% of all search-and-
rescue incidents. Of the 153 accidents, 20 resulted in deaths — 38 
deaths in total. The key question for the evaluators was how many 
deaths might be prevented, over a similar period of time, if all such 
vessels carried rapid distress-alerting equipment.

The experts were not asked to make a crude single judgement on 
overall change in fatality rates. Rather they were asked to bring their 
expertise to bear on each relevant case. What was the probability that 
carriage of rapid distress-alerting equipment would have prevented 
a fatality in each specifi c instance? The expected overall change in 
fatality rates was then calculated from these case-specifi c estimates 
of probabilities.
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The exercise was conducted in a face-to-face group setting. A group of 
seven experts in marine safety and search and rescue met for about 
fi ve hours to consider the 20 accidents that had resulted in fatalities 
and to consider in each case the probability that lives might have 
been saved by rapid distress and location alerting.

The group considered each case in several stages, facilitated by the con-
sultant evaluator. First, a researcher presented the details of the case 
to the group, describing circumstances and outcomes. The group then 
discussed the characteristics of the accident and, especially, the pos-
sible role of distress-and-location alerting. Second, each expert, anony-
mously, made an estimate of the probability that a fatality might have 
been averted in that particular accident case if rapid distress-alerting 
equipment had been carried by the vessel. The worksheets used by the 
experts listed fi ve categories of probabilities: 100% (the lives lost in 
the incident would have been saved for sure), high (70–99%), medium 
(40–69%), low (1–39%), and zero (no chance that carriage of rapid 
distress-alerting equipment would have led to saving lives).

It is interesting that in no case did any expert think that it was cer-
tain that a life would have been saved by better distress alerting. In 
contrast, the experts estimated 59 times in total (in assigning 214 
probability scores) that there was zero chance that better distress 
alerting could have saved a life in that instance.

The facilitator calculated the average “probability values” after each 
iteration, based on the individual “probability scores” submitted by 
the experts. Without revealing the score given by any particular ex-
pert, the evaluator told the group what the pattern of response was 
(range and average, and, sometimes, other descriptive statistics). The 
group then discussed the case further, and each person made another 
estimate of probabilities, either revising his or her initial estimate 
or letting it stand (again, anonymously). After discussion and before 
each round of scoring, the group was asked whether anyone wished to 
change his or her score. Generally, after two rounds of scoring prob-
abilities in a particular accident, no one wanted to change his or her 
score further, and in no case did scoring go past three rounds.

At the end of the workshop, the facilitator collated the fi nal prob-
ability scores for each of the 20 accident cases and calculated aver-
age probabilities and ranges based on those scores using standard 
techniques to encode probability distributions (Spetzler & Holstein, 
1975; SRI, 1978).
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The net result was that mandatory carriage of Package 1 of equip-
ment was judged likely to result in a 37% decrease in fatalities (12.76 
lives saved over six years). Alternatively, mandatory carriage of 
Package 2 was judged to be likely to result in a 44% decrease (14.98 
lives saved).

The calculation of a “bottom line”

This probability data was entered into a standard cost-benefi t/risk-
analysis model as described in the Treasury Board Benefi t-Cost Analy-
sis Guide.

Both equipment packages had similar positive outcomes on average. 
There was a signifi cant possibility that Option 1 would have the 
higher pay-off, but the option was more risky. That is, it had lower 
minimum values as well as higher maximum values.

Table 4
Net Present Values (NPV) of Two Equipment Options

 Minimum Mean Maximum 95% probable that
 NPV NPV NPV NPV will be:

Option 1 -$51.6 $64.2 $317.6 More than $154.1
Option 2 -$30.0 $68.7 $284.7 More than $131.3

Sensitivity Analysis

The outcome of the cost-benefi t analysis was infl uenced most by the 
level of fatality reduction achieved by the various carriage require-
ments and secondly by the “value of life” assumed. At low average 
values for these variables, there was a risk (30% for Option 1 and 
20% for Option 2) that the economic outcome of regulation would be 
negative. At higher (but still plausible) estimates of the number of 
lives saved, there was little risk that the proposed regulations would 
have a negative outcome.

The expected change in the value of regulation over time would have 
been useful to know but was not calculated. Equipment prices were 
falling from year to year, and owners were gradually adopting the 
equipment without regulation. If late adopters were high-risk takers 
(accident prone), then a voluntary approach to equipment carriage 
might not have worked as well as a mandatory approach.
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CONCLUSION

The main interest of this study is that, on a small budget and despite 
data uncertainties, the evaluation team succeeded in producing a 
defensible cost-benefi t analysis of a major regulatory program that 
applied the framework set out in the Treasury Board Benefi t-Cost 
Analysis Guide.

The result was that decision makers were given good advice on the 
basis of the evidence and also made aware of the level of risk (un-
certainty) that remained. The decision was not taken out of their 
hands by the evaluators. In our opinion this is the ideal outcome of 
an evaluation.

The Delphi exercise appeared to work well. Its success was depend-
ent on good evidence being available on a case-by-case basis to in-
form expert opinion, on the key question being relatively simple, 
and on the diversity and independence of the experts and their 
estimates.

The main weakness of the evaluation was that not every uncertain 
parameter could be estimated de novo. There simply was not enough 
time or money to do that. There were several parameters, including 
the value of a “statistical life” and the appropriate discount rate that 
were taken from the literature despite the lack of consensus. This 
meant that a wide probability distribution for the value of each pa-
rameter had to be used, and this added to the residual uncertainty 
at the end of the cost-benefi t analysis. It would improve the accuracy 
and consistency of such evaluations if the central agencies of the 
Government of Canada, assisted by departments with a particular 
interest in each topic (for instance, Health Canada in regard to the 
“value of life”) were to publish consensus fi gures for parameters that 
are common to many cost-benefi t evaluations.
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Many research networks have emerged as means to increase 
research involvement, build research capacity, and develop a 
research culture, but little is known regarding their effectiveness. 
Evaluations require that networks have a clearly specifi ed pro-
gram theory and clearly specifi ed objectives; many networks do 
not. This article describes the experience of the Complementary 
and Alternative Medicine Education and Research Network of 
Alberta, a network that undertook a modifi ed evaluability assess-
ment to assist in developing the network and to plan a meaningful 
evaluation. Lessons learned may help other research networks to 
think strategically and plan for effective evaluations.

Beaucoup de réseaux de recherche ont émergé afi n de faciliter 
l’implication dans la recherche, d’augmenter la capacité de re-
cherche, et de développer une culture de recherche, mais on en 
sait encore peu en ce qui concerne leur effi cacité. Les évaluations 
requièrent que les réseaux aient des objectifs clairement défi nis 
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ainsi qu’un plan pour les atteindre; plusiers réseaux n’en ont pas. 
Cet article décrit l’expérience d’un réseau de recherche, Com-
plementary and Alternative Medicine Education and Research 
Network of Alberta, qui a fait une « évaluation de l’évaluabilité » 
adaptée pour aider à développer le réseau et pour planifi er une 
évaluation signifi cative. Cette expérience pourrait aider d’autres 
réseaux de recherche à penser stratégiquement et à planifi er pour 
des évaluations effi caces. 

To date, research networks have emerged in Canada 
in many diverse fi elds. Research networks now exist for specifi c 
disciplines within the health care fi eld, such as family practice, re-
habilitation, cancer, pediatrics, and complementary and alternative 
medicine. The primary purpose of research networks, in general, 
has been summarized as increasing research involvement, building 
research capacity, and developing a research culture (Clement et al., 
2000; Gunn, 2002; Thomas & While, 2001). Typically, this purpose is 
consistent across disciplines; however, research networks vary widely 
in their individual objectives due to such issues as varying levels of 
research skills and experience of members, variations in funding 
levels, and differing geographical regions (Clement et al., 2000). The 
structure and operation of individual research networks also tend to 
vary. Networks may be structured in a “top down,” “bottom up,” or 
“whole systems” approach (Thomas, Griffi ths, Kai, & O’Dwyer, 2001), 
depending on whether the members, leaders, or both, initiate and 
pursue research and who is ultimately responsible for the overall 
direction and outcomes of the network. Research networks, therefore, 
although proposed for similar reasons are individually very different. 
Each network develops in its own context, for its own reasons, and 
universal rules for successful network development, implementation, 
and evaluation are diffi cult to defi ne and apply. 

Complementary and Alternative Medicine (CAM) encompasses a 
“group of diverse medical and health care systems, therapies and 
products that are not presently considered to be part of conven-
tional medicine” (National Center for Complementary and Alter-
native Medicine [NCCAM], 2002). CAM research networks have 
specifi cally been proposed as programs to create and transfer CAM 
knowledge, to encourage CAM research uptake, and to build CAM 
research capacity (Boon, 2002; de Bruyn, 2001; Hoffer, 2003; Ver-
hoef & Jansen, 2002). The evidence base of CAM is limited for many 
reasons, including a lack of collaboration between CAM practition-
ers and clinical research investigators (Hoffer, 2003). For the most 
part, CAM practitioners lack research training and the protected 
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time necessary to conduct research (Hoffer, 2003) and mainstream 
researchers lack the in-depth understanding of CAM necessary to 
conduct meaningful research. Other barriers to CAM research have 
been identifi ed as lack of funding, infrastructure, access to research 
experts, and suffi cient leadership (Broadfi eld, 1991; Deshefy-Longhi, 
Swartz, & Grey, 2002). CAM research networks may help overcome 
these barriers and also may help address the concerns of the govern-
ment and the medical community regarding the growing consumer 
demand for and use of CAM, despite limited research into the safety 
and effectiveness of these products and therapies.

Despite their popularity, little is known regarding how, why, or 
even if, research networks are effective mechanisms to achieve their 
purpose (Clement et al., 2000; Keenan, Martin, Kosuth, Eberhard, 
& Sibbald, 2000). In a 1998 literature review by Clement et al., no 
published research regarding the evaluation of research networks 
was found. A current literature review by the authors revealed the 
same result. Clement et al. responded to this need by proposing a 
conceptual framework for the evaluation of primary care research 
networks. Their framework, however valuable, assumes that a re-
search network has clearly specifi ed goals and objectives along with 
a realistic and plausible way to meet those objectives. Such consid-
erations are necessary to conduct meaningful and useful evaluations 
(Rutman, 1977); however, given the limited theoretical knowledge of 
research networks, such conditions are rarely met. 

Evaluability assessment (EA) is a process that helps to clarify pro-
gram theory by exploring program intent and program practice and, 
if necessary, helps to redesign programs to ensure the preconditions 
of evaluation are met (Wholey, Hatry, & Newcomer, 1994). The EA 
process was developed by Wholey (1979) upon the realization that 
many United States federal programs were not ready to be evaluated, 
which resulted in tension between policy makers and evaluators. 
Policy makers were skeptical that information resulting from ex-
pensive evaluations was useful to address important national issues, 
and evaluators were frustrated with programs intended to address 
grandiose goals but few concrete objectives (Smith, 1989; Trevisan 
& Yi Min Huang, 2003). The EA process was developed as a means 
to ensure programs were ready for evaluation and thereby save 
scarce evaluation resources by recommending evaluation only when 
programs are ready, and then only targeting resources for essential 
evaluation needs (Jung & Schubert, 1983; Smith, 1989; Trevisan & 
Yi Min Huang, 2003). 
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EA is a qualitative evaluation process that ensures that plausible, 
meaningful and measurable outcomes are identifi ed, along with activi-
ties, or an action plan, to ensure those outcomes may be met (Wholey 
et al., 1994). A primary benefi t of EA, therefore, is the clarifi cation of 
a program theory, or the cause-effect linkages of program resources 
and activities with intended outcomes (Chen, 1990; Smith, 1989). In 
addition to promoting clarifi cation of how a program is intended to 
work, the EA process has been suggested as a program development 
tool. EA can assist in the planning of plausible, evaluable programs 
and the corresponding determination of resource requirements and 
availability (Jung & Schubert, 1983; Patton, 1997; Smith; Trevisan 
& Yi Min Huang, 2003).

The purpose of this article is to describe the experiences of a CAM 
research network, the CAM Education and Research Network of Al-
berta (CAMera) that used the EA process to assist in developing the 
network as well as to plan a meaningful evaluation. The EA process 
that was implemented by CAMera, although guided by relevant lit-
erature (e.g., Rutman, 1977; Smith, 1989; Wholey et al., 1994), was 
not typical and required revision mid-way to respond to the diversity 
in perspectives that was being observed. The EA framework forced 
CAMera’s Steering Committee to think logically about an effective 
approach toward the overall purpose of the network and also helped 
to prepare for a useful, meaningful evaluation. Lessons learned during 
CAMera’s experience may help other emerging or existing research 
networks to think strategically and plan for evaluation.

THE COMPLEMENTARY AND ALTERNATIVE MEDICINE 
EDUCATION AND RESEARCH NETWORK OF ALBERTA

CAMera was founded in June 2002 after a one-day CAM Research 
Symposium held at the University of Calgary, Alberta, Canada. Par-
ticipants identifi ed a lack of resources, such as time, money, and staff, 
and a lack of research skills and experience as the major barriers to 
conducting CAM research and proposed the development of a research 
network as a strategy to overcome these barriers. Participants saw 
a research network as a means to collaborate with other researchers 
and practitioners and to pool and share expertise, infrastructure, and 
resources, leading to increased involvement in research activities and 
increased legitimacy for CAM throughout Alberta. 

A four-member volunteer steering committee and an eight-member 
volunteer advisory committee guide the development and operation 
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of CAMera. A part-time network coordinator manages daily network 
operations and is responsible for maintaining contact with network 
members. Primary activities include offering research methods cours-
es, workshops, and consultations, hosting an annual research sym-
posium, and disseminating CAM research-related information via a 
website, newsletter, and newsfl ashes (e-mails). Membership, which 
is free, is open to CAM researchers and CAM practitioners with an 
interest in research across the province of Alberta. Currently, there 
are over 270 members.

METHODS

CAMera’s EA consisted of three phases: (a) illumination and docu-
mentation of network program theory, (b) assessment of network 
program theory, and (c) exploration of alternative evaluation designs. 
Figure 1 outlines the process within Phases I and II, which will be 
discussed in this article. 

The main purpose of Phase I was to illuminate and document CAM-
era’s program theory including network resources, activities, and 
outcomes, as well as the causal assumptions linking these elements 
(Chen, 1990; Smith, 1989). Through a document-review process and 
interviews with key stakeholders, the primary aim was to produce a 
preliminary program logic model and a list of potential indicators of 
program performance (Jung & Schubert, 1983; Wholey et al., 1994). 
A program logic model is a graphical representation of the logical 
structure of a program, or program theory (Wholey, 1979). The main 
purpose of Phase II was to reconcile any differences in expectations 
and assumptions of logic model elements obtained from different 
data sources. The aim was to produce one realistic and plausible 
logic model.

Document Review

Documents containing information regarding the three main elements 
of a logic model (resources, activities, and outcomes) were reviewed, 
including three proposals for CAMera operational funding; 27 sets 
of steering and advisory committee meeting minutes; standard op-
erating protocols; CAMera’s website content; six newsletters and 30 
newsfl ashes (e-mails) distributed to CAMera members; and a network 
contact database, which records contacts with CAMera members. All 
documents produced between June 2002 and December 2003 were 
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reviewed to ensure a variety of perspectives were observed. Informa-
tion on the purpose and author of each document and the author’s 
relationship to CAMera was recorded on a document review proto-
col form, along with direct quotes to support each of the main logic 
model elements to facilitate subsequent referencing (Smith, 1989). 
Understanding the context in which each document was prepared, 
and considering this in the analysis, adds to the validity of observa-
tions. Document review and analysis was iterative; one document 
was reviewed and analyzed before proceeding to another document. 
A preliminary logic model refl ecting all document data was developed 
and subsequently used in stakeholder interviews, which allowed for 
clarifi cation of document data and facilitated discussion on differences 
in expectations and assumptions (Smith, 1989; Wholey et al., 1994). 

Stakeholder Interviews

A stakeholder is anyone who impacts a program in a very signifi cant 
way, or who is signifi cantly affected by the actions of a program 
(Smith, 1989). Major CAMera stakeholders include steering and 
advisory committee members and general network members. Inter-
views with CAMera stakeholders (n = 7) followed an interview guide 
(see Table 1) and elicited participants’ perspectives on the elements 

Table 1
Interview Guide for Key Stakeholder Interviews

Interview Question

 1. From your perspective, what is CAMera trying to accomplish?
 2. How is CAMera related to the priorities of the CAM research fi eld?
 3. Describe the organizational structure of CAMera.
 4. What activities does CAMera conduct to bring about the mentioned objectives? 
 5. How does each activity mentioned contribute to accomplishing objectives?
 6. What resources are available to carry out CAMera’s activities?*
 7. How adequate are the resources to allow CAMera to meet its objectives?*
 8. What evidence is necessary to determine whether objectives are met?*
 9. What kinds of information do you obtain on CAMera’s performance and results?*
10. How do you use the information you obtain on CAMera’s performance and results?*
11. What kinds of information do CAMera’s funders request?*
12. What results or successes have been recognized to date?
13. What accomplishments are likely in the next one or two years?
14. Why would CAMera produce those results?
15. What are CAMera’s main problems?
16. What do you think could or should be done to solve these problems?
17. Are there any questions or concerns about CAMera that you would like to see addressed by an evaluation?*
18. What would you change about CAMera if you could? 

* Questions that were not asked to general CAMera members.
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of the preliminary logic model and the assumed cause-effect linkages 
between these elements (Smith, 1989; Wholey et al., 1994). All four 
steering committee members and three advisory committee mem-
bers participated in one-on-one, in-person interviews. The remain-
ing members of the advisory committee were invited to share their 
opinions, along with general network members who volunteered to 
participate, at a later (initially unplanned) strategic planning meet-
ing (n = 15). 

As with document review, data collection and analysis during the 
interview process was iterative. Between interviews, the interview 
guide was revised in response to new data, for example, to add origi-
nally unanticipated questioning regarding network problems and 
potential solutions to those problems. Additionally, changes to the 
logic model were made immediately following each interview. 

Data Analysis

The intent of data analysis was to process, summarize, and present 
data that described each of the logic model elements (resources, 
activities, outcomes), the cause-effect relationships between these 
three elements (assumptions), and indicators of program perform-
ance (Jung & Schubert, 1983; Smith, 1989). These fi ve categories 
formed an initial analysis template that was applied to all documents 
and interview transcripts. The template was modifi ed throughout 
the analysis process to add new and unexpected categories, includ-
ing network problems, suggested solutions, possible new activities, 
evaluation needs, and past network successes. When a new category 
emerged, previously analyzed data were re-analyzed using the modi-
fi ed coding template to ensure the most recent coding template was 
applied to all data. 

In some cases, documents and interview transcripts were analyzed 
more than once to make comparisons between different data sources. 
When differences in stakeholder perspectives were uncovered, a 
meeting was held with CAMera’s steering committee to discuss if 
the difference was: (a) an expectation that represented reality but 
was omitted from the preliminary model, (b) an expectation that 
was not planned or implemented but the steering committee agreed 
should be, or (c) an expectation that was considered to be unrealistic 
(Smith, 1989). 



71LA REVUE CANADIENNE D’ÉVALUATION DE PROGRAMME

RESULTS

Phase I — Documentation of Network Program Theory

Following document review and three steering committee interviews, 
saturation of the resource and activity elements of CAMera’s logic 
model was achieved (see Resources and Activities, Figure 2), meaning 
that no new information regarding these program elements was being 
seen or heard and no revisions to these elements in the logic model 
were being made (Crabtree & Miller, 1999). To refl ect saturation and 
to focus future data collection, at this point a decision was made to no 
longer include questions regarding resources and activities in future 
interviews. Document review and three steering committee interviews 
were deemed suffi cient for saturation of these elements, as resources 
and activities are inherently factual and were deemed to not require 
the same level of exploration and analysis of diverse perspectives as 
other logic-model elements. Subsequent interviews (n = 4) focused on 
CAMera’s intended outcomes, possible new activities, problem areas, 
and potential solutions to those problems. 

Following the four subsequent interviews, saturation of other logic-
model elements and emergent analysis categories appeared far from 
imminent; in fact, with every interview the diversity in stakeholder 
perspectives became increasingly apparent. For example, Table 2 
lists a wide range of potential outcomes that emerged during data 
collection along with suggested new activities to effect those outcomes. 
CAMera’s steering committee felt that many of the suggested out-
comes were not feasible given CAMera’s funding term (three years) 
and current (limited) resource base and recognized that CAMera was 
operating without a clear, agreed-upon program theory. 

Additionally, during data collection, the many challenges that CAM-
era was facing were made explicit, including: an increasing and 
increasingly diverse membership; fi nancial instability; the desire 
to address many of the challenges and needs in the CAM research 
fi eld, despite limited time and resources; and low visibility. Most 
importantly, it became apparent that many of CAMera’s actions to 
date were reactive, not proactive, most likely as a result of limited 
resources. The observed diversity in perspectives, along with the 
identifi ed challenges, pointed to the need for the coming together of all 
stakeholder groups in order to reconcile varying viewpoints. Further, 
the need for all stakeholder groups to be involved in the development 
of a strategic plan that would satisfy a range of needs became evident. 
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CAMera subsequently held a strategic planning meeting, to which 
all steering committee, advisory committee, and network members 
were invited. This strategic planning meeting represented a change 
in the intended EA process; the meeting replaced intended future 
interviews with remaining advisory committee members and general 
network members. This meeting was deemed the most effi cient and 
effective way to elicit and reconcile a variety of perspectives on the 
future direction and structure of CAMera.

Phase II — Reconciling Views through Strategic Planning using an EA 
Framework

Although a diversion from the intended EA process, the purpose 
of Phase II remained unchanged, and in fact the need to reconcile 

Table 2
Potential Activities and Objectives Suggested during Data-Collection Process

Suggested Activity Potential Objective

 1. Host an online discussion board for CAM 
researchers and practitioners

 2. Provide courses and/or workshops to help 
practitioners develop information packages for 
their patients and develop critical thinking and/or 
critical appraisal skills

 3. Provide small start-up research grants
 4. Develop partnerships with CAM colleges and 

professional associations
 5. Provide information sessions to communicate 

results of recent CAM research, for example, 
about a disease or a particular product or therapy

 6. Develop into a clinical research organization, 
which practitioners or product companies may 
approach to conduct independent research

 7. Develop an alerting service for CAM and conven-
tional practitioners when new CAM research is 
published

 8. Host research placements for practitioners look-
ing for supervised research experience

 9. Lobby for new CAM research-funding competi-
tions

10. Provide sessional instructors at local colleges 
to furnish a research component to practitioner 
training

11. Host special interest groups for governmental 
organizations, e.g., Alberta Health and Wellness

 1. Facilitate internal communication and collabora-
tion among network members 

 2. Provide ongoing education and training about 
research methods to assess CAM 

 3. Facilitate and promote high-quality CAM research 
 4. Build partnerships with other networks, interest 

groups, and CAM professionals 
 5. Disseminate evidence-based information to 

researchers, the public, and policy makers 

 6. Ensure sustainability of the network 

 7. Facilitate collection, appraisal, and presentation 
of current knowledge of CAM products and 
modalities 

 8. Impact CAM practice through the use of research 
and evidence 

 9. Provide a voice for CAM research and CAM 
researchers in Alberta 

10. Increase awareness of the importance of research 

11. Impact CAM policy 
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differing stakeholder perspectives and to clarify CAMera’s program 
theory became even more important than originally envisioned. A 
strategic planning meeting was held with the purpose of allowing all 
stakeholder perspectives to be voiced in an open manner, to reach a 
consensus regarding CAMera’s vision, mission, objectives (outcomes), 
and membership targets, and to refl ect on the effectiveness of the 
current network structure and resource base. The meeting was to 
provide the foundation for the development of a strategic plan that 
refl ects the needs and attributes of its members, that is feasible and 
realistic given CAMera’s limited resources, and that ensures agreed 
upon objectives (outcomes) may be met by outlining a consistent and 
plausible program theory.

Eight network members, three advisory committee members (not 
those who participated in the individual interviews), and all four 
steering committee members participated in the meeting, facilitated 
by an unaffi liated consultant. Prior to the meeting, each participant 
was given a participant package to prepare for the meeting and to 
focus the discussion. The package included current (original) vision 
and mission statements, current (original) network objectives, a list 
of CAMera’s current activities and suggested new activities that 
emerged during data collection, the preliminary logic model, an an-
nual budget, a list of successes to date, and a draft marketing plan. 
See Table 3 for the original vision and mission statements and the 
original network objectives.

The majority of the meeting was spent discussing a revised vision and 
mission, followed by the approval and prioritization of objectives that 
were deemed to be consistent with the vision and mission, feasible 
given CAMera’s resource base, and plausible given a logical program 
theory (see Table 3). A common consensus-building exercise was 
undertaken, where all participants were asked to list up to three rel-
evant objectives on separate pieces of paper, which were subsequently 
grouped into common categories. Each category was discussed in turn 
and participants were asked to explain why they felt each objective 
was important for CAMera. Following this discussion, the objectives 
were prioritized by anonymous vote using the criteria of feasibility 
and relevance to CAMera’s mission. 

The primary focus on the overall network purpose was necessary 
to ensure the overall direction of the network refl ected a variety of 
perspectives, to build consensus, and to focus the remaining discus-
sion. The resulting vision statement captures the primary intent of 
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the network, narrows the scope to the primary activities of research 
and education, and uses language that should be acceptable to a 
wide range of stakeholders. The resulting mission clearly stresses 
CAMera’s focus on education as a primary activity to encourage ac-
cessing, using, and doing research for the purpose of legitimizing and 
improving the effectiveness of CAM practice. The new objectives are 
clearly stated, feasible and realistic given CAMera’s funding term 
and current resource base, and plausible given CAMera’s primary 
activities of research and education (see Figure 2). The objectives, 
however, are not easily measurable, as required for evaluation. A 
primary recommendation that arose from the strategic planning 
meeting is that CAMera conduct a membership needs assessment, 
to explore the research and education needs of its target members. 
Through this needs assessment, CAMera would be able to establish a 

Table 3
CAMera’s Original and Revised Vision, Mission, and Objectives

 Original Revised

Vision To increase evidence-based complementary and 
alternative health care practice in Alberta

Mission To sustain a provincial education and research 
network to: 

 • Increase awareness and communication of 
CAM research in Alberta 

 • Improve knowledge, expertise, and col-
laboration of CAM research in Alberta 

Objectives 1. Facilitate internal communication and col-
laboration among network members 

 2. Facilitate collection, appraisal, and 
presentation of current knowledge on CAM 
products and therapies

 3. Facilitate evidence-based education about 
CAM 

 4. Contribute to the development of appropri-
ate methods and models to study CAM

 5. Facilitate and promote high-quality CAM 
research

 6. Build partnerships with other networks, 
interest groups, research teams, and CAM 
professionals

 7. Create funding opportunities to enhance 
sustainability of the network

 8. Disseminate evidence-based information 
about CAM to researchers, the public, and 
policy makers

Complementary and alternative medicine 
practice in Alberta is research-based
Through education, enhance the capacity of 
the Alberta CAM community to access, use, 
and do CAM research

1. Facilitate internal communication and 
collaboration among network members

2. Facilitate collection and dissemination 
of evidence-based CAM information 

3. Provide ongoing education and training 
to increase members’ ability to:

 • Understand research language;
 • Locate and critically evaluate 

research; and 
 • Do CAM research
4. Promote high-quality, multidisciplinary, 

collaborative CAM research 
5. Build partnerships 
6. Build a network that represents con-

ventional and CAM disciplines across 
Alberta



THE CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PROGRAM EVALUATION76

baseline measure of the Alberta CAM research environment, against 
which similar measures may be applied in a future impact evaluation. 
Until results from the needs assessment are available, the steering 
committee agreed that CAMera would promote the set of “rhetorical” 
objectives that arose from the meeting for marketing purposes. Fol-
lowing the needs assessment, CAMera will develop, in conjunction 
with an evaluator, a set of measurable objectives. 

BENEFITS OF THE EVALUABILITY ASSESSMENT PROCESS

The EA process was a catalyst for CAMera to refl ect critically on its 
current structure and network program theory and also reminded 
CAMera’s management of its achievements and outcomes to date. 
CAMera’s structure and activities had remained static, while its 
members and their needs were continuously changing. Given the 
limited resource base and therefore limited time, CAMera likely 
would not have had the opportunity to gain such valuable information 
without the decision to undergo this process. CAMera’s commitment 
to undertaking a meaningful evaluation that refl ects the needs of its 
members, through an initial EA, provided many more benefi ts than 
originally envisioned. By all accounts, the EA was a success in the 
eyes of CAMera’s steering and advisory committees. 

Smith (1989) and Trevisan and Yi Min Huang (2003) suggest crite-
ria to externally evaluate the success of the EA process. Success by 
such external criteria suggests that EA is a useful tool for research 
network development, implementation, and evaluation, an area with 
little documented guidance to date. Some of the suggested criteria 
and a refl ection on CAMera’s experience follow.

• Clarifi cation of program theory — CAMera’s EA provided the 
input necessary to guide the development of a meaningful, 
relevant research network, based on a feasible, realistic, and 
plausible network program theory to effect outcomes that are 
in line with needs of the CAM community in Alberta.

• Increased effectiveness and effi ciency of program staff and 
thus the program’s probability of success — Following the 
EA, CAMera’s leaders were clearer about the network’s in-
tended outcomes and feasible, logical strategies to accomplish 
them. With increased clarity and the resultant effi ciency, 
CAMera is more likely to have an impact on CAM research 
and practice in Alberta. 
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• Immediate implementation of program improvement actions 
— Following the EA, CAMera undertook several initiatives 
to improve program delivery and the potential for impact. 
For example, external funding was secured to undertake a 
membership needs assessment, internal funds were invested 
to develop an online membership database to facilitate com-
munication and collaboration between network members, 
and research education activities were focused to the areas 
of accessing, using, and doing research. 

• Improved staff program development skills — With a more 
directed mission statement, or overall network goal, CAM-
era’s leaders are better able to promote, defend, and develop 
CAMera’s activities in a logical fashion to effect positive 
outcomes.

• Leaders had time to think about their programs — CAMera’s 
leaders were afforded the luxury of spending time to strategi-
cally think about and clarify their program away from the 
stress of daily network activities. As one of CAMera’s steer-
ing committee members said: “I can see that this project, it’s 
forcing me to think about the structure and what the goals 
are and how we can get there. It’s never been made explicit 
before.” 

• Increased visibility and accountability for the program — By 
including all key stakeholders in the EA process, interest 
and commitment to CAMera was heightened, as was CAM-
era’s visibility and credibility in target member groups. It is 
expected that such commitment and visibility will continue 
to increase as the membership needs assessment gets un-
derway. 

As Smith (1989) has suggested, therefore, the EA process was the 
product: an invaluable research network development tool. Follow-
ing the EA, CAMera has changed. The network has improved focus 
in a direction more likely to effect meaningful, relevant outcomes, 
and staff are more committed to achieving those outcomes. The EA 
therefore facilitated change through the EA process and related staff 
experience as much as through the fi ndings generated (Patton, 1997). 
Given the number of research networks that are now emerging, with 
the bold purpose to build research capacity and develop a research 
culture, network development and implementation must proceed in 
a logical fashion to ensure scarce resources are applied to strategic 
activities to effect meaningful outcomes. Further, evaluations are 
needed to understand if research networks are effective for their 
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intended purpose. An EA therefore has two benefi ts when applied to 
research networks: network development in an effi cient and effective 
manner that considers the needs of all key stakeholders and the as-
surance of a meaningful, timely, and relevant evaluation. 

LESSONS LEARNED

In addition to helping clarify CAMera’s program theory, the EA proc-
ess taught CAMera’s leaders some valuable lessons, including:

1. CAMera had been reactive, not strategic in its planning. 
Given the limited time available from volunteer steering and 
advisory committee members, the majority of time was spent 
developing activities to react to the perceived CAM research 
and practice environment but not strategically to develop an 
effi cient, effective, and logical action plan. 

2. Given limited resources, activities that were the easiest and 
most visible, not necessarily the most effective, were per-
formed. Without a clear network program theory and with 
scarce resources, those activities with which the network 
leaders were the most familiar were offered (e.g., education 
versus mentorship) without substantial thought given to the 
plausibility of those activities effecting intended outcomes.

3. Members were not actively engaged in the activities and 
development of the network and CAMera had not been trans-
parent regarding how and why decisions were made. CAMera 
was proceeding in a top-down approach, which was incongru-
ent with the diversity of the target audience. Decision-mak-
ing authority rested with CAMera’s steering and advisory 
committee members, and decisions were fi ltered down to the 
network membership, often without justifi cation. A whole 
systems approach (Thomas, Griffi ths, et al., 2001) may be 
more appropriate. 

4. Objectives were not explicit to members, nor to all steering 
and advisory committee members, and were not in line with 
network member opinions of CAMera’s potential. CAMera 
had evolved in a reactionary nature with no clear program 
theory and without communication and participation with 
network members regarding their needs and wishes.

5. Despite some problems, many outcomes and achievements 
had been realized. Due to limited time to critically refl ect on 
experiences, achievements were often overlooked and not 
celebrated. For example, a network of over 270 members had 



79LA REVUE CANADIENNE D’ÉVALUATION DE PROGRAMME

been developed, two successful symposia have been held, and 
ongoing funding has been secured.

6. Research literacy (the ability to understand and use research) 
precedes research capacity (the ability to do research), and 
therefore a research network should promote both. Related 
to the need for a consistent program theory, prior to the EA, 
CAMera struggled with the decision to focus on one or the 
other, but not both.

7. Research terminology needs to be simple, appear relevant 
and not be intimidating. Terms such as “research literacy” 
and “research capacity” many not mean much to some CAM 
practitioners, and “evidence-based” may be perceived to be 
associated with the biomedical model, and further, begs the 
question of what the standard for “evidence” is. In an attempt 
to build a credible research network, CAMera’s promotional 
materials would include such “high-level” terminology, which 
intimidated many potential members and led to the impres-
sion that CAMera could not meet their needs. 

CAMera’s EA afforded many benefi ts to all of CAMera’s key stake-
holders and, in addition, suggests that similar benefi ts may be re-
alized by other emerging and existing research networks seeking 
guidance on network development, implementation, and evaluation. 
The EA process, by its qualitative nature, is fl exible and adaptable to 
the many varying contexts that characterize research networks. The 
process of qualitative inquiry into research network program theory 
can assist leaders in learning about the strengths and weaknesses of 
their program conceptualizations and can help supply a knowledge 
base for program development, improvement, and evaluation (Patton, 
2002; Wholey et al., 1994). 

Research networks do not easily fi t within the mandate of traditional 
funding organizations, and it is therefore common for networks to 
operate from a limited resource base with limited funds. Although 
every network is unique, many face the same challenges as CAMera, 
including fi nancial instability, sporadic or low member participation, 
and evolving member needs. The benefi ts realized throughout this 
EA process are transferable to any developing research network. The 
time taken to engage members and plan strategically is invaluable. 
To do this under the framework of an EA has the added benefi t of 
preparing for a future evaluation that is meaningful and responsive 
to member needs. In order to be successful, a research network needs 
to engage its members, listen to and respond to their evolving needs 
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and interests, undertake meaningful evaluations, and use the results 
to redesign the network and its activities. A focus on evaluation and 
strategic planning, however, should not be a one-time effort. The 
integration of evaluative inquiry and strategic planning into organi-
zational culture and operations has the potential to increase an or-
ganization’s capacity to construct shared views on program structure, 
capture and interpret external information, and question underlying 
assumptions of organizational strategies (Cousins, Goh, Clark, & Lee, 
2004). With a continued focus on evaluation and strategic planning, 
CAMera will be well placed to build research literacy and research 
capacity, through education, in the years to come.

REFERENCES

Boon, H. (2002). Assessing research literacy in complementary and alterna-
tive health care products and practice: An invitational round table. 
In Health Canada (Eds.), Perspectives on natural health products: 
A collection of executive summaries from stakeholder consultation 
reports 2001–2002 (pp. 10–12). Ottawa: Health Canada.

Broadfi eld, L. (1991). The Canadian Oncology Pharmacy Research Network. 
Canadian Journal of Hospital Pharmacy, 4, 195–200.

Chen, H.T. (1990). Theory-driven evaluations. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Clement, S., Pickering, A., Rowlands, G., Thiru, K., Candy, B., & de Lusig-
nan, S. (2000). Towards a conceptual framework for evaluating pri-
mary care research networks. British Journal of General Practice, 
50, 651–652.

Cousins, J.B., Goh, S.C., Clark, S., & Lee, L.E. (2004). Integrating evalua-
tive inquiry into the organizational culture: A review and synthesis 
of the knowledge base. Canadian Journal of Program Evaluation, 
19(2), 99–141.

Crabtree, B.F., & Miller, W.L. (1999). Doing qualitative research. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage.

de Bruyn, T. (2001). Taking stock: Policy issues associated with comple-
mentary and alternative health care. In Health Canada (Eds.), Per-
spectives on complementary and alternative health care: A collection 
of papers prepared for Health Canada (pp. 17–39). Ottawa: Health 
Canada.



81LA REVUE CANADIENNE D’ÉVALUATION DE PROGRAMME

Deshefy-Longhi, T., Swartz, M.K., & Grey, M. (2002). Establishing a prac-
tice-based research network of advanced practice registered nurses 
in southern New England. Nursing Outlook, 50, 127–132.

Gunn, J.M. (2002). Should Australia develop primary care research net-
works? Medical Journal of Australia, 177, 63–66.

Hoffer, L.J. (2003). Complementary or alternative medicine: The need for 
plausibility. Canadian Medical Association Journal, 168, 180–182.

Jung, S.M., & Schubert, J.G. (1983). Evaluability assessment: A two year ret-
rospective. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 5, 435–444.

Keenan, S.P., Martin, C.M., Kosuth, J.D., Eberhard, J., & Sibbald, W.J. 
(2000). The Critical Care Research Network: A partnership in com-
munity-based research and research transfer. Journal of Evaluation 
in Clinical Practice, 6, 15–22.

National Center for Complementary and Alternative Medicine [NCCAM]. 
(2002). What is complementary and alternative medicine (CAM)? 
Retrieved December 27, 2004, from <http://nccam.nih.gov/health/
whatiscam/>.

Patton, M.Q. (1997). Utilization focused evaluation: The new century text. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Patton, M.Q. (2002). Qualitative research and evaluation methods. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage.

Rutman, L. (1977). Evaluation research methods: A basic guide. Beverly 
Hills, CA: Sage.

Smith, M.F. (1989). Evaluability assessment: A practical approach. Boston: 
Kluwer Academic.

Thomas, P., Griffi ths, F., Kai, J., & O’Dwyer, A. (2001). Networks for research 
in primary health care. British Medical Journal, 322, 588–590.

Thomas, P., & While, A. (2001). Increasing research capacity and changing 
the culture of primary care towards refl ective inquiring practice: The 
experience of the West London Research Network (WeLReN). Journal 
of Interprofessional Care, 15, 133–139.

Trevisan, M., & Yi Min Huang. (2003). Evaluability assessment: A primer. 
Practical Assessment, Research & Evaluation, 8. Retrieved December 
21, 2005, from <http://PAREonline.net/getvn.asp?v=8&n=20>.



THE CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PROGRAM EVALUATION82

Verhoef, M.J., & Jansen, J.J. (2002). Building complementary and alterna-
tive health care and natural health products research networks: A 
discussion paper. In Health Canada (Eds.), Perspectives on natural 
health products: A collection of executive summaries from stake-
holder consultation reports 2001–2002 (pp. 17–18). Ottawa: Health 
Canada.

Wholey, J.S. (1979). Evaluation: Promise and performance. Washington, 
DC: Urban Institute.

Wholey, J.S., Hatry, H.P., & Newcomer, K.E. (1994). The handbook of practi-
cal program evaluation. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Laura Vanderheyden is a Ph.D. candidate, working toward her 
Ph.D. in Health Research in the Department of Community Health 
Sciences at the University of Calgary. Her research interests are in 
complementary and alternative medicine, research capacity building, 
and research network development and implementation.

Marja Verhoef, Ph.D., is a professor in the Department of Commu-
nity Health Sciences at the University of Calgary. She holds a Canada 
Research Chair in Complementary Medicine. Her research interests 
include developing appropriate methodological approaches to evaluate 
complementary and alternative therapies and developing research 
capacity in the fi eld of complementary and alternative medicine. 

Catherine Scott, Ph.D., currently holds a Canadian Health Serv-
ices Research Foundation Postdoctoral Fellowship in which she is 
applying social network theory and models of knowledge exchange 
to the study of primary health care reform. She is also working with 
decision-makers in the Calgary Health Region to enhance regional 
capacity for decision support (i.e., evaluation, knowledge exchange, 
health technology assessment). 

Kerrie Pain, Ph.D., works with a variety of groups to increase 
research and evaluation capacity and knowledge utilization. She is 
the Research Leader for Rehabilitation Services within the Calgary 
Health Region and a consultant providing services in evaluation and 
knowledge transfer. She was previously the Director of the Alberta 
Consultative Health Research Network, an organization that sup-
ported health professionals in Alberta who wanted to increase capac-
ity to carry out and use research.



83

Correspondance à l’auteure : Astrid Brousselle, Université de Montréal, Départe-
ment d’administration de la santé, Pavillon 1420, boul. du Mont-Royal, Montréal, 
QC H2V 4P3; <astrid.brousselle@umontreal.ca>

DISCOURS QUI RÉSISTENT À 
L’OBJECTIVATION : QUE PEUT-ON 
EN TIRER POUR L’ÉVALUATION?

Astrid Brousselle
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Montréal, Québec

L’évaluateur doit porter attention aux distorsions qu’il contribue 
à créer lorsqu’il utilise l’entrevue comme méthode de collecte de 
données. L’évaluation est un exercice politique qui, placé dans 
un contexte politique, peut favoriser l’émergence de discours 
de résistance à l’objectivation. À partir des entrevues que nous 
avons effectuées lors de l’évaluation du processus d’implantation 
de l’initiative ONUSIDA d’accès aux médicaments au Chili, nous  
illustrons différentes tactiques que les acteurs utilisent et qui 
peuvent soit attirer la sympathie de l’évaluateur, soit faire obs-
tacle à son besoin d’information. Nous présentons une méthode 
d’analyse que l’évaluateur peut utiliser pour redonner du sens 
aux discours de résistance.

When using interviews as a data-collection method, the evalu-
ator must pay attention to the distortions that may be created. 
Evaluation is a political exercise and, in a political context, may 
favour the emergence of statements that represent resistance to 
objectifying their meaning. Based on the interviews conducted 
during the evaluation of the implementation of the UNAIDS Drug 
Access Initiative in Chile, the article illustrates different tactics 
participants use that may win the evaluator’s sympathy or block 
access to information, and it presents a method of analysis the 
evaluator can use to give meaning to such statements.

Le rêve positiviste d’une parfaite innocence épistémolo-
gique masque en effet que la différence n’est pas entre 
la science qui opère une construction et celle qui ne le 
fait pas, mais entre celle qui le fait sans le savoir et celle 
qui, le sachant, s’efforce de connaître et de maîtriser 
aussi complètement que possible ses actes, inévitables, 
de construction et les effets qu’ils produisent tout aussi 
inévitablement. (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 905)
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La position du chercheur en recherche qualitative soulève 
des questionnements méthodologiques importants. Dans la collecte 
de données par entrevues, l’information naît de la rencontre entre 
un interlocuteur et l’évaluateur et, bien que la conversation ait un 
but (Lincoln & Guba, 1984, p. 100) « de pure connaissance, elle reste, 
quoi qu’on fasse, une relation sociale qui exerce des effets (variables 
selon les différents paramètres qui peuvent l’affecter) sur les résultats 
obtenus » (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 904). Dans ce duo de construction de 
sens, c’est la parole de l’autre, l’interviewé, qui doit avoir préséance 
(Bibeau & Perreault, 1995; Crozier & Friedberg, 1992), si bien que 
plusieurs chercheurs ont choisi de la restituer telle quelle afi n que cha-
cun puisse la lire, sans distorsion (voir Bibeau & Perreault; Bourdieu; 
Lewis, 1963). Il revient alors au lecteur d’interpréter le sens des 
discours présentés. « Readers are interpreters: to read is an active, 
sense-making process » (Clegg & Hardy, 1996, p. 5).

D’autres, au contraire, insistent sur l’importance de relater les évé-
nements durant l’enquête de terrain avec plus ou moins de détails et 
de profondeur (Bizeul, 1998; Olivier de Sardan, 2000). Ces positions 
ne résolvent toutefois pas la question de l’interprétation des discours 
collectés. Celle-ci se pose de façon critique dans les contextes de re-
cherche particulièrement sensibles, comme le sont bien souvent les 
projets d’évaluation, plus propices à l’observation de discours qui 
résistent à l’objectivation. Il est généralement recommandé d’écarter 
du corpus les discours de résistance. Nous pensons toutefois que, ce 
faisant, l’évaluateur mettrait de côté une information cruciale pour 
la compréhension de la dynamique contextuelle.

Pour avoir étudié un sujet particulièrement politique, l’implantation 
d’un projet international d’accès aux antirétroviraux (ARV), nous 
avons pu faire l’expérience de plusieurs tactiques qu’utilisent les ac-
teurs, lors de l’entrevue, pour résister à l’objectivation. Loin de vouloir 
écarter de l’analyse ces entrevues, nous avons adopté une méthode 
d’interprétation qui nous a permis de faire sens à partir des discours 
qui résistent à l’objectivation. 

Dans cet article, nous présentons une analyse qui devrait permettre 
à l’évaluateur de mieux identifi er les résistances à l’objectivation et 
proposons une méthode d’interprétation de ces discours. Dans un 
premier temps, nous défi nirons et analyserons l’objectivation, les 
résistances, et le rôle que peut jouer le contexte sur la création de ces 
discours. Dans un deuxième temps, nous présenterons brièvement 
les aspects théoriques, méthodologiques, et contextuels du projet 
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que nous avons mené au Chili. Troisièmement, nous illustrerons et 
discuterons différentes tactiques de résistance. Finalement, nous 
présenterons la méthode utilisée pour interpréter et analyser les 
discours de résistance à l’objectivation.

LA CRÉATION DE DISCOURS QUI RÉSISTENT À L’OBJECTIVATION

L’objectivation et les résistances : défi nitions

L’objectivation peut être défi nie comme l’effort d’un acteur pour 
faire reconnaître comme objective son interprétation d’un fait social. 
Cet effort peut être conscient ou inconscient. L’objectivation que le 
chercheur, ou l’évaluateur, fait d’une situation exprime le processus 
d’imposition de la vérité scientifi que comme mode d’interprétation 
légitime de la situation sociale étudiée. Le chercheur a la possibilité 
de rendre son discours performatif (Moch & Fields, 1985), il acquiert 
la légitimité de dire ce qui est repris comme une vérité, légitimité 
que son statut et le processus de recherche dans les règles de l’art 
lui confèrent. Les acteurs reconnaissent également l’exercice d’ob-
jectivation que le chercheur fait lors de sa collecte de données par 
les références à cet exercice que le chercheur utilise. Par exemple, la 
façon qu’il a de se présenter et d’expliquer son travail et les objectifs 
de recherche qu’il s’est fi xés et le fait d’utiliser un enregistreur sont 
autant de marqueurs de l’utilisation des propos collectés à des fi ns 
scientifi ques, ce qui promeut ces propos à une diffusion sous un label 
de vérité scientifi que.

La capacité de faire exister à l’état explicite, de publier, de 
rendre public, c’est-à-dire objective, visible, dicible, voire 
offi cielle, ce qui faute d’avoir accédé à l’existence objective 
et collective, restait à l’état d’expérience individuelle ou 
sérielle, malaise, anxiété, attente, inquiétude, représente 
un formidable pouvoir social, celui de faire les groupes en 
faisant le sens commun, le consensus explicite de tout le 
groupe. (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 6)

Cette distinction interfère inévitablement dans la relation acteur/
chercheur favorisant l’émergence de réponses à l’objectivation. Il 
existe un éventail d’attitudes possibles, mais deux positions mettent 
particulièrement en péril le travail interprétatif du chercheur. La 
première est celle qui infl uence l’évaluateur en le rendant sympathi-
que aux idées présentées par l’acteur, ce qui pourrait conduire à leur 
donner une importance qu’elles n’auraient pas dû avoir. La deuxième 
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position consiste à faire obstruction à sa quête d’information, et ce, 
pour des raisons qu’il conviendra au chercheur d’éclaircir. Il s’agit de 
tactiques qui modifi ent le rapport du chercheur à l’objet de recherche. 
Du fait qu’elles risquent d’infl uencer l’interprétation que l’évaluateur 
fait d’une situation sociale, elles peuvent nuire, dans une perspective 
de recherche scientifi que, à l’exercice d’objectivation du chercheur. 
C’est pour cette raison que nous appelons ces façons de réagir « dis-
cours de résistance à l’objectivation ».

Dans toute relation d’enquête, le médium de recherche ne laisse pas 
la personne interviewée indifférente. Une question peut faire violence, 
gêner ou, au contraire, constituer une fenêtre d’écoute inespérée, ce 
qui n’est pas l’apanage des collectes de données par entrevues, mais 
peut aussi se produire lors des enquêtes par questionnaires (Lin-
coln & Guba, 1984, p. 99). En effet, quel chercheur ne s’est jamais 
demandé comment serait reçu son questionnaire, comment seraient 
interprétées les questions? De même, il est sûrement arrivé à bien 
des gens de jeter un questionnaire qu’ils venaient de recevoir, de se 
demander comment ils allaient répondre pour donner plus de poids 
à leurs considérations, ou encore d’inscrire des commentaires à côté 
des cases-réponses? À l’oral, comme à l’écrit, il existe des tactiques 
qui infl uencent l’évaluateur, soit en attirant sa sympathie ou encore 
en lui refusant l’accès à certaines informations. De telles réactions 
peuvent être observées par l’évaluateur sans faire partie des straté-
gies délibérées de résistance à l’objectivation. Elles sont des formes 
d’expression traduisant, de façon consciente ou inconsciente, un 
sentiment d’appel ou de rejet.

Résistance à l’objectivation : diminuer son occurrence 

Idéalement, le chercheur doit devenir le confi dent invisible des acteurs 
afi n d’éviter le plus possible d’imposer ses propres constructions du 
monde étudié et de provoquer des distorsions créées par sa présence. 
Mais dans l’impossibilité de devenir transparents, les chercheurs 
adoptent, d’après Bizeul (1998), deux positions dominantes. Dans la 
première, ils tentent de réduire au minimum la violence symbolique 
en sélectionnant et en formant les enquêteurs en fonction de la popu-
lation étudiée, de façon à avoir une attitude aussi proche que possible 
de la personne interviewée. C’est la position adoptée par l’équipe 
de Bourdieu (Bourdieu, 1993). Seulement, cette position soulève de 
nouvelles questions. Premièrement, réduire la distance sociale entre 
chercheur et interviewé n’est ni facile ni toujours possible, et le cher-
cheur doit souvent porter le poids de ses différences. Deuxièmement, 
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ce choix méthodologique pose un nouveau dilemme épistémologique : 
il suppose que le chercheur se représente a priori le profi l de la per-
sonne interviewée, ce qui crée une nouvelle distorsion dans la rela-
tion d’enquête. Enfi n, dans le cas où une proximité entre enquêteur 
et interviewé est atteinte, comment le chercheur peut-il contrôler 
cette nouvelle complicité? En effet, il peut alors arriver que l’acteur 
considère certaines informations comme entendues et qu’il parle à 
demi-mot (Bizeul). La deuxième position que les chercheurs semblent 
adopter consiste « à faire usage de tactiques relationnelles » (Bizeul, p. 
769). Le chercheur adopte alors différents comportements et attitudes 
dans le but de gagner la confi ance de ses interlocuteurs.

L’importance du contexte

Le contexte peut également favoriser la création de discours qui 
résistent à l’objectivation, tant le contexte qui appelle l’évaluation, 
bien entendu, mais aussi le contexte de réalisation de l’évaluation. 
« Evaluation is a rational enterprise that takes place in a political 
context (…) » (Weiss, 1987, p. 48). En fait, on pourrait dire que l’éva-
luation est une entreprise rationnelle, mais aussi politique, qui prend 
place dans un contexte politique. Déjà la décision d’effectuer une 
évaluation est un acte politique. L’évaluation contient des objectifs 
implicites et explicites que l’organisme instigateur souhaite atteindre 
et des questionnements pour lesquels il voudrait trouver une réponse 
(Bamberger, 1991). Par ailleurs, plusieurs acteurs participent au 
processus d’évaluation, ce qui forcément multiplie les intérêts et les 
valeurs avec lesquelles il faut compter (Patton, 1997). De plus, le fait 
que l’évaluation soit le résultat d’une interprétation (Patton), aussi 
scientifi que soit-elle, la place inévitablement dans un univers de né-
gociation. Enfi n, le contexte d’étude est important. Certains contextes 
s’étudient plus diffi cilement que d’autres. Des milieux « s’opposent ou 
résistent à toute pénétration par un étranger » (Bibeau & Perreault, 
1995, p. 57). Les contextes politiques qui se défi nissent comme des 
milieux où les enjeux sont importants, où les acteurs pensent avoir 
beaucoup à perdre ou à gagner, sont souvent diffi ciles d’approche. 
Sans être impénétrables comme les sociétés secrètes ou les groupes 
clandestins (Bibeau & Perreault), les thèmes politiques peuvent pré-
senter des analogies de résistances. L’évaluateur devient facilement 
un indiscret ou au contraire un allié potentiel. Il est tenu à l’écart des 
informations que l’on préférerait lui cacher ou encore il entre dans le 
jeu, malgré lui, comme un élément offrant de nouvelles possibilités 
de modifi er les jeux entre acteurs.
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PRÉSENTATION DU PROJET D’ÉVALUATION

Objectifs

Dans le cadre du projet d’évaluation de l’Initiative ONUSIDA d’ac-
cès aux antirétroviraux au Chili (Brousselle & Champagne, 2004), 
coordonné par l’Agence Nationale de Recherche sur le Sida (France), 
nous avons effectué une analyse d’implantation (Champagne & Denis, 
1990; Patton, 1997; Rossi, Freeman, & Lipsey, 1999) aussi nommée 
analyse processuelle (Brousselle, 2004; Sheirer, 1994; Weiss, 1998). 
L’objectif de notre recherche était de comprendre comment la dynami-
que politico-organisationnelle permettait d’expliquer le déroulement 
de l’Initiative dans le but d’identifi er les facteurs qui favorisaient ou 
faisaient obstacle à son implantation. Ce projet d’évaluation devait 
appuyer le pays dans l’implantation de l’Initiative et identifi er les 
facteurs signifi catifs dans le but de généraliser cette Initiative à 
d’autres pays.

Cadre théorique 

Notre démarche théorique d’évaluation s’appuyait sur la théorie des 
systèmes d’action concrets élaborée par Crozier et Friedberg (1992) 
(Brousselle, 2004). Un système d’action concret est un ensemble de 
jeux structurés entre des acteurs interdépendants, dont les intérêts 
peuvent être divergents, voire contradictoires. Tous les acteurs du 
système ne participent pas forcément aux différents jeux qui sont plus 
ou moins intégrés et articulés les uns aux autres (Klijn, Koppenjan, 
& Termeer, 1995). Par contre le jeu peut modifi er le système tout 
comme le système infl uence les jeux (Klijn et al.). Ils supposent donc 
une régulation d’ensemble, des mécanismes permettant au système 
de se maintenir (Friedberg, 1993). 

Méthodes

La collecte des données a eu lieu du 1 septembre au 30 novembre, 
1999. Nous avons effectué une cinquantaine d’entrevues semi-dirigées 
auprès du personnel de la CONASIDA (division du Ministère de la 
Santé qui se consacre au VIH/sida), des représentants de Vivo Posi-
tivo (association nationale des personnes vivant avec le VIH/sida), 
du personnel de soin, des patients, des gérants et représentants des 
laboratoires pharmaceutiques, des représentants de l’ONUSIDA, des 
personnes travaillant pour le FONASA (l’assureur public), certaines 
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ISAPRES (les assureurs privés), du personnel du Programme des Na-
tions Unies pour le Développement (PNUD), des ONG et de certaines 
fondations. L’objet de la recherche et les procédures d’entrevues ont 
été expliqués aux acteurs. Tous étaient libres d’accepter l’entrevue 
ou de la refuser. Ils pouvaient également l’arrêter en cours de route 
s’ils le souhaitaient. Ils étaient libres d’accepter ou de refuser l’enre-
gistrement. Nous nous sommes engagés à garantir la confi dentialité 
des propos confi és. L’identité des personnes rencontrées qui étaient 
susceptibles de subir un préjudice était protégée.

Nous avons rencontré deux types d’acteurs au cours de cette étude. 
Le premier groupe est constitué par les acteurs ayant joué un rôle 
direct dans l’implantation de l’Initiative. Nous avons identifi é deux 
principaux jeux : la constitution du Conseil transformé dans le cas 
du Chili en quatre groupes de travail et le processus d’achat et de 
distribution des médicaments. Le second groupe d’acteurs rassemble 
des personnes n’ayant pas forcément joué un rôle dans l’implantation 
du projet-pilote au Chili, mais qui se sont révélées être des acteurs 
importants au niveau de la thématique du VIH/sida dans ce pays. Ils 
nous ont permis de documenter le contexte d’accès aux thérapies au 
Chili. Nous avons aussi observé le processus de soin dans un centre 
hospitalier de la région métropolitaine de Santiago. Nous avons, bien 
entendu, réuni de l’information sur d’autres centres de soins de la 
région métropolitaine lors de nos entretiens avec les professionnels et 
les patients. Finalement, nous avons réuni toute une documentation 
à partir des articles de presse compilés depuis les trois dernières 
années par la CONASIDA.

Le contexte du projet d’évaluation

Depuis son élaboration, jusqu’à la diffusion des résultats (Brousselle 
& Champagne, 2004), ce projet a été empreint d’intérêts politiques, 
de tensions, et parfois de pressions. Toute démarche évaluative est 
accompagnée de la crainte des acteurs porteurs du projet d’être « mal 
évalués » (Patton, 1997), et la collaboration au projet d’évaluation est 
souvent associée à une résistance naturelle. Mais la nature du projet 
n’explique pas tout.

Le gouvernement, s’il avait démontré depuis des années sa volonté 
d’offrir aux patients des thérapies pour le VIH/sida, n’accordait pas 
au Ministère de la Santé les ressources nécessaires au traitement de 
tous les patients. La division du Ministère de la Santé qui se consacre 
au VIH/sida devait mener une politique favorisant l’augmentation 
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des ressources disponibles dans un contexte souvent peu favorable à 
cette problématique. En effet, il existait encore, dans ce pays, une forte 
discrimination contre les personnes vivant avec le VIH : la plupart des 
entreprises exigeaient, au moment de notre étude, un test sérologique 
avant d’embaucher un nouvel employé; les personnes vivant avec le 
VIH/sida se plaignaient souvent d’avoir perdu leur emploi et leur 
logement et de ne plus avoir de contact avec leur famille quand leur 
entourage avait appris leur séropositivité. De plus, l’Église catholique 
était très infl uente, et les positions qu’elle soutenait étaient souvent 
en contradiction avec les principes de prévention. Par exemple, en 
1997, elle a réussi à faire retirer des écrans télévisés une publicité 
encourageant l’utilisation du préservatif. On comprend l’importance 
que représente, pour la division VIH/sida du Ministère de la Santé, 
une évaluation d’envergure internationale qui ne lui soit pas défa-
vorable.

D’autre part, nous avons étudié le circuit de négociation et d’impor-
tation des médicaments, sujet particulièrement sensible pour les 
compagnies pharmaceutiques et la division VIH/sida du Ministère 
de la Santé qui étaient en négociation constante.

Finalement, le contexte du VIH/sida dans ce pays était naturellement 
le lieu de d’alliances et de relations confl ictuelles. Seulement, la rareté 
des ressources exacerbait le mécontentement des patients et du per-
sonnel de soins qui devaient vivre avec les conséquences directes du 
manque de médicaments, ce qui, dans le cas du sida, était synonyme 
de maladies et souvent de décès. Mais la rareté des ressources pro-
duisait une autre conséquence sur la relation d’entrevue : la peur que 
le fait d’en dire trop puisse mener à des représailles (licenciements, 
arrêt des thérapies, etc.), ce que semblaient craindre, avec raison ou 
non, plusieurs des personnes interviewées.

TACTIQUES DE RÉSISTANCE À L’OBJECTIVATION

Nous présentons ici différentes formes de stratégies de résistance à 
l’objectivation que nous avons pu observer lors de notre collecte de 
données. Nous avons choisi d’illustrer chacune des stratégies par un 
extrait d’entrevue afi n de mieux en rendre compte. Les entrevues 
se sont déroulées dans la langue du pays. Les extraits que nous 
présentons sont donc des traductions. Les parties particulièrement 
signifi catives sont indiquées en gras. Nous avons modifi é le texte 
lorsque nécessaire de façon à ce qu’on ne puisse pas identifi er l’in-
terlocuteur.
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S’attirer la sympathie de l’évaluateur

Dans les cas que nous présentons ici, l’entrevue représente l’occasion 
inespérée de faire valoir son point de vue, de se faire entendre. Il est 
alors capital pour l’informateur de rassurer l’évaluateur sur la crédibi-
lité de l’information qu’il transmet. C’est une tactique d’imposition de 
la représentation subjective de la situation comme une représentation 
objective (Bourdieu, 1984). Plusieurs moyens sont utilisés. L’extrait 
ci-dessous en concentre quelques-uns. 

Évaluateur : Donc ton travail consiste surtout à rencon-
trer les patients.

Acteur : Une partie du travail, parce que nous nous occu-
pons de tout ce qui est la problématique sociale du patient, 
de tout ce qui est relié à la famille, au milieu environne-
mental, ce qui concerne le logement, la réinsertion au 
travail, le conseil VIH/sida, la notifi cation des partenai-
res, les préoccupations au sujet des enfants, les moyens 
de protection, la recherche d’un foyer, tout ça, et tout ce 
qui a rapport aux thérapies pour moi c’est terrible… Ne te 
laisse pas infl uencer par moi ou par la rage que j’ai, je suis 
probablement la personne la plus critique à l’intérieur 
de l’équipe. Je suis dans le groupe des critiques, mais je 
n’ai pas perdu la sensibilité, si je critique c’est pour la vie 
des personnes. Je ne réclame pas pour moi parce que ce 
qui arrive c’est que nous sommes ici des fonctionnaires 
publics, je suis fonctionnaire du Ministère, je dépends 
du Ministère, ils peuvent me renvoyer et tchao pour avoir 
critiqué, mais c’est la vie. Et les gens qui sont au-dessus 
n’ont pas l’urgence que nous avons ici, donc pour eux 
acheter, comment te dire, c’est, bon faisons les comptes, 
ce mois-ci nous allons acheter telle chose, l’autre mois 
nous achèterons cette autre chose et le mois suivant telle 
affaire. Pour nous c’est un manque de respect, parce qu’ils 
ne savent pas que nos patients sont en train de mourir, 
ils ne sont pas confrontés à cette situation, au mieux ils 
font comme pour n’importe qu’elle autre pathologie, nous 
allons leur acheter un pace-maker, on va leur acheter un 
appareil pour la dialyse, j’imagine que ça se passe comme 
ça. Le problème c’est que cette équipe est constamment 
entre la vie et la mort, ça fait des années que je travaille 
ici, je suis un des premiers à avoir travaillé au Chili sur 
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la problématique du sida, j’ai vu toute l’histoire, j’ai vu 
l’administration de ces programmes, donc tu sais ce qui 
m’est passé par la tête? Je savais que tu venais et je me 
suis dit, ah, c’est pour ça qu’ils se dépêchent d’envoyer les 
médicaments, c’est ça que j’ai pensé.

Premièrement, l’acteur met en garde l’évaluateur en lui rappelant 
qu’il doit interpréter objectivement les informations qui lui sont con-
fi ées : « Ne te laisse pas infl uencer par moi ou par la rage que j’ai ». 
Paradoxalement, cette mise en garde, puisqu’elle fait la démonstra-
tion que l’acteur est conscient des distorsions qu’il peut introduire 
dans son discours, risque de créer l’effet inverse, l’évaluateur pouvant 
être tenté d’accorder un crédit particulier aux propos de son inter-
locuteur. 

Deuxièmement, vient la justifi cation de la colère que l’acteur exprime : 
« si je critique c’est pour la vie des personnes ». Cette remarque cons-
titue une invitation pour l’évaluateur à adhérer à la position critique 
de l’acteur. Comment ne pas être d’accord quand il s’agit de la vie des 
gens! Ce type de propos risque de toucher la sensibilité de l’évaluateur 
au risque de perdre son idéal de neutralité. 

Troisièmement, l’acteur assure qu’en parlant ainsi il prend de gros 
risques. L’évaluateur peut alors être tenté de penser qu’il a accès à 
une information de première importance, que peu d’acteurs pour-
ront lui fournir, ce qui peut éventuellement conduire l’évaluateur 
à accorder une importance aux propos de l’acteur qui pourrait être 
non justifi ée.

Quatrièmement, l’acteur se présente comme une personne de grande 
expérience. L’évaluateur pourrait alors être porté à croire qu’il a de 
la chance de rencontrer un acteur de cette importance et que par 
là il a accès à une information privilégiée. Dans le cas présenté ici, 
c’est la description que l’acteur fait de son expérience qui pourrait 
être interprétée comme une assurance de la valeur des propos qu’il 
tient. Il existe d’autres façons qui peuvent infl uencer l’impression que 
l’évaluateur aura de l’expertise de l’acteur interviewé. Par exemple, si 
l’acteur donne de l’information à profusion, l’évaluateur peut penser 
que cela démontre la bonne foi de l’acteur et cela peut contribuer, 
parfois inadéquatement, à donner de la crédibilité à des opinions 
particulières. Cette tactique constitue un moyen habile d’imposition 
de l’opinion. On retrouve en général ce genre de stratégies dans des 
entrevues très longues où l’acteur tient de nombreux monologues.
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La dernière tactique constitue plutôt une tactique de séduction de 
l’évaluateur. Des propos, tels que « Je savais que tu venais et je me 
suis dit, ah, c’est pour ça qu’ils se dépêchent d’envoyer les médica-
ments », peuvent contribuer à accroître l’empathie que l’évaluateur 
peut avoir envers les propos que tient l’acteur.

Notons qu’il y a peu de chances que l’évaluateur identifi e ces diffé-
rentes tactiques au moment même de l’entrevue. Ce sont autant de 
moyens qui le mettront dans une disposition à considérer cette entre-
vue comme très enrichissante. Mais à la lecture du texte, ce genre de 
construction de l’argumentation doit interpeller l’évaluateur.

Parler sans dire

Nous présentons ici une tactique de langage qui a pour effet de blo-
quer l’accès à l’information. L’acteur répond à toutes les questions, 
mais plus la question est précise, plus l’acteur se retranche jusqu’au 
moment où des contradictions apparaissent et où fi nalement il refuse 
de répondre. Certaines des questions font violence et un moyen de 
résister consiste à répondre sans trop en dire.

Évaluateur : Quel est le prix du médicament X dans 
ce pays? Est-ce qu’il y a des prix différents suivant les 
clients?

Acteur : Non, c’est le même prix pour tous les clients et le 
prix est très concurrentiel, je dirais que pratiquement 
tous les produits de ce type ont le même prix.

Évaluateur : Et quel est le prix de votre médicament?

Acteur : Le prix du marché. Je pourrais te donner le prix 
de la liste, mais ce prix ne te dira rien parce que t’aurais 
besoin de savoir, dans le cas de chaque client, quel prix 
ils ont à la vente, parce que chaque client a sa marge 
de négociation, je fais référence aux fondations, etc. et 
ça change. C’est donc une information que je ne peux te 
donner, elle ne serait pas valable, pas représentative.

Évaluateur : Et à l’organisation Y, quel prix vous leur 
faites?
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Acteur : Nous avons des négociations spéciales, ces infor-
mations ne peuvent être divulguées.

Évaluateur : Et quelles quantités vous ont-ils acheté la 
dernière fois?

Acteur : Il y a eu une commande mais toutes les quantités 
sont aussi des informations privées, ces informations ne 
peuvent être révélées.

Certains acteurs maîtrisent mieux que d’autres cette tactique. Elle 
exige d’être habile avec la langue. Parfois l’acteur ne se rend pas 
jusqu’au refus de répondre et peut, durant toute l’entrevue, répondre 
aux questions sans avoir dévoilé les informations qui auraient inté-
ressé l’évaluateur. Cette stratégie est particulièrement utilisée par 
les politiciens de métier qui occupent des postes de communication 
stratégique. Elle est aussi caractéristique des politiques de non-
transparence des compagnies pharmaceutiques. L’acteur peut avoir 
intériorisé ce qu’il est autorisé à dire au point que, même s’il répond 
à toutes les questions, ces questions sont tout de même censurées.

La censure n’est jamais aussi parfaite et aussi invisible 
que lorsque chaque agent n’a rien à dire que ce qu’il est 
objectivement autorisé à dire : il n’a même pas à être, 
en ce cas, son propre censeur, puisqu’il est en quelque 
sorte une fois pour toutes censuré, à travers les formes 
de perception et d’expression qu’il a intériorisées et qui 
imposent leur forme à toutes ses expressions. (Bourdieu, 
1982, p. 169)

Un autre exemple de ce type de tactique est celui de l’acteur qui, pour 
ne pas prendre le risque de trop en dire, se cache derrière le discours 
légitimé, qu’il soit offi ciel ou populaire. Dans l’extrait que nous pré-
sentons ici, l’acteur répond attentivement à chacune des questions 
mais l’évaluateur n’apprend rien d’autre qui ne soit déjà précisé dans 
les documents offi ciels.

Acteur : La défi nition de l’organisation W dans ce projet a 
pour nous trois dimensions, de rassembleur, de fi nancier, 
et de négociateur et de réaliser un travail conjoint en pre-
nant en compte les exigences et les besoins du pays. Dans 
son rôle de rassembleur, elle facilitera l’implantation du 
projet et apportera une assistance technique. Dans son 
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rôle de fi nancier, elle fi nancera la coordination du projet 
et la formation nécessaire tant au personnel de soins 
qu’aux personnes vivant avec le VIH/sida afi n d’amélio-
rer le conseil et l’agressivité des patients aux contrôles 
et traitements. […] Dans son rôle de négociateur, c’est 
avec les maisons-mères des laboratoires pour faciliter les 
négociations au niveau local.

L’intimidation

Quand un animal indésirable pénètre sur le territoire d’un autre, 
l’animal « envahi » adoptera des comportements visant à impression-
ner l’intrus dans le but de le faire continuer son chemin. Dans cer-
taines situations, l’être humain se comporte de la même façon. Nous 
présentons ici deux extraits d’entrevue. Le premier place le contexte 
de la discussion. Il s’agit d’une entrevue de groupe destinée à savoir 
comment le protocole de traitement avait été élaboré. Acteur 2 sou-
ligne que, au départ, le protocole n’intégrait pas la possibilité d’offrir 
des bithérapies aux patients, mais seulement des trithérapies. Dans 
la seconde entrevue, qui a lieu peu de temps après la première et où 
Acteur 2 du groupe est interviewé en privé, nous pouvons observer 
comment l’acteur tente de déstabiliser l’évaluateur. Une fois trans-
crite, ce type de tactique peut tout à fait ressembler à un problème 
de compréhension entre l’acteur et l’évaluateur. Seulement ces pro-
pos sont accompagnés des gestes, de regards et d’un ton de voix qui 
renforcent l’intimidation créée par les réponses et les comportements 
qu’il n’est pas possible, malheureusement, de rendre par écrit.

Entrevue 1 :

Évaluateur : Donc le protocole a été élaboré ici et a ensuite 
été envoyé pour validation dans les centres de soins, c’est 
bien ça?

Acteur 1 : Non pas exactement. Il a été élaboré ici, mais 
conjointement avec quelques médecins et avec les per-
sonnes vivant avec le VIH et il a été envoyé à tous les 
médecins traitants du pays. […]

Évaluateur : C’est en quelque sorte une signature ad-
ministrative, parce que s’il a été accepté par les méde-
cins…
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Acteur 2 : En fait, on a inclus certaines suggestions des 
médecins, parce qu’il y a eu des suggestions qui sou-
levaient le fait qu’il n’y avait pas de place pour les bi-
thérapies, néanmoins, comme la majorité a accepté la 
proposition, on a gardé une place pour la bithérapie.

Entrevue 2 :

Évaluateur : Tu m’as dit qu’il y avait deux versions du 
protocole de traitement, que le protocole n’était pas pareil 
au début et à la fi n.

Acteur 2 : À quoi fais-tu référence? au début, à la fi n?

Évaluateur : Tu m’as dit qu’il y avait différentes versions 
du protocole de traitement, non?

Acteur 2 : Non.

Évaluateur : Voyons, peut-être « l’acteur 1 »… Il m’a dit 
qu’il n’y avait pas de place pour la bithérapie au début.

Acteur 2 : Pour la tri!

Évaluateur : Pour la trithérapie? Dans le protocole de 
traitement?

Acteur 2 : Dans le protocole de traitement que nous avons 
fait dans le cadre du projet?

Évaluateur : Dans le projet « Y ».

Acteur 2 : Non, attends. Aaaah, je sais. En juillet der-
nier….

Nous avons présenté ici quelques-unes des tactiques de langage 
propres aux situations d’entrevue qui rendent le discours plus résis-
tant à l’objectivation. Elles seront plus particulièrement observables 
dans les contextes politiques au sens large et leur identifi cation est 
facilitée par le retour critique que permet la retranscription exacte 
des propos. 
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Comme nous l’avons vu, certaines tactiques auront pour effet d’at-
tirer la sympathie du chercheur créant le risque d’imposer, comme 
objective, la vision subjective de l’acteur. D’autres tactiques ont plutôt 
pour effet de limiter l’accès à l’information. Le fait que l’évaluateur 
note l’utilisation de tactiques de résistance à l’objectivation dans les 
entrevues qu’il a menées ne signifi e pas pour autant que ce matériel 
n’est pas une source d’information valable. Tout d’abord, les entre-
vues où l’acteur utilise des tactiques de langage qui ont pour effet 
d’imposer son interprétation de la situation sont souvent très riches 
en information. Il s’agit cependant pour l’évaluateur de mettre cette 
information en perspective. Deuxièmement, les entrevues où les ac-
teurs censurent leurs propos donnent une information très précieuse 
pour peu que l’on s’interroge sur les raisons de cette réserve. 

QU’EST-CE QUE L’ÉVALUATEUR PEUT APPRENDRE DES 
DISCOURS QUI RÉSISTENT À L’OBJECTIVATION?

Le moment privilégié que partagent l’acteur et l’évaluateur lors d’une 
entrevue est une situation parfaitement « extra-ordinaire ». En effet, 
contrairement aux rencontres que l’on fait lors d’activités sociales 
ordinaires, l’évaluateur vient se mêler d’une situation sociale qui ne le 
regarde pas dans le but de communiquer son analyse à un public que 
cette situation ne concerne pas directement. La conversation entre 
acteur et évaluateur est rarement une conversation anodine, surtout 
dans le cas d’entrevues sur rendez-vous, ou quand un enregistreur 
capte les propos échangés. L’évaluateur se met lui-même à part, ce 
qui le conduit à se faire considérer comme un intrus (Zempléni, 1996). 
Il est tout à fait normal que les acteurs réagissent en donnant des 
réponses extraordinaires. Parfois, l’information est confi ée, comme 
nous l’avons vu dans le premier cas présenté, aux risques et périls 
des acteurs, ou bien dissimulée. Les tactiques sont très semblables 
à celles qui sont utilisées pour mettre en valeur l’existence d’un se-
cret. Les acteurs laissent percevoir des signes qui laissent croire au 
chercheur qu’un secret lui est confi é ou bien caché. C’est ce que Zem-
pléni appellera « secret défensif », c’est-à-dire la mise en évidence de 
l’existence d’un secret par les acteurs, au moyen de divers signes de 
langage ou de comportement ou signes situationnels. Qu’il existe ou 
non un secret, la question n’est pas là. C’est souvent ce secret que les 
ethnologues chercheront à décoder, qu’ils poursuivront (Gable, 1997; 
Zempléni, 1984). Mais souvent, plus que le secret lui-même, c’est ce 
qu’il révèle qui est intéressant. Gable l’a abordé dans une étude sur 
le secret entourant les dotations des ménages en Guinée-Bissau. Il a 
noté les comportements et attitudes qui mettent en valeur l’existence 
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d’un secret tout en le protégeant. Son étude illustre parfaitement 
le fait que l’important n’est pas de connaître la richesse de chaque 
ménage Manjaco, mais de découvrir, d’une part, pourquoi chaque 
famille cherche à dissimuler les richesses qu’elle pourrait détenir et, 
d’autre part, ce que cette situation révèle sur l’organisation, les va-
leurs, et les relations à l’intérieur d’un village. De même, dans notre 
recherche, ce qui importe, fi nalement, ce n’est pas le prix que telle 
compagnie offre à tel client, mais ce que révèle le refus de fournir 
une telle information sur les conditions de négociation et le type de 
relation que les acteurs peuvent entretenir. 

« Si la parole est prise, elle se trouve également prise dans un réseau 
social qui en conditionne la pertinence et la fréquence, qui en limite 
l’utilisation » (Jamin, 1977, p. 9). Même dans le cas ou l’acteur fait 
des confi dences au chercheur, qu’il dit révéler une information pré-
cieuse, l’explication de cette attitude est souvent plus révélatrice que 
le secret dévoilé.

Le « secret défensif » n’est donc pas un simple obstacle 
initial au « dialogue » ethnographique : il est aussi une 
des conditions propulsives de la pratique parlante de 
l’ethnographie. À l’examiner de plus près, l’ethnologue 
pourrait mieux comprendre non seulement pourquoi ses 
« informateurs » se taisent ou biaisent, mais aussi […] 
pourquoi et comment les Autres lui parlent. Ce qui, on me 
l’accordera ne va pas de soi. (Zempléni, 1984, p. 109)

Pour l’acteur, signaler l’existence d’un secret n’est pas une position 
neutre. Il est important de se questionner sur les conditions de son 
énonciation (Moch & Fields, 1985; Zempléni, 1996), de remettre 
l’entrevue dans son contexte, de comprendre quels sont les enjeux. 
« The meaning that matters for people does not lie at the surface of 
things, although we have to pass through this surface in order to gain 
a deeper understanding of what that meaning may be » (Bibeau & 
Corin, 1995, p. 48). Nous proposons différentes étapes d’analyse afi n 
d’aider l’évaluateur à objectiver les informations présentes dans les 
discours de résistance.

L’immersion

La première étape consiste à s’imprégner du contexte, c’est-à-dire à se 
familiariser avec la version offi cielle qui, dans notre cas, est assimilée 
aux objectifs du programme, au rôle défi ni de chaque acteur, aux éta-
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pes de déroulement du projet. Cette première étape nous a permis, en 
suivant des thèmes précis, d’identifi er a priori différents jeux entre 
acteurs (Crozier & Friedberg, 1992). Nous avons, dans un premier 
temps, interviewé les acteurs qui étaient directement associés à ces 
jeux. Cette première étape nous permettait de documenter la version 
offi cielle et, en même temps, nous initiait à la vision subjective que 
chacun avait du projet, à voir comment se vivait le projet. Parallèle-
ment, nous avons interviewé des personnes qui, d’après l’information 
collectée, semblaient jouer un rôle central dans la problématique du 
VIH/sida dans ce pays.

L’évaluateur peut être averti de la présence de zones de résistance 
par les diffi cultés de terrain qu’il rencontre : diffi cultés de prendre 
rendez-vous, pratiques d’intimidation lors de la familiarisation avec 
le projet, refus de l’enregistrement, et ainsi de suite. Par ailleurs, 
une relecture attentive des entrevues, comme nous l’avons vu précé-
demment, lui permettra d’identifi er d’autres formes de résistances 
présentes dans les discours.

Penser les effets de l’intrusion du chercheur

Comme nous l’avons dit, l’entrevue sociologique crée un espace de 
communication privilégié. L’acteur est alors forcément soumis aux 
conditions d’entrevue et réagira de diverses façons aux questions 
que l’évaluateur lui posera. Il est important, pour comprendre les 
conditions d’énonciation du discours, de savoir ce que représente pour 
chacun des acteurs l’intrusion de l’évaluateur, ce que signifi e pour 
les acteurs le questionnement qu’il porte sur les événements de leur 
vie de tous les jours. Il est entendu qu’une telle analyse ne peut se 
faire que par la compréhension des enjeux, c’est-à-dire des intérêts, 
des relations de pouvoirs, des stratégies des acteurs sur le terrain 
(Crozier & Friedberg, 1992; Foucault, 1994; Friedberg, 1994).

Identifi er les réseaux relationnels

D’après Crozier et Friedberg (1992), toute structure d’action collective 
se constitue comme un système de pouvoir. Selon Friedberg (1993), 
le pouvoir est « la capacité d’un acteur à structurer des processus 
d’échange plus ou moins durables en sa faveur, en exploitant les 
contraintes et opportunités de la situation pour imposer les termes 
de l’échange favorables à ses intérêts » (p. 118). « Le pouvoir est la 
manifestation naturelle et, pour tout dire, normale de la coopération 
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humaine qui suppose toujours une dépendance mutuelle et désé-
quilibrée des acteurs » (p. 116). Les relations entre acteurs sont la 
manifestation de leur pouvoir relatif, le pouvoir n’existant pas en 
soi : « il n’y a pas quelque chose comme le pouvoir qui existerait glo-
balement, massivement ou à l’état diffus, concentré ou distribué : il 
n’y a de pouvoir qu’exercé par les « uns » sur les « autres »; le pouvoir 
n’existe qu’en acte […] » (Foucault, 1994, p. 236). La méthode proposée 
par Foucault pour analyser les relations de pouvoir est de considérer 
les formes de résistances que l’on oppose au pouvoir, ce qui revient à 
étudier « l’affrontement des stratégies » des différents acteurs. Con-
naître les relations que les acteurs entretiennent permet de savoir 
qui est susceptible d’exercer son pouvoir sur les autres et pour quelles 
raisons. C’est un premier pas vers la compréhension des raisons pour 
lesquelles les acteurs utilisent des stratégies de résistance. 

Pour identifi er les réseaux relationnels, il est important, dans un pre-
mier temps, de croiser l’information des différentes entrevues afi n de 
connaître la vision que chacun a des différents acteurs centraux dans 
le projet. Premièrement, cette triangulation permet de corroborer les 
impressions subjectives à propos de chaque acteur. On évite ainsi 
de tomber dans les particularismes et on s’assure de l’impression 
générale qu’un acteur peut créer sur les autres. Deuxièmement, elle 
permet de connaître les liens qu’entretiennent les acteurs entre eux 
et ainsi d’identifi er les différents réseaux relationnels qui peuvent 
se révéler très différents de ceux imaginés a priori lors du choix des 
différents jeux. On obtient alors une première approximation des 
relations de pouvoir. 

La deuxième étape consiste à étudier, à la lumière de cette première 
confi guration des jeux de pouvoir, les entrevues où des traces de 
résistance à l’objectivation apparaissent. L’évaluateur doit alors, en 
faisant un « détour » par l’intériorité des acteurs, « reconstruire de 
l’intérieur la logique propre des situations telles qu’elles sont perçues 
et vécues par les acteurs eux-mêmes » (Crozier & Friedberg, 1992, 
pp. 456–457). L’évaluateur peut alors voir si les résistances vont 
dans le sens des relations de pouvoir observées ou si elles ouvrent 
de nouvelles interprétations concernant les relations entre acteurs. 
Il parvient ainsi à compléter le portrait des jeux de pouvoir qu’il a 
commencé à dresser. L’évaluateur doit se demander qui partage les 
mêmes secrets, mais aussi quels acteurs seraient affectés si le secret 
était dévoilé et quelles seraient les conséquences du dévoilement du 
secret. Pour répondre à ces questions, l’évaluateur n’a pas besoin de 
connaître directement l’objet du secret, il a seulement besoin de le 
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poursuivre en portant attention aux jeux de pouvoir qui s’exercent 
dans le contexte social et politique qu’il étudie.

Observer une situation confl ictuelle

Un autre moyen, particulièrement enrichissant quand il s’agit de maî-
triser les jeux de pouvoir dans un contexte défi ni est d’observer une 
situation confl ictuelle. Il est évident qu’une telle occasion est assez 
exceptionnelle car, contrairement à l’entrevue, elle n’est pas prévi-
sible et l’évaluateur ne peut pas la provoquer, par respect des règles 
d’éthique. Cependant toute situation de confl it est un lieu privilégié 
où chacun exerce son pouvoir sur l’autre pour tourner la situation à 
son avantage. Premièrement, elle permet l’observation des réseaux 
relationnels, même si ceux-ci sont caractérisés par des oppositions 
d’opinions ou des rivalités. Les réseaux relationnels doivent inclure 
autant les appuis que les adversaires de l’acteur. De toute façon, 
celui-ci agira en fonction de la réaction qu’il prévoit chez les autres. 
Deuxièmement, l’observation d’une situation de confl it informe sur 
les formes de pouvoir que les acteurs exercent, ce qui renseigne sur 
les ressources dont chacun dispose. Finalement, le confl it est soit le 
symptôme d’une remise en cause de certains partages établis, soit la 
revendication par au moins deux parties d’une zone de pouvoir non 
défi nie. Il permet donc de connaître quels sont les enjeux critiques 
pour les acteurs concernés au moment précis de l’étude.

Entrer dans le jeu 

Un dernier moyen, souvent périlleux, car il met en jeu la neutralité 
du chercheur et donc sa crédibilité concernant l’objectivité de son 
analyse, mais qui est aussi très révélateur, est d’entrer directement 
dans le jeu. Il ne s’agit pas ici des perturbations courantes créées 
par la venue de l’évaluateur, mais d’une prise à partie publique de 
ce dernier. Celui-ci, en général, n’entre pas volontairement dans le 
jeu car, justement, son objectif est de limiter les effets de son passage 
sur son sujet d’étude. Mais il arrive qu’il soit dans une position où 
il est acculé à participer à certains jeux politiques c’est-à-dire à se 
prononcer et donc à avoir un parti pris. En même temps que l’éva-
luateur doit faire le deuil de l’idéal de neutralité qu’il avait jusque-là 
poursuivi, il bénéfi cie d’une position privilégiée pour observer les 
forces en présence, ce qui lui permet de connaître les enjeux et éven-
tuellement de partager à son tour certains secrets. La diffi culté de 
cette position réside cependant dans le double jeu évaluateur/acteur 
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que l’évaluateur doit alors maîtriser. L’évaluateur qui participe aux 
jeux politiques par son implication a

besoin de trouver des procédures de « mise à distance » 
lui permettant d’être le moins possible juge et partie, et 
de se dégager en tant qu’évaluateur des positions et des 
jugements qui sont les siens en tant qu’acteur. Cette si-
tuation aboutit à une sorte de schizophrénie où la même 
personne est à la fois l’évaluateur et l’informateur, l’ob-
servateur tenu à l’impartialité au moins relative et le 
praticien condamné à la décision et à l’arbitrage. (Olivier 
de Sardan, 2000, p. 432)

Nous avons discuté de divers moyens que l’évaluateur peut utili-
ser pour mettre au jour les régulations du système politique qu’il 
étudie. Mais quelle garantie a-t-il d’avoir fait une analyse juste des 
données collectées? Une façon relativement simple est de prévoir les 
réactions des différents acteurs à la suite de certains événements 
signifi catifs et de confronter ces réactions théoriques à la pratique. 
Il s’agit de suivre la rationalité déduite de chacun des acteurs pour 
faire des hypothèses à propos de leur réaction à venir (Crozier & 
Friedberg, 1992). Cela permet de savoir si l’on a vu juste et, sinon, 
d’effectuer les ajustements nécessaires pour avoir un portrait fi dèle 
de la situation étudiée. Comprendre quelle est « la structuration 
des relations de pouvoir qui lient les acteurs entre eux » (Crozier & 
Friedberg, 1992, p. 477) permet de mettre en perspective les propos 
des acteurs.

CONCLUSION

Bavard ou silencieux, l’acteur transmet toujours un message. Nous 
avons vu comment il était possible, premièrement, de décoder les 
tactiques de résistance, deuxièmement, par un processus de contex-
tualisation des entrevues, d’approcher le secret. Le but n’est géné-
ralement pas de connaître le secret lui-même, ce qui dans bien des 
cas est vain et décevant et qui ne contribue qu’à faire violence, mais 
plutôt de l’approcher par un chemin détourné, celui de l’analyse des 
relations de pouvoir, afi n de comprendre pourquoi certains parlent 
et d’autres ne parlent pas. 

Une compréhension de la structuration politique des actions et des 
dires permet un retour critique sur les propos des acteurs (Moch & 
Fields, 1985), ce qui ouvre à l’évaluateur de nouvelles fenêtres d’in-
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terprétation des discours. Ce qui fait sens dans le discours qui résiste 
à l’objectivation, ce n’est bien souvent pas le contenu explicite des 
propos, mais plutôt le sous-entendu et le non-dit. Dans les contextes 
politiques, l’écoute attentive des interprétations subjectives n’est pas 
toujours suffi sante pour avoir accès à l’intériorité des acteurs, et ce 
n’est que par l’étude de la controverse que l’évaluateur peut mettre 
à jour le sens caché des discours. Cette fois le texte ne parle pas de 
lui-même, et ce n’est que mis en parallèle avec d’autres discours 
qu’il fait sens. Il est lié, parce que l’acteur ne dit pas tout, à l’histoire 
politique du contexte étudié et tout particulièrement à ces référents 
invisibles que le secret intéresse.
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PRAGMATISM OR TRANSFORMATION? 
PARTICIPATORY EVALUATION OF A 
HUMANITARIAN EDUCATION PROJECT 
IN SIERRA LEONE

Richard Maclure
University of Ottawa
Ottawa, Ontario

Although participatory evaluation (PE) is now widely acknowl-
edged as a potentially useful way to assess international develop-
ment assistance programs, there is little documented evidence of 
participatory approaches being incorporated into evaluations of 
humanitarian aid for populations living in emergency situations. 
Two principal streams, practical participatory evaluation (P-PE) 
and transformative participatory evaluation (T-PE), are pertinent 
to international aid programs. Yet because these two approaches 
to PE are rooted in different goals and procedures, it is unclear 
how pragmatic and transformative dynamics can be integral to 
participatory evaluations of humanitarian aid. The example of 
an evaluation of a humanitarian education project for displaced 
children in wartorn Sierra Leone reveals the practical benefi ts 
that can accrue from even limited stakeholder participation in 
the inquiry process. In addition, while the evaluation of rapid 
education was not a transformative intervention, it nonetheless 
generated insights into the challenges of fostering incremental 
social transformation in a post-war context.

Bien qu’il soit clair que l’évaluation participative (ÉP) ait les 
potentialités pour des programmes d’aide internationale, il n’y a 
que très peu de données probantes documentées concernant les 
approches participatives adoptées dans les évaluations de l’aide 
humanitaire pour les populations en situations d’urgence. Deux 
courants d’évaluation participative, l’une de l’approche pratique 
(ÉP-P) et l’autre de l’approche transformative (ÉP-T), sont per-
tinents pour les programmes d’aide internationale. Mais étant 
donné que ces deux approches de l’ÉP sont enracinées dans des 
objectifs et des processus différents, il n’est pas évident que les 
dynamiques de pragmatisme et de transformation puissent être 
appliquées intégralement dans les évaluations participatives 
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d’aide humanitaire. L’exemple d’une évaluation de l’éducation 
humanitaire pour les enfants déplacés durant la guerre civile 
au Sierra Léone démontre les avantages pratiques provenant de 
la participation même limitée dans le processus évaluatifs des 
parties intéressées. En outre, malgré le fait que l’évaluation de 
l’éducation rapide ne soit pas une intervention transformative, 
elle permet de porter un regard sur les défi s qui entourent les 
efforts orientés vers une transformation sociale par étape dans 
un contexte d’après-guerre.

EVALUATING HUMANITARIAN AID: RATIONALE AND 
CONSTRAINTS

Violent civic confl ict is a sad and all too frequent phe-
nomenon, and with it the ever-present need to provide emergency 
assistance to populations affl icted by war. For many years humani-
tarian aid to victims of confl ict has focused on provision for survival 
needs such as shelter, water, food, and primary health care. Yet with 
mounting awareness that the effects of war often severely curtail 
or distort children’s natural development, many humanitarian aid 
agencies now include education as a priority of emergency assistance 
(Academy for Educational Development, 2000; Pigozzi, 1999; Reta-
mal & Aedo-Richmond, 1998; UNESCO, 2001). The phenomenon of 
emergency education — or rapid education — has therefore become 
a common form of humanitarian relief as well as a key step toward 
the renewal of educational systems in war-torn societies. 

Yet precisely because of the urgency that underscores support for 
populations uprooted by the onslaught of war, programs of emergency 
education and other forms of humanitarian aid are often conceived 
and wholly managed by aid agency personnel and ubiquitous cadres 
of international consultants. Rarely are target populations involved 
in anything but the most cursory forms of relief planning and ad-
ministration (Estrella & Gaventa, 1999; Payne, 1998) While this is 
understandable given the desperate circumstances of people who have 
been uprooted by war, it has nonetheless led to concerns about the 
gap between humanitarian assistance and the longer term needs of 
populations seeking refuge and trying to recover from violent civic 
strife. In the view of some critics, humanitarian aid is a palliative 
driven by moral disquietude and strong charitable impulses, but does 
little to resolve the fundamental diffi culties facing wartime refugees 
(Wheeler, 2002). For others, the rush to provide humanitarian relief 
too often exacerbates dependency and weakens the capacity of recipi-



109LA REVUE CANADIENNE D’ÉVALUATION DE PROGRAMME

ent populations to embark on their own social and economic renewal 
(Holzgrefe & Keohane, 2003; Terry, 2002).

Concerns about the fl aws and pitfalls of humanitarian aid, and 
awareness of the need to ensure positive results from the relatively 
novel experience of emergency education programs, are prompting 
aid agencies to devote more attention to monitoring and evaluating 
their programs of humanitarian intervention. There are, however, 
fundamental constraints that render the evaluation of humani-
tarian aid more diffi cult than programs of development aid that 
generally function in reasonably stable social circumstances. Giv-
en antecedents of turbulence that necessitate humanitarian relief 
operations, emergency relief interventions are often conceived for 
short periods of time that allow limited possibility for preliminary 
data gathering and the establishment of adequate baseline indica-
tors (Kaiser, 2002). In circumstances characterized by uncertainty 
and anxiety, time and space for rigorous research and analysis 
are generally constrained. Likewise, pressures for quick action to 
achieve short-term objectives invariably supercede considerations 
of local capacity building and project sustainability (Holzgrefe & 
Keohane, 2003; Kaiser).

Nevertheless, with growing demand for accountability and effective 
assessments of emergency relief projects, it has become necessary to 
document evaluations of humanitarian interventions in diverse social 
and programmatic contexts (Hoffman, Roberts, Shoham, & Harvey, 
2004). In light of growing appreciation of the inherent capacities of 
dispossessed populations and their long-term development needs, 
it is likewise becoming essential to shed light on the practice and 
potential of involving local benefi ciaries as participants in evalua-
tions of humanitarian aid (e.g., Sphere Project Handbook, 2004). The 
purpose of this article, therefore, is to describe the merits as well as 
the limitations of stakeholder participation in one recent evaluation 
of an emergency rapid education project that had been established 
for children living in camps for internally displaced people in wartorn 
Sierra Leone. As the article shows, the limited participatory approach 
adopted for this particular evaluation helped to generate several 
pragmatic benefi ts for all stakeholder groups. In addition, while local 
participation did not generate any fundamental social change beyond 
the limited scope of the project under investigation, it did yield in-
sights into the challenges of attempting to foster incremental social 
transformation in a post-war context.
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PARTICIPATORY EVALUATION AND INTERNATIONAL AID: 
PRAGMATISM VERSUS SOCIAL TRANSFORMATION

Participatory approaches to evaluation have so far rarely been adopted 
in the realm of international humanitarian relief (Hoffman et al., 2004; 
Kaiser, 2002). In contrast, however, there have been many efforts to 
conduct participatory evaluations of conventional longer-term develop-
ment aid programs. In large part this has been the result of heightened 
awareness of the possibilities of mutual reinforcement between the 
aims of development assistance and the ways in which such assistance 
is evaluated. Just as ideas of grassroots participation, stakeholder 
partnership, and shared ownership have infused the discourse of in-
ternational development aid within the last two decades (Chambers, 
1983; Clark, 1995; King & Buchert, 1999; Maclure, 2000), so too have 
these ideas generated perspectives concerning the democratization of 
development program evaluations. In ideal terms, development aid 
is provided to enable populations to eventually attain self-reliance 
and pursue their own long-term socio-economic interests. Viewed in 
this light, since the success of external aid is a function of the degree 
to which recipients are able to participate in decisions and processes 
that affect them directly, it follows that these same people should be 
privy to the processes of inquiry that illuminate the strengths and the 
weaknesses of such assistance (Binnendijk, 2000; Faure, 2004; Samoff 
& Stromquist, 2001). From this perspective, the performance and out-
comes of aid projects are likely to be enhanced, and the capacities of 
recipient groups strengthened, when local stakeholders are directly 
involved in key aspects of project evaluations. As Samoff (2001) has 
observed, this particular view of the evaluation of international aid 
“assumes that the most useful information is likely to be most readily 
available to those involved in the activity and thus expects evalua-
tors to be participant observers, not detached onlookers.... Acting on 
whatever is learned from the evaluation is presumed to require that 
those involved in the activity assume ownership through central par-
ticipation in the evaluation itself” (p. 14).

Not surprisingly, therefore, this discussion of the intersecting pur-
poses of evaluation and international aid has led to increased interest 
in participatory evaluation (PE) as a way to combine the objective of 
improving the effi cacy of international aid with efforts to strengthen 
the social capital of recipient populations (Freeman, Balani, Faure, 
& Maclure, 2003; Lavergne, 2004; Schacter, 2000). Of particular 
appeal is the underlying PE characteristic of partnership between 
professional evaluators and those individuals or groups who have a 
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stake in the projects that are being evaluated. In such collaborative 
endeavours, since local stakeholders usually have limited or no evalu-
ation experience, a key role of professional evaluators is to provide 
training and to facilitate stakeholder involvement in different stages 
of the inquiry process. In this way stakeholders can gain more famili-
arity with evaluation methods and thus be in a position to assume 
greater responsibility for data collection and analysis, and for the 
interpretation of fi ndings (Cousins & Earl, 1995). With collaboration 
and hands-on learning as ongoing elements of the evaluation proc-
ess, project stakeholders can ideally attain a degree of ownership 
over evaluations that will enable them to subsequently participate 
actively in decisions and actions that stem from evaluation results 
(Patton, 1997).

Of course practices of participatory evaluation are anything but uni-
form. As studies of PE have shown, levels of stakeholder participation 
can vary widely in breadth (i.e., in terms of the numbers of people 
actively involved in different phases of an evaluation) and in depth 
(i.e., the extent of their participation and their control of the different 
phases) (Cousins & Earl, 1995). Such variations in participation often 
relate to the types of programs being evaluated, the differences in 
context, the diversity and capacity of the participants, and the objec-
tives of PE itself (Cousins, 2005). Despite this variability, however, 
Cousins and Whitmore (1998) have suggested that overall there are 
two principal streams of PE that correspond loosely to two broad 
functions, both of which are especially pertinent to international aid. 
The fi rst stream is identifi ed by its pragmatic objectives. Defi ned by 
Cousins and Whitmore as practical participatory evaluation (P-PE), 
the main premise of this approach is that stakeholder involvement 
in evaluation can help to broaden program-related decision making 
and problem solving. Primarily instrumental in its objectives, P-PE 
has often been highly effective in enhancing the authenticity of col-
lected information and the subsequent utilization of results (Cousins 
& Whitmore). Benefi ting from stakeholder ownership as an inherent 
aspect of the investigative process, P-PE and related forms of inquiry 
can lead to the improvement of projects or programs and, at the same 
time, enhance the knowledge base of sponsoring organizations (Pat-
ton, 1997).

Rather differently, the second stream of PE is oriented toward the 
ideals of emancipation and social justice. Defi ned by Cousins and 
Whitmore (1998) as transformative participatory evaluation (T-PE), 
this approach to PE stems from radical critiques of conventional forms 
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of scientifi c research and a discernment of the interconnectedness of 
knowledge and power (Fals-Borda & Anisur-Rahman, 1991; Foucault, 
1980). By engaging project recipients as evaluation collaborators, 
T-PE is seen as a “bottom-up” form of inquiry designed to empower 
marginalized social groups and to facilitate their resistance against 
oppressive social structures. While the acquisition of knowledge and 
understanding is deemed to be important, what is central to T-PE is 
that it heightens participants’ critical consciousness and thus their 
capacity to take collective action (Fernandes & Tandon, 1981; Freire, 
1994). Through the processes of collaboration and shared learning be-
tween professional evaluators and socio-economically disadvantaged 
stakeholders, T-PE can serve as a basis for promoting fundamental 
social change that is benefi cial to the poor and the voiceless. 

These two orientations of PE are rooted in different goals and proce-
dures that pose a unique challenge for international aid agencies. On 
the one side, evaluations of development aid projects almost inevitably 
focus on pragmatic assessments of project effi cacy in order to satisfy 
the accountability needs of northern funding sources. Yet, on the 
other side, if external aid incorporates a capacity-building approach 
designed to assist recipient groups in transforming their conditions 
of poverty and marginalization, then project evaluation should also 
contribute to this transformative process. These two streams of prag-
matism and transformation, and the purposes that they serve, are 
not easily reconciled, particularly in the realm of international aid 
which has long been infused by tensions between the divergent inter-
ests of benefactors and recipients of aid. Consequently, while many 
aid agencies have formally accepted the idea of PE as a potentially 
useful way to combine project assessment with community develop-
ment, as yet the laudatory rhetoric surrounding PE still far outstrips 
demonstrable practices (Meier, 1999; Samoff, 1999). A key reason for 
this lies in the distinction between the notions of partnership and 
ownership (Faure, 2004). While ostensibly aid agencies can easily 
establish partner relations with recipient stakeholders, partnership 
is often confi gured in a way that reinforces the explicit agendas of aid 
agencies and relegates local stakeholders to tasks that are mainly 
consultative. In contrast, stakeholder ownership is suggestive of a 
transferance of power that many aid agencies, for reasons related to 
budgetary procedures, project timelines, and political constraints, 
are often reluctant to cede. 

Overall, therefore, although the principles of benefi ciary participa-
tion and partnership in evaluations of international development aid 
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have been generally accepted, in practice, participatory evaluation is 
replete with diffi culties and constraints. This then raises a key ques-
tion: Given the difference between development aid and emergency 
humanitarian assistance, what are the challenges in attempting to 
evaluate humanitarian aid using a participatory approach? Moreover, 
while the engagement of local stakeholders as bona fi de participants 
in the process of evaluating humanitarian aid may help to enhance 
the practical ends of project effectiveness, can a participatory ap-
proach to evaluation help to transform the circumstances of groups 
of people who are benefi ciaries of humanitarian assistance precisely 
because of their situations of vulnerability and dependence? Although 
we are far from establishing conclusive responses to these questions, 
the following review of an evaluation conducted in Sierra Leone does 
provide insights into the possibilities as well as constraints of adopt-
ing a participatory approach to humanitarian aid evaluations. 

THE EVALUATION OF PLAN INTERNATIONAL’S RAPID 
EDUCATION PROJECT

The Rapid Education Project

PLAN International (formerly Foster Parents Plan International) is 
an international nongovernmental organization (NGO) that provides 
development assistance in more than 40 underdeveloped countries 
in Africa, Latin America, and Asia. Most of its funding emanates 
from private donations in northern industrial countries, and this is 
supplemented by grants from bilateral donor agencies (e.g., CIDA in 
Canada). Since 1978 PLAN has managed a development assistance 
program in Sierra Leone. Throughout the 1990s, however, the vicis-
situdes of Sierra Leone’s savage 10-year civil war forced the organi-
zation to severely curtail its aid program in the country. Yet, unlike 
many other aid agencies, PLAN retained an offi ce in the capital city 
of Freetown throughout the confl ict. 

In January 1999, the rebel Revolutionary United Front (RUF) 
launched a major assault on Freetown that left much of the city in 
ruins. Thousands of civilians, many of whom were refugees from the 
interior of the country, were forced to fl ee to internally displaced 
people’s (IDP) camps that were hastily set up in those areas of the 
city controlled by a Nigerian-led military presence that had inter-
vened to resist rebel forces on behalf of the ECOMOG (the Economic 
Community of West African State Monitoring Group). After a month 
of fi erce fi ghting, ECOMOG forces eventually drove the RUF out of 
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the city. Yet the vast majority of people who had gathered in the 
IDP camps opted to remain for fear of once again being caught up in 
the crossfi res of war. In the weeks that followed the RUF invasion, 
groups of camp inhabitants began to organize recreational and learn-
ing activities for young people using the barest resources at hand. 
In March 1999, PLAN staff decided to assist these incipient classes 
by developing a rapid education project (REP) for children living in 
four IDP camps. 

In consultation with Sierra Leone’s Ministry of Education (MoE), 
PLAN developed its REP as a short-term pilot project with two imme-
diate objectives: (a) to provide basic literacy and numeracy instruction 
to camp children who had never been to school or who had experienced 
prolonged absence from school as a result of their displacement, and 
(b) to provide a series of recreational and refl ective activities that 
together would comprise “peace education” and a collective “trauma 
healing” process for camp children who had suffered psychologically 
as well as physically from the confl ict. A third longer-term objective 
of the project was to develop the foundations of a fully formed and 
operationalized rapid education methodology that would serve as a 
prototype in regions of the country where schools had been destroyed 
and where children would be in urgent need of structured routines 
and purposeful learning once the war was over. In order to gauge the 
extent to which these objectives were met, the project included an 
evaluation component.

A principal assumption underlying PLAN’s pilot REP was that the 
war in Sierra Leone would soon be ending and that, within a year, 
most displaced people would be able to return to their home regions, 
thus enabling children to resume their education in more stable 
circumstances. By mid-2000, however, despite a peace accord that 
had been signed by all beligerents a year earlier, it had become clear 
that hopes for an imminent end to the hostilities had been overly 
optimistic. The security situation in the country was still volatile, 
and most IDP camp inhabitants were unable to leave the camps. 
With no educational alternative to the REP, parents in the camps 
anxiously looked to PLAN to continue supporting three IDP camps 
schools. (The fourth school, adjacent to an outlying village, was 
transformed into a government-supported “normal school” in the fall 
of 2000.) Unfortunately these parental concerns did not accord with 
PLAN’s intention to disengage from what it considered to have been 
a short-term emergency relief project. Although PLAN had extended 
its administration of the REP till July (the end of the school year), by 
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September 2000 its REP personnel had left Freetown for Moyambe 
District, a government-controlled region that was relatively secure 
from rebel attack. It was here, as part of the renewal of its develop-
ment aid program, that PLAN was preparing to initiate a new round 
of rapid education projects as a basis for the long-term reconstruction 
of district schooling that had been almost completely destroyed by 
the war. From PLAN’s perspective, by the summer of 2000, the only 
unfi nished aspect of its pilot REP in Freetown was the summative 
evaluation of the project itself. This was not, however, the perspective 
of IDP camp inhabitants, a factor that emerged as signifi cant through 
direct stakeholder involvement in the evaluation process. 

The Evaluation

In early spring 2000, I was asked by PLAN International to conduct 
an evaluation of the REP. Two broad questions formed the basis of 
the terms of reference: (a) To what extent had the project enhanced 
the basic education of children, particularly in terms of literacy and 
numeracy achievements? (b) What lessons could be gleaned from the 
pilot project that would facilitate the development of a more extensive 
rapid education program in districts where PLAN was intending to 
help reconstruct shattered school systems? (A separate evaluation 
that I was not involved in was commissioned to assess the relative 
effectiveness of the “trauma healing” component of the project.) As a 
former PLAN fi eld director now teaching in a faculty of education, I 
agreed to conduct the evaluation on condition that a team be formed 
that would consist of individuals who had been actively involved in the 
day-to-day implementation of the REP. Accordingly, after a month of 
discussion between PLAN, IDP camp representatives, and the MoE 
in Freetown, a team was put together consisting of one other external 
evaluator, the head teachers of the REP schools in each of the four 
IDP camps, two senior MoE offi cials, and PLAN’s regional program 
advisor, who had been instrumental in setting up the pilot project. 
In total the designated team consisted of two external consultants (of 
whom I was one) and seven “insider” (stakeholder) members. 

The evaluation was conducted in three phases. The fi rst phase con-
sisted of developing and fi ne-tuning a questionnaire that was admin-
istered to 36 IDP camp teachers in Freetown at the end of August 
2000. The second stage comprised a two-week period in September 
during which the team undertook extensive interviewing and observa-
tions in the four IDP camps. It was also the only time that I was in 
Sierra Leone during the course of the evaluation. In order to conduct 
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fi eldwork effectively in the relatively short time period allotted, the 
team divided itself into two subgroups, each consisting of one exter-
nal evaluator and two stakeholder evaluators (the head teachers). 
The other team members — PLAN’s regional program advisor and 
the two MoE offi cials — were assigned to be “fl oaters” who would at-
tach themselves to each subgroup at different times whenever their 
schedules permitted. (As it turned out, the involvement of the two 
MoE offi cials in camp interviews was sporadic due to other pressing 
demands on their time.) Intermittently throughout the fi eldwork 
stage, the two external evaluators also conducted interviews with 
local PLAN staff at the PLAN offi ce. All interviews with individual 
teachers and PLAN staff, and all focus group interviews with camp 
leaders and parents, were audiotaped with the permission of the 
respondents. Interviews with a small number of children were also 
conducted, but eventually discarded by the evaluation team as they 
were not suffi ciently informative. 

The fi eldwork stage of the evaluation culminated in a “rapid appraisal 
seminar” in which the team presented its preliminary fi ndings and 
recommendations to a gathering of PLAN staff and other interested 
parties. Among those present were PLAN’s West Africa regional di-
rector who had arrived from Senegal for the meeting, offi cials of the 
MoE, and the head of the Federation of African Women Educators 
(FAWE), a national organization with experience in rapid education 
for war-affected children. Beginning with a brief formal presentation 
by the evaluation team, the seminar evolved into an animated discus-
sion that carried over into a scheduled lunch and lasted another two 
hours. The conclusion of the seminar ended the fi eldwork stage of the 
evaluation, and I departed Freetown in the evening.

The third stage of the evaluation was devoted to an SPSS analysis of 
the questionnaire data, a content analysis of interview transcripts, 
and the writing of the report. As had been agreed, I undertook these 
tasks with the help of the second external evaluator. As we both had 
other full-time occupations, this process took several months. In 
March 2001, I sent a draft of the entire report to Freetown for local 
stakeholders’ perusal and feedback, and in July the fi nal report was 
submitted to PLAN International. 

Levels of participation among the designated evaluation participants 
varied considerably and, at best, were sporadic during the fi rst and 
third stages of the evaluation. Yet during the second stage of the 
evaluation, fi ve out of the seven stakeholder participants assumed a 
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prominent role in the inquiry. As intended, their active involvement in 
data collection and daily debriefi ng sessions facilitated the pragmatic 
purpose of assessing the effectiveness of the REP. By functioning as 
full-fl edged evaluation team members working on their own “home 
turf,” they were also able to broaden the scope of the evaluation to 
include an assessment of the future of the IDP schools. In effect, 
modest stakeholder participation brought about an adjustment to the 
evaluation’s original terms of reference. This in itself was a notable 
development that I shall now explain in more depth. Yet it also raised 
the question as to whether such an adjustment was essentially a 
manifestation of pragmatic project change, or whether it refl ected a 
transformative feature of the evaluation. In resolving this question, it 
is fi rst important to fully discern the nature of stakeholder participa-
tion in the evaluation of this particular humanitarian aid project. 

STAKEHOLDER PARTICIPATION: CONTINGENCIES AND 
CONSTRAINTS 

Throughout much of the REP evaluation the participation of the 
local stakeholders was actually quite limited. In part this was due 
to the “long-distance” leadership structure of the evaluation, since 
I was not fully engaged with either PLAN in Sierra Leone or with 
the REP project. Nevertheless, the openness to local stakeholder 
participation, coupled with my absence from Sierra Leone, did af-
fect the selection of team members. The PLAN offi ce in Freetown, in 
conjunction with IDP camp leaders and MoE offi cials, assumed the 
responsibility of identifying key local stakeholder evaluators. This 
resulted in the selection of the four head teachers of the IDP camp 
schools, two senior MoE offi cials, and only one PLAN staff member 
(who had been actively involved in establishing the REP, but had 
left Sierra Leone soon after the REP had been launched). There was 
only one female — a head teacher — among this group. At the outset, 
therefore, the espoused participatory nature of the evaluation had 
resulted in the exclusion of regular volunteer teachers and the lack 
of balanced gender representation. Although the four head teachers 
were highly capable and collegial individuals who appeared to have 
the full confi dence of their fellow teachers and camp inhabitants, they 
nonetheless clearly did not refl ect the demographic makeup of IDP 
camp teaching personnel. 

While selection of the team was conducted locally, for the most part 
the actual participation of team members during the initial phase 
was essentially reactive and consultative. Conscious as I was that 
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the evaluation’s terms of reference had been determined by PLAN 
International (the “owner” of the project) and that most of my work 
would have to be done far from Sierra Leone within a specifi ed time 
frame, I took on the role of a conventional team leader whose principal 
aim was to obtain comprehensive information on the pilot REP as 
effi ciently and expeditiously as possible. This was exemplifi ed by my 
relatively top-down approach in developing the teacher questionnaire. 
As well, time constraints and the distances that separated me from 
the Sierra Leonean team members in the fi rst stage of the evaluation 
precluded any possibility of pre-evaluation training. Consequently, 
during the fi rst two days of collaborative fi eldwork, I was clearly the 
“leader,” with instruction and learning in interviewing techniques 
being conducted in situ in the camps. 

Once the second stage of the evaluation was underway, the four head 
teachers and the PLAN regional coordinator who participated fully 
in the fi eldwork were “quick studies.” As data collection proceeded in 
social contexts that they knew far better than I, these fi ve individuals 
assumed an increasingly signifi cant role as interviewers in the camps 
and as participants in our daily debriefi ng sessions. Their prominence 
as team partners culminated in the rapid appraisal seminar. It was in 
this brief closing period of the fi eldwork stage of the evaluation that 
the Sierra Leonean stakeholders, including the MoE offi cials who until 
then had been only minimally involved in data collection, assumed 
control of the discussion. At this critical juncture of the evaluation, 
with representatives of all stakeholders grouped together to review 
preliminary fi ndings and interpretations, the Sierra Leonean mem-
bers of the evaluation team displayed their ownership over the process 
by focusing primarily on the issue of the future of the three remaining 
IDP camp schools. By situating this IDP camp preoccupation squarely 
in the centre of the seminar discussion, they effectively extended the 
scope of the evaluation beyond its original terms of reference. 

On completion of the fi eldwork, however, with no possibility of re-
convening the entire evaluation team at a later date, stakeholder 
participation in the evaluation abruptly ended. Essentially this was 
because I was responsible for comprehensive data analysis and report 
writing back in Canada. Only once, in March 2001, did the four head 
teachers and the two MoE offi cials reconvene to review a draft of the 
fi nal report and to suggest minor modifi cations in the text. By that 
time, as I came to learn, discussion of the written report was largely 
redundant for the Sierra Leonean stakeholders. Within a month of the 
evaluation fi eldwork, as I was just beginning to organize and analyze 
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the data in Canada, PLAN had disengaged from the IDP camps and 
had embarked on a full-fl edged program of expanding the REP into 
46 communities in Moyambe District. In doing so, it incorporated 
the evaluation team’s preliminary recommendations concerning pro-
curement arrangements, methods of monitoring and supervision, 
the content and quality of pedagogical materials, and honoraria for 
volunteer teachers, all of which had been presented and discussed in 
the rapid appraisal seminar that had closed the fi eldwork stage of the 
evaluation. Indeed, it was the rapid appraisal seminar that the local 
stakeholders had animated, not my formal written report as team 
leader, which enabled the various interested parties in Sierra Leone 
to work out a consensus regarding the future of the IDP camp schools. 
As I shall now discuss, this consensus had practical benefi ts for all 
sides. Yet there was something more: an intimation of transformation 
as destitute camp inhabitants undertook to ensure the sustainability 
of their IDP camp schools through the evaluative process. 

DIMENSIONS OF PRAGMATISM

The decision to conduct the REP evaluation using a participatory 
approach was taken for essentially pragmatic reasons. I agreed to 
conduct the evaluation only if a number of Sierra Leoneans who had 
direct experience or knowledge of the REP were to be included as 
members of an evaluation team. As a Canadian university profes-
sor with limited time available for fi eldwork in Sierra Leone, I was 
convinced that a team consisting of project stakeholders — PLAN 
staff, MoE offi cials, and IDP camp teachers — would enhance the 
effi ciency and the quality of data collection and analysis. Such an 
approach would also help to make up for my own lack of familiarity 
with the project and with the uniqueness of Sierra Leone’s wartime 
situation. Guided by PLAN’s terms of reference which established the 
parameters of the evaluation, my reasoning was entirely pragmatic. 
I gave little thought to the notion of empowering local people. 

Because of the long-distance nature of team leadership, the most 
active period of stakeholder participation was the fi eldwork stage of 
data collection and preliminary fi eld-based analysis. Even during this 
stage, the breadth and representativeness of stakeholder participa-
tion was limited, with only fi ve fully active participants, of whom 
four were head teachers and only one was female. Nevertheless, the 
engagement of these individuals as partners in interviewing camp 
teachers and parents, and in observing IDP camp school activity, 
contributed signifi cantly to the pragmatic ends of the evaluation. 
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Because they had been intimately involved in the REP and had the 
full confi dence of all other stakeholders, the evaluation team had 
easy access to camp inhabitants and were able to conduct interviews 
that were comprehensive and highly informative. The combined in-
sider/outsider approach to fi eldwork likewise reinforced the quality 
of the observations that were made and helped animate debriefi ng 
sessions that were held to review each day’s proceedings. The remark-
able collegiality that quickly emerged among those of us conducting 
fi eldwork greatly enhanced our ability to identify the strengths and 
the weaknesses of the REP. 

In the rapid appraisal seminar that rounded out the fi eldwork stage of 
the inquiry, the evaluation team expressed its unanimous view, based 
on the evidence collected, that on the whole the REP had been suc-
cessful. It had clearly enhanced children’s basic literacy and numeracy 
skills and had helped to foster a safe and structured environment 
for war-affected children through the combination of recreational 
activities (sports, dancing, and role playing) and refl ective activities 
(drawing, clay sculpting, and storywriting). Although “peace educa-
tion” had not been fully developed or implemented through the REP, 
the evaluation team nonetheless recommended that a fully developed 
curricular component concerning peace and confl ict resolution should 
be an integral feature of future rapid education interventions. Other 
problems relating to content and delivery were observed, but the 
evaluation team concluded that these could be easily rectifi ed and 
that PLAN should proceed with expanding its REP as a basis for 
educational reconstruction and renewal in Moyambe District and 
other areas where hostilities had ceased (Maclure, 2001).

These fi ndings were in keeping with the original questions that PLAN 
had specifi ed at the outset of the evaluation. Yet the participatory 
orientation of the evaluation also led to the inclusion of the issue that 
was of greatest concern to the local stakeholder participants: how to 
ensure continuation of the three remaining IDP camp schools. Three 
of the four head teachers, who were camp inhabitants themselves 
and were key actors in the camp schools, had a vested personal stake 
in the survival of these schools. Likewise, PLAN’s regional program 
advisor, who had devoted considerable time and effort in launching 
the pilot project in 1999, felt much stronger empathy for the parents 
and teachers in the camps than did his colleagues in PLAN’s Freetown 
offi ce. As well, since the two senior MoE offi cials were fearful of being 
saddled with camp school closures and ensuing parental frustration 
and resentment, they were naturally hoping that resources could 
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somehow be made available to ensure the continuation of the camp 
schools. These sentiments were all strongly reinforced through inter-
views with teachers and parents in the IDP camps. 

As the fi eldwork had progressed, the head teachers swiftly assumed 
a confi dent sense of their role as evaluation partners. This “deepen-
ing” of stakeholder participation culminated in a signifi cant shift in 
control and ownership during the brief critical juncture of the rapid 
appraisal seminar. At the start of the seminar, the four head teach-
ers and PLAN’s regional program advisor who presented the team’s 
preliminary fi ndings spoke as acknowledged evaluators. Yet when 
the more open, freewheeling discussion ensued after the formal team 
presentation, these fi ve individuals, as well as the two MoE offi cials 
who had been marginal during much of the data-collection process, 
began to speak as REP stakeholders, each with a particular set of 
interests and concerns relating to their own positions and those of 
other stakeholders in the camps and in the MoE. The head teachers 
took a position on behalf of children’s right to education in the camps 
and argued for external support to ensure that this imperative was 
met. The two MoE offi cials spoke about issues that were of concern to 
the ministry, particularly about regulations related to formal recogni-
tion of “normal schools” and the limits of the ministry’s capacity to 
support the existing IDP camp schools. For his part, PLAN’s regional 
program advisor spoke as someone caught between two contending 
perspectives — agreeing with PLAN’s position about the need to re-
focus on longer-term community development in Moyambe District, 
yet concurrently empathizing with IDP camp inhabitants who were 
anxious to prolong PLAN’s support for a project that he himself had 
worked hard to bring about. In effect, the participatory orientation 
of the evaluation had enabled these individuals to expand the evalu-
ation’s terms of reference by incorporating the unanimous opinion 
of parents and teachers that the three remaining IDP schools be 
continued. Their involvement as bona fi de evaluation participants 
added legitimacy to these demands. This, of course, was fully in line 
with the pragmatic basis of the participatory approach — to enrich 
the evaluation process by rendering explicit different stakeholder 
perceptions and agendas regarding the rapid education project.

To their credit, PLAN staff listened to what was being said and made 
the necessary adjustment to the satisfaction of all sides. A result of 
this dialogue was a compromise agreement to ensure the continua-
tion of the three IDP camp schools. Within one month of evaluation 
fi eldwork, in response to a joint overture from PLAN and the MoE, 
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FAWE agreed to replace PLAN as the formal administrative and su-
pervisory sponsor of the three camp schools throughout the 2000–01 
school year. For its part, PLAN agreed to transfer funds to FAWE for 
purposes of ensuring the necessary fi nancial support of the project 
for an additional year. This was an arrangement that was satisfac-
tory to all parties: to the IDP camp inhabitants whose children could 
continue with their schooling; to PLAN which was able to shift its 
attention away from emergency relief to educational reconstruction 
and community renewal elsewhere in the country; to FAWE which 
was able to extend its infl uence and credibility as a key organizational 
player in Sierra Leone’s efforts to rebuild its educational sytem; and 
to the MoE with its vested interest in the expansion of children’s 
enrolment in schools of all types despite its chronic lack of adequate 
resources. 

Two further pragmatic dimensions of the participatory approach 
were unforeseen and can be regarded as offshoots of the evaluation. 
Having collaborated as evaluation team members, three out of the 
four head teachers who had been “insider” evaluators were subse-
quently hired contractually by PLAN to act as teacher trainers for 
the expanding education program in Moyambe District. With their 
abilities and experiences as rapid education teachers and their new-
found understanding of PLAN’s mandate, they were amply qualifi ed 
to contribute to PLAN’s expanded program of rapid education. The 
fourth head teacher continued as director of the erstwhile IDP camp 
school, which had been transformed into a normal school in Septem-
ber 2000. In addition, a further indirect outcome of the participatory 
nature of the evaluation was PLAN’s success in securing a large U.K. 
grant for its Sierra Leonean program. In its bid for the grant, PLAN 
included the fi nal report of the REP evaluation and made a point of 
highlighting its participatory approach (personal communication from 
PLAN staff in the U.K.).

INSIGHTS FOR INCREMENTAL SOCIAL TRANSFORMATION

Through the incorporation of a modest participatory approach, the 
REP evaluation achieved some practical results. It was not, however, 
a transformative process, nor did it directly engender social transfor-
mation. Only fi ve stakeholders were fully involved in the fi eldwork 
stage of the inquiry, and their role served mainly to enhance the 
authenticity of fi ndings and broaden the scope of the ensuing rec-
ommendations. The evaluation itself did not address structures of 
oppression, nor did it result in the mobilization or empowerment of 
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IDP camp inhabitants. Essentially this was a practical participatory 
evaluation (P-PE) of a small, discrete pilot project. Nevertheless, 
limited though it was, stakeholder participation in the REP was not 
an entirely instrumental exercise. Apart from the parameters of the 
pilot project,  the participatory process did help in a small way to 
strengthen local capacity and to heighten stakeholder consciousness 
of issues that do, in the long run, have import for the inherently in-
cremental process of social change in post-war Sierra Leone. 

Beyond the practical ends of facilitating the expansion of the REP 
(for PLAN) and sustaining the remaining three camp schools (for IDP 
inhabitants), the evaluation also generated insights into the complex 
nature of education as a form of emergency humanitarian relief. This 
was particularly useful for PLAN which had had extensive experi-
ence with education as a form of community development but had 
not reckoned on some of the diffi culties and challenges arising out of 
this altogether different approach to educational intervention. The 
involvement of the head teachers and ministry offi cials in the evalua-
tion helped to sharpen the sensibilities of PLAN personnel regarding 
the perceptions of parents and teachers in the three remaining IDP 
camps about being “abandoned” by the very benefactor that had ena-
bled their children to regain a sense of normalcy through schooling. In 
effect this underscored the interrelationship between rapid top-down 
intervention as a necessary means to alleviate humanitarian crises 
and the problem of recipient dependency on organizations providing 
emergency relief. For PLAN International, and indeed all other agen-
cies engaged in the provision of humanitarian aid, such heightened 
understanding of the dilemmas and challenges of humanitarian aid 
is crucial if these agencies are to provide assistance in an enabling 
fashion, that is, in a manner that strengthens rather than inhibits 
the capacities of local people who have been forced into situations of 
marginality and uncertainty (Roche, 1999). This modest participa-
tory evaluation contributed to PLAN’s organizational learning and 
its understanding of the complexities of initiating a rapid education 
program as a fi rst stage in the reconstruction of post-war community 
schooling.

Somewhat conversely, participation in the evaluation augmented 
the head teachers’ understanding of the challenges and constraints 
confronting PLAN as an organization with a limited mandate to 
engage in the provision of humanitarian emergency relief. Their 
frustration at the outset of the evaluation with what they had per-
ceived as PLAN’s dismissive arrogance in terminating support of the 
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three remaining IDP camp schools was replaced by an appreciation 
of an NGO which had neither the mandate nor the administrative 
experience to provide long-term humanitarian support to displaced 
populations. In turn, this heightened their awareness of the dilemma 
of relying on one international NGO to sustain a long-term endeavour 
such as children’s education, even in apparently transient IDP camp 
circumstances. This became a topic of discussion in the rapid ap-
praisal seminar that ended the fi eldwork stage of the evaluation and 
eventually helped to bring about an arrangement of diverse sources 
of support, including a more active engagement of the MoE. Indeed, a 
year later, at the start of the 2001–02 school year, the three remaining 
IDP camp schools were granted the status of “normal schools” within 
the government education system, largely because many of the camp 
inhabitants had decided to settle permanently in the Freetown area. 
At the time of writing, while FAWE has continued to monitor and 
provide material support for these schools from its own operating 
budget, the MoE is now responsible for hiring and paying teaching 
personnel. PLAN is no longer involved and the schools have attained 
a sustainable footing.

CONCLUSION

This evaluation of one relatively small humanitarian aid project in 
western Africa was an instance of process becoming progress (Samoff, 
2001). While a set of specifi c objectives established by the sponsor-
ing NGO served as the terms of reference for the evaluation, the 
participatory approach that was fully activated during the period 
of data collection and preliminary analysis facilitated mutual in-
sider/outsider learning that enabled local stakeholders to transform 
anxiety about the immediate future of three IDP camp schools into 
a central issue of deliberation and resolution. This was in keeping 
with the pragmatic purposes of the evaluation — to enhance rapid 
emergency education to the satisfaction of all stakeholder groups. In 
most respects, therefore, this evaluation adhered to the principles of 
a practical participatory approach. 

Yet in the context of wartorn Sierra Leone, at a time when hostilities 
were clearly on the wane and a process of daunting societal recon-
struction was in the offi ng, the involvement of a number of key local 
stakeholders in the evaluation did contribute to refl ections on the 
part of both the benefactor NGO and the IDP camp benefi ciaries that 
went beyond the instrumental purposes of the pilot REP. From the 
extensive discussions that occurred during the collaborative fi eld-
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work stage of the evaluation, it became apparent to all parties that 
not only were people in the IDP camps dependent on external aid to 
transform their situation of destitution, but that in a real sense all 
Sierra Leoneans were confronted with a major post-confl ict social 
transformation that would inevitably be a long-term, incremental 
process requiring extensive fi nancial and technical assistance. For 
this to be successful, myriad interventions would have to aim at 
strengthening local capacities that would serve as the foundations 
of a more peaceful, more effectively governed society. At all stages 
of this process, the principles of local participation and stakeholder 
ownership would clearly be essential if interventions were to con-
tribute to this incremental process. In a small way, the evaluation of 
PLAN’s rapid education pilot project, by involving a small number 
of local stakeholders at a key stage in the evaluation, exemplifi ed 
these principles.

Nevertheless, as a participatory assessment of a humanitarian aid 
project, the evaluation remained limited in scope, mainly because it 
was initially designed as a conventional summative assessment to be 
conducted by an external consultant. Although modifi ed to include 
a few local stakeholders, it continued to be constrained by a “long-
distance” leadership structure that did not allow for a combination 
of broad-based and more in-depth stakeholder participation. Had the 
evaluation been designed from the outset as a form of ongoing project 
monitoring, with IDP parents and teachers regularly providing as-
sessments of project processes, it could have been a more integral 
feature of the REP itself and a more substantial capacity-building 
exercise. An evident lesson from the evaluation of PLAN’s rapid 
education project in Sierra Leone is that there is substantive value 
in including the benefi ciaries of humanitarian aid as participants in 
the assessment of such aid. 

The experience of REP evaluation also highlights the challenges and 
limitations that confront external evaluators who are attuned to the 
possibilities of participatory approaches. While humanitarian aid 
agency personnel and external consultants can design participatory 
evaluations for pragmatic ends, they are unlikely to do so with the aim 
of effecting social transformation among impoverished or dislocated 
populations. This would be tantamount to outsiders developing a 
blueprint that marginalized people would then be expected to imple-
ment. (Unfortunately mechanisms of international aid are still highly 
susceptible to this type of patronizing approach.) Instead, if participa-
tory evaluations are to augment the knowledge and capacities of local 



THE CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PROGRAM EVALUATION126

people that will enable them to initiate actions for themselves, then 
outsiders must be willing to cede control of those aspects of evaluation 
that are particularly meaningful for local stakeholders. 

Frequently, of course, the transfer of control does tend to create an 
aura of uncertainty and risk for all stakeholders in the process. For 
outside organizations and evaluators, it may result in a shift away 
from their original terms of reference and require them to confront 
unexpected challenges that are discomfi ting and imply undesired 
policy or program changes (Sphere Project Handbook, 2004). For local 
stakeholders, while attainment of shared evaluation ownership can 
enhance collective understanding and the capacity to initiate changes 
that respond to their own concerns and needs, it can also harbour the 
prospect of generating false hopes and, in the event that changes do 
not occur, subsequent tension and disillusion (Sphere Project Hand-
book). Inevitably, however, shifts in the dynamics of leadership and 
control as a prelude to fundamental change are always fraught with 
elements of risk. For populations coping with the effects of humani-
tarian crises, particularly of the sort that wrought deadly havoc in 
Sierra Leone, such risks are not likely to sway them from willingly 
participating in processes that directly affect them.
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Needs assessments are typically conducted exclusively by practi-
tioners at the cost of quality or entirely by external evaluators at 
the cost of relevance. This article makes a case for participatory 
needs assessment, which we defi ne as a systematic approach to 
setting organizational priorities in which trained evaluators and 
program stakeholders share responsibility for all substantive and 
procedural decisions. We outline potential advantages and three 
critical challenges: enlisting genuine participation by program 
staff, reducing time demands on stakeholders, and maintain-
ing evaluation quality. We conducted a case study in which 81 
stakeholders worked with an external evaluator to identify and 
prioritize needs in one school district. The district developed nine 
strategies for dealing with the challenges of participatory needs 
assessment. The result was a needs assessment that reached 
relatively high levels of utilization (support for discrete decisions, 
conceptual use, and process use) and moderately high levels of 
quality, particularly with regard to credibility with users. We 
argue that participatory needs assessment is an appropriate 
extension of participatory approaches to program evaluation. 

Les études de besoins sont typiquement effectuées soit exclusive-
ment par des praticiens aux dépens de la qualité ou soit entière-
ment par des évaluateurs externes aux dépens de la pertinence. 
Cet article propose une approche participative pour l’étude des 
besoins, que nous défi nissons comme une approche systématique 
à l’établissement des priorités organisationnelles à laquelle des 
évaluateurs qualifi és et des intervenants des programmes se 
partagent la responsabilité de toutes les décisions importantes et 
procédurales. Nous présentons les avantages potentiels et trois 
défi s déterminants : favoriser une participation véritable du per-
sonnel du programme, réduire les contraintes de temps imposées 
aux intervenants, et maintenir la qualité des évaluations. Nous 
avons réalisé une étude de cas où 81 intervenants ont travaillé 
avec un évaluateur externe pour repérer et prioriser les besoins 
dans un conseil scolaire. Ce dernier a élaboré neuf stratégies pour 
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relever les défi s que présente l’étude de besoins participative. 
Cet exercice a permis d’exécuter une évaluation des besoins qui 
a mené à des niveaux d’utilisation relativement élevés (soutien 
pour la prise de décisions individuelles, utilisation conceptuelle et 
utilisation des processus) et à des niveaux de qualité modérément 
élevés, en particulier en ce qui a trait à la crédibilité aux yeux des 
utilisateurs. Nous soutenons que l’étude de besoins participative 
constitue un prolongement adéquat des approches participatives 
à l’évaluation de programme. 

Needs assessment is a key stage in the evaluation life 
cycle of programs and organizations. Needs assessments are typi-
cally conducted either by practitioners without the involvement of a 
trained evaluator or, in the contrasting case, external evaluators run 
the show while stakeholder participation is limited to providing data. 
In the needs assessment reported here, stakeholders were intensively 
and pervasively involved in all phases of evaluation decision making, 
in partnership with an external evaluator. This article1 reviews the 
benefi ts and problems in stakeholder participation and demonstrates 
the outcomes of the participatory approach with data from a needs 
assessment conducted in an Ontario school district.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Needs Assessment

We follow Witkin and Altschuld (1995) in defi ning needs assessment 
as “a systematic set of procedures undertaken for the purpose of 
setting priorities” (p. 4). Although some evaluation theorists have re-
cently returned to life-cycle models in which evaluation practices are 
partly a function of program stage (e.g., Chatterji, 2004; O’Sullivan, 
2004), the salad days of needs assessment were from 1965 (when the 
American government required that needs assessments be included 
in most grants-in-aid proposals) to 1981 (when the requirement was 
withdrawn). In a review of 125 needs assessments conducted since 
then, Witkin (1994) found most were conducted by practitioners with-
out support from professional evaluators, to the detriment of study 
quality. For example, less than 5% used a theoretically grounded 
method. Instead need assessments typically consisted of summaries of 
stakeholder preferences for available solutions, rather than a careful 
analysis of client needs. Witkin argued that these needs assessments 
confused means with ends. Witkin and Altschuld (1995) added that 
practitioner-driven needs assessments focus on the needs of service 
providers and organizers, rather than on client needs. 
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In contrast with practitioner-driven cases are rigorous needs assess-
ment models such as gap analysis, in which stakeholders identify cur-
rent and desired status on important values or program outcomes. In 
these applications (illustrated in Witkin & Altschuld, 1995), external 
consultants typically control data collection and analysis, resulting 
in a more precise estimation of needs. However, lack of decisional 
participation by stakeholders can lead to nonuse of evaluation fi nd-
ings through failure of the evaluators to consider the context in which 
needs will be addressed. In addition, external evaluators may ignore 
stakeholders’ criteria in setting priorities. For example, the key term 
for setting priorities in the dominant needs assessment model — the 
size of discrepancy between attained and ideal values (Kaufman, 
1972) — was ranked by stakeholders as eighth of nine factors to be 
considered in priority setting, in Foster and Southard (1988).

Participatory Evaluation

Participatory evaluation is “applied social research that involves 
trained evaluation personnel (or research specialists) and practice-
based decision makers working in partnership” (Cousins & Earl, 
1995a, p. 8). The key elements of the approach are user involvement 
and shared control of all evaluation functions, including technical 
tasks generally considered to be the exclusive domain of the profes-
sional. Cousins and Earl referred to the involvement of a small group 
of practitioner decision makers, but other proponents of the model 
(e.g., Chen, 2002) include broader groups of stakeholders, an elabora-
tion we accept in this article. The reported benefi ts of participatory 
evaluation include clarifi cation of program objectives, support for 
specifi c decisions, increased stakeholder belief in the credibility of 
the evaluation, greater understanding of program concepts, evalua-
tion ownership, respect for the diversity of stakeholder perspectives, 
and organizational learning, particularly about evaluation processes 
(Cousins, 1996; Garaway, 1995; Johnson, Willeke, & Steiner, 1998; 
Preskill, Zukerman, & Matthews, 2003; Turnbull, 1999).

Although evidence has accumulated of the positive effects of participa-
tory approaches, problems abound. For example, there is confusion 
over what constitutes a valid instance, despite recent attempts (e.g., 
King, 1995) to distinguish types of participatory evaluation. Even 
cases that violate the core attribute of the defi nition (i.e., that evalua-
tion decisions be shared) have been reported as instances of participa-
tory evaluation. For example, in two of the three cases cited by King, 
decision making was dominated by professional evaluators, and, in 



THE CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PROGRAM EVALUATION134

others reported by Deacon and Piercy (2000) and Shula and Wilson 
(1995), practitioner input to methodological decisions was minimal. 
Other concerns about participatory evaluation revolve around three 
challenges: enlisting genuine participation, the time-consuming na-
ture of participation, and maintenance of evaluation quality.

First is the challenge of enlisting participation by program staff. Ex-
isting power relationships in an organization, particularly when there 
is a history of passivity in decision making on the part of program 
staff, can frustrate evaluator attempts to create equitable partner-
ships (Shulha & Wilson, 1995). Evidence of stakehholders deferring 
to evaluation experts have been reported (e.g., Preskill et al., 2003; 
Wuest & Merritt-Gray, 1997). Similarly, groups with a history of 
passivity may not participate in the evaluation, leaving the fi eld to 
dominant groups within the organization (Greene, 2000). The same 
effect arises when a powerful stakeholder group excludes others 
(Lackey, Moberg, & Balistrieri, 1997). The initial formulation of par-
ticipatory evaluation called for involvement of a small working group 
of program staff (Cousins & Earl, 1995a), a strategy that appears to 
neglect the critical role of senior decision makers (Smith, 1999). But 
in reviewing reported cases of participatory evaluation, Huberman 
(1995) argued that the involvement of central offi ce staff casts a 
shadow on the trustworthiness of the data. Even if a representative 
group of stakeholders comes to the table, the mechanisms for enabling 
genuine participation are murky. For example, Johnson et al. (1998) 
found little research on how to involve stakeholders in the design of 
data-collection instruments. Strategies for engaging stakeholders in 
quantitative analysis are especially perplexing. Given that the needed 
technical expertise usually resides only in the repertoires of profes-
sionals, quantitative evaluations may be much more susceptible to 
unequal partnerships.

The second substantial challenge, compounding the fi rst, is that 
evaluations are time consuming, even for professionals who do not 
have to acquire a new skill set in order to perform routine evalu-
ation tasks. Practitioners can be frustrated and surprised by the 
time commitments required (Cousins & Earl, 1995b). The longer the 
duration of the evaluation, the more likely that volunteers will leak 
from the team (Gaventa, Creed, & Morrissey, 1998). Attrition may 
not be random; over time the team may become unrepresentative of 
program stakeholders as those with less control of their schedules fall 
away. Task frustration might also increase dependence on evaluation 
professionals to get the job done.
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The third challenge is quality. Giving untrained program personnel 
an equal voice in design decisions may jeopardize the credibility of 
the evaluation. Brisolara (1998) argued that participatory evaluation 
is unconcerned about quality issues and violates objectivity require-
ments. Cousins and Earl (1995b) bemoaned the failure of participa-
tory evaluations to take advantage of contextual information that 
is accessible in stakeholder partnerships. The central dilemma is 
the confl ict between ownership and expertise or, in Patton’s (1997) 
terms, “confl icting goals of improving versus proving” (p. 161). The 
key strategy for bridging the dilemma is to train stakeholders in the 
skills required for full participation. The trainers, typically external 
experts, should emphasize individual and collective learning — the 
goal is to build capacity that stays within the organization after the 
completion of the specifi c evaluation and the departure of the indi-
viduals who conducted it (Quintanilla & Packard, 2002). Evaluation 
capacity is represented as an outcome of participatory evaluation but 
it is also prerequisite to it.

In the case study reported here we describe strategies for overcom-
ing these three challenges in the context of a participatory needs 
assessment, which we defi ne as a systematic approach to setting 
organizational priorities in which trained evaluators and program 
stakeholders share responsibility for all procedural decisions.

METHOD

Participatory Needs Assessment

The needs assessment was a four-stage process, displayed in Table 
1, to set priorities in an Ontario school district. Stage 1 was a pre-as-
sessment that consisted of scope setting and stakeholder identifi ca-
tion. Stage 2, the focus of this paper, consisted of data collection to 
identify district priorities. Stage 3 consisted of the implementation 
of the fi ndings from the needs assessment. Stage 4 consisted of on-
going monitoring of the implementation. Stages 1-3 were completed 
September 2003 to January 2004 and Stage 4 is continuing. 

In Stage 1, district administrators defi ned 14 stakeholder groups.2 
Within each group, senior staff identifi ed stakeholders who were 
knowledgeable about educational issues, had credibility with other 
members of their stakeholder group, and were willing to participate. 
These 81 individuals were assigned to the four stages so that approxi-
mately one third of the membership of each stage carried on to the 
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next stage (as shown in Table 1). A small team (the CEO and three 
staff members) supported the activities at each stage and provided 
continuity. The fi rst author, a university-based researcher/evaluator, 
participated intensively in Stage 2 and intermittently in the other 
stages. 

Sources of data for the needs assessment consisted of surveys to all 
stakeholder groups (13,042 were returned) and 108 individual and 
52 focus group interviews.

Evaluation of the Needs Assessment

We conducted an explanatory case study (Yin, 2003). Sources for the 
evaluation of the participatory needs assessment consisted of: 

1. Written reports prepared by 14 practitioner research teams 
on the results of their interviews. In most instances teams 
appended summaries of their raw data (e.g., notes on inter-
views);

2. Oral summaries of the practitioner research team presenta-
tion to their peers. These presentations were audio recorded, 
and we used the tapes to supplement our fi eld notes;

Table 1
Stages in Needs Assessment

Stages in Needs Assessment Main Activities Participants

Stage 1: Pre-assessment • review of national and regional trends 34 stakeholders; 
 • review of research on impact of social trends  12 moved on
  on school outcomes
 • identifi cation of stakeholders 

Stage 2: Data collection • design of instruments 56 stakeholders; 
 • administration of surveys 15 moved on
 • individual and focus group interviews
 • data analysis
 • reporting

Stage 3: Implementation of  • establishment of district priorities by trustees 28 stakeholders; 
needs assessment • representation of priorities in district slogan,  12 moved on
  goals and areas of emphases
 • development of new programs

Stage 4: Monitoring effects of  • review of external and internal test results 14 stakeholders
needs assessment
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3. The fi nal report of the joint evaluator-practitioner team 
containing the qualitative and quantitative analysis (Ross, 
Ben Jaafar, & Hogaboam-Gray, 2004);

4. Participant observer fi eld notes from two training sessions. 
Our notes consisted of trainer plans, the extent to which the 
plans were implemented, practitioner responses to the train-
ing (especially the questions they posed in the sessions), and 
observations of group activities as they applied the training 
to their data-collection tasks;

5. Field notes of central administrative team meetings. We 
made notes during these meetings and elaborated on them 
with interpretive detail immediately after;

6. Field notes of evaluator interactions with practitioners in in-
dividual coaching sessions. We compiled narrative summaries 
with interpretive notes immediately after each contact;

7. Field notes on presentations of study results to district trus-
tees;

8. Field notes on use of needs assessment data in Stages 3 
and 4.

Data analysis consisted of pattern matching (Mark, Henry, & Julnes, 
2000); that is, we searched the database for instances of the three 
challenges, hypothesized how these challenges might affect evaluation 
outcomes, and tested these hypotheses against recorded events.

IMPLEMENTATION OF PARTICIPATORY NEEDS ASSESSMENT

We used the three challenges described above to organize informa-
tion about the participatory needs assessment. Table 2 summarizes 
the overt and tacit strategies used by the district to address each 
challenge.

Table 2 
Strategies for Meeting Challenges of Participatory Evaluation

Challenges Strategies

1. Enlisting genuine participation • involve all stakeholder groups
 • sliding scale of responsibility
 • train stakeholders in evaluation processes
2. Participation is time consuming • recruit multiple members of each group
 • division of labour
 • provide focused training
3. Maintaining evaluation quality • triangulate methods
 • use common tools
 • monitor performance and provide remedial support



THE CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PROGRAM EVALUATION138

Challenge 1: Enlisting Genuine Participation 

Stakeholders participated in all phases of the evaluation as full 
partners with the external evaluator. There were three strategies 
for ensuring genuine participation: (a) constant involvement of all 
stakeholder groups with differential participation by individuals, 
(b) a sliding balance of responsibility between stakeholders and the 
external evaluator, (c) training and coaching of stakeholders.

The fi rst strategy of involving all stakeholder groups in all evaluation 
decisions was met with the caveat that K-6 students had no role in 
the evaluation and at-risk youth (students who had left school or were 
likely to) participated only as data providers and only then in indi-
vidual interviews. All other stakeholder groups participated with the 
external evaluator in defi ning the scope, determining overall design, 
sampling, creating instruments, providing data, collecting data, ana-
lyzing data, and making recommendations. Individuals participated 
in sets of decisions that embraced one or, at most, two stages.

Although there was continuity for stakeholder groups through inclu-
sion in each phase of the evaluation, there was no overt procedure for 
communication within stakeholder groups. Field notes from central 
meetings indicate that individuals were told they were participating 
as knowledgeable individuals, not as spokespersons for a particular 
constituency. In response to questions we posed at the oral presenta-
tions, some groups reported there was communication among their 
membership. For example, teacher union members said they handed 
off the portfolio to their successors with an update on procedures and 
outcomes in the previous stage. But most individuals stated they 
received information only from the central team (CEO and three 
staff). The central team guided the socialization of new members and 
became the repository for collective memory. This control was tem-
pered by the retention of one third of the membership of each stage 
into the next and by distributing all reports from previous stages to 
new members.

The second strategy consisted of responsibility for each task sliding 
across a scale anchored at one pole by dominance by the external 
evaluator and at the other pole by dominance by stakeholders. In 
Stage 1, stakeholders reached consensus on the purposes of the 
needs assessment, decided that they wanted to use a combination 
of surveys and interviews, and identifi ed specifi c survey items and 
interview questions to be included in the instruments (fi eld notes 
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from fi nal Stage 1 session). The external evaluator responded to 
each of their decisions with operational plans that were reviewed 
and negotiated only with the central administration team, not with 
any of the stakeholder groups. The external evaluator formalized 
the survey by combining stakeholders’ conception of the goals of 
school (preparing students for various pathways) with stakehold-
ers’ criteria for setting priorities (how well the district is preparing 
students and how important it is to improve district performance on 
each preparation category). The external evaluator’s role was partly 
technical (e.g., formulating specifi c questions and formatting the 
text for optical scanning) and partly conceptual (e.g., reviewing the 
conception of school goals against those provided by standard cur-
riculum texts, such as Wiles & Bondi [2002], and the conception of 
priority setting against needs assessment models such as Kaufman’s 
[1972] discrepancy model). When formatting the interview guide, 
the external evaluator tightened the connection between survey 
items and interview prompts. 

The central team accepted the external evaluator’s advice for the 
format and content of the survey and interview guide but opted 
for a population sample for the survey rather than the stratifi ed 
random sample he recommended (central team fi eld notes). In this 
phase of the partnership, the external evaluator interacted with 
only one stakeholder group (essentially the CEO and staff), even 
though the decisions had initially been made by a multiple stake-
holder panel.

In Stage 2, stakeholders took responsibility for the collection and 
analysis of qualitative data using procedures and templates recom-
mended by the external evaluator. Stakeholders were purposefully 
assigned to four-person research teams that were given the task of 
investigating the perspectives of one stakeholder group. Each team 
consisted of one or two members of the target stakeholder group and 
representatives of two or three other groups. Field notes from the 
second training session (described below) indicate that team members 
typically interviewed in pairs; one person asked the questions and the 
other recorded answers on the interview guide. Teams used a series 
of templates designed by the external evaluator to summarize and 
interpret their data. Teams communicated their fi ndings in written 
summaries and in oral reports that were presented to other teams. 
The external evaluator’s role was to provide training (see below) and 
conduct a cross-case analysis (undertaken by the second author and 
reported in Ross et al., 2004).
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Stakeholders were much less involved on the quantitative side. The 
central team distributed the surveys to nine of the fourteen stake-
holder groups; the remaining groups were contacted by their respec-
tive research teams. There was minimal stakeholder involvement in 
the quantitative analysis. The external evaluator (and a doctoral stu-
dent) determined the reliability of the categories in which the items 
were clustered, devised a formula for defi ning needs, rank ordered 
the needs for each stakeholder group, compiled descriptive statistics, 
and compared the means between groups. Stakeholder participation 
was limited to the central team reviewing data analysis plans and 
interpreting survey results as reported in interim and fi nal reports. 
One week before the presentation of the team reports, the external 
evaluator distributed to the research teams tables that summarized 
the survey results for each stakeholder group. Analysis of the team 
reports showed that none of the teams included the quantitative 
data in their report, even though the fourth step of the data-analysis 
procedure called for it.

The third strategy for eliciting genuine participation in the evaluation 
was to provide stakeholders with the knowledge and skill needed to 
make informed choices. Although providing the central team with 
information about options and criteria for making decisions at critical 
junctures was important, most of the external’s efforts went into train-
ing the research teams. There were four opportunities to do so:

1. The external evaluator held a two-hour evening workshop 
with the 14 teams that focused on the specifi c data collection 
activities they were being asked to perform. An excerpt from 
Arksey and Knight (1999) containing advice on interviewing 
was distributed prior to the session. Field notes from the ses-
sion indicate that the external evaluator identifi ed strengths 
and weaknesses of surveys and interviews, arguing that both 
were required for a balanced view. Participants reviewed the 
interview guide to ensure there was a common understand-
ing. The external evaluator described the advantages of 
individual and focus group interviewing, arguing that both 
are better than either. After an outline of qualitative sam-
pling strategies, each team devised strategies for recruiting 
interviewees. In the fi nal activity, the external evaluator 
elicited from the whole group threats to the credibility of 
an interview study; each team then devised strategies for 
reducing these threats. Throughout the session, those with 
deeper prior knowledge supported team members with less 
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(the teams were designed so that each contained at least one 
member with formal evaluation training or experience). 

2. Two weeks later, after most teams had conducted at least 
one interview, the external evaluator held another two-hour 
evening workshop with the 14 teams that focused on how to 
analyze the data they were collecting. Field notes from the 
session indicate that it began with a large-group discussion of 
successes and problems encountered in the initial interview. 
The external evaluator presented a fi ve-step procedure for 
analyzing interview data (make a good record, summarize 
your data, develop themes, integrate different data sources, 
describe the implications of the analysis). The external evalu-
ator described alternative ways of completing each step and 
modeled the procedure using excerpts from interviews from 
another study (Ross, Rolheiser, & Hogaboam-Gray, 2002). 
Each team analyzed an excerpt from the same database. 
The external evaluator applied the data analysis model to 
the task of the research teams and provided additional scaf-
folding in the form of templates for the fi ve steps. The key 
template was for summarizing data: organizing informa-
tion by interview prompt and clustering responses to show 
agreement and disagreement within the interview sample on 
positions taken by interviewees and their reasons for those 
positions. The session concluded with teams planning their 
next steps. 

3. The external evaluator met, when invited to do so, with 
individuals and teams over the eight weeks in which teams 
collected and analyzed interview data. Field notes from 
these sessions indicate that initially the most frequently 
asked questions concerned sampling issues (how to identify 
members of indeterminate populations, how to persuade 
busy people to consent to an interview, how to tell when 
a sample is saturated), along with questions about spe-
cifi c interview techniques. Later in the process, questions 
shifted to data analysis. Some stakeholders reported that 
they were so overwhelmed by the sheer volume of data that 
they reduced the number of planned interviews to avoid 
getting more information. There were also questions about 
how to identify a theme. The external evaluator responded 
to requests for help with specifi c suggestions supported by 
examples using excerpts from the team’s database. Much 
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of this coaching involved “healing well patients”: graduates 
of the external evaluator’s course on program evaluation 
(offered at an off-campus location in the district for many 
years) were particularly likely to seek help, bringing well-
focused questions. 

4. The research teams split into two groups for delivery of their 
reports (i.e., each presented to six other teams). Each oral 
report described the perspective of the stakeholder group 
interviewed by the team. Teams provided supportive written 
documentation consisting of a longer data report and/or cop-
ies of the completed templates used to analyze the data. The 
oral reports were 15 minutes long, followed by 15 minutes of 
discussion. Feedback from the external evaluator highlighted 
strengths of the methods used by the teams. Feedback from 
other teams focused on fi ndings and in some instances noted 
differences in the methodology of the teams (fi eld notes from 
presentation sessions).

Challenge 2: Participation is Time Consuming 

The district applied three strategies for dealing with the time de-
mands of participatory evaluation: selection of a large team of willing 
stakeholders, division of labour, and focused training.

The fi rst strategy was to reduce demands on individuals by recruit-
ing multiple members from each group. The central administrative 
team generated a large pool of stakeholders who had previously 
participated in school, district, or community activities. The pool 
was rank ordered within stakeholder groups in terms of knowledge 
of educational issues, credibility with other members of their stake-
holder group, and willingness to participate. Recruitment was more 
successful with internal than external stakeholders (central meet-
ing fi eld notes). The chief impediments were the time required for 
the tasks and the expectation of some external stakeholders (based 
on prior experience) that their role would be to briefl y review plans 
generated by staff rather than undertaking substantive work. Some 
withdrew when they realized that the time required between sessions 
was much greater than that required for the formal meetings (fi eld 
notes: session 1, Stage 2). Although replacements from all groups 
were found, recruiters dug deeper in some stakeholder lists than 
others (central meeting fi eld notes). Mathie and Greene (1997) sug-
gested that unequal participation arising from participant attrition 
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makes it easier to fi nd agreement on action. We suspect such actions, 
if generated by groups not representative of all stakeholders, will be 
hard to implement.

The second strategy of dividing the tasks of evaluation so that indi-
viduals participated in one or, at most, two stages, while all groups 
participated in virtually all tasks, made the time commitment man-
ageable. However, the most demanding tasks (collection and analysis 
of interview data) involved far more time within the two-month period 
than participants anticipated (fi eld notes from training sessions, 
individual coaching sessions, and oral presentations). These tasks 
could not be split further without great risk to the credibility of the 
process. In addition, individuals did not experience all needs-assess-
ment phases, and as noted earlier, communication within stakeholder 
groups was not built into the design.

The third strategy was to offer focused training, that is, formal in-
struction and coaching on the specifi c tasks of the research teams, 
delivered at the time stakeholders were doing those tasks. There were 
obstacles: The audience for the training was very mixed, ranging from 
those with graduate courses in evaluation/research (including M.A. 
thesis writing) to those with much less formal education. The learner-
instructor ratio for the formal sessions was 50:1. The sessions were 
well attended but some missed one or both due to other time com-
mitments. In addition, most requests for coaching came from those 
with a stronger foundation in research (fi eld notes from individual 
coaching sessions). The use of cooperative learning techniques and 
focusing on group products eased these problems. Nonetheless, the 
time demands were heavier for those with less evaluation skill, with 
the result that some pulled back from the tasks, jeopardizing the goal 
of equitable participation.

Challenge 3: Maintaining Quality 

The key strategies for maintaining quality were to triangulate meth-
ods, use common instruments, and monitor performance.

The fi rst strategy involved triangulation of data sources (surveys and 
interviews). Triangulation of data sources was facilitated by both data 
collections addressing the same themes (i.e., the district’s preparation 
of students for alternate futures). Within both data sources, there was 
triangulation within and between the 14 stakeholder groups. How-
ever, after stakeholders had identifi ed the survey’s focus and most of 
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the items, the external evaluator took responsibility for quantitative 
data analysis and reporting. The result was that method triangula-
tion was at a low level. Stakeholders tended to use the quantitative 
data solely for confi rmation of qualitative fi ndings (fi eld notes from 
Stage 3). They tended to ignore important survey results that were 
not visible in the interviews. For example, stakeholder groups ranked 
district priorities in similar ways (i.e., stakeholder group member-
ship explained only 2%–6% of the variance in the rankings) but the 
groups differed substantially in their overall level of support for ac-
tion. Support for action diminished the closer the stakeholders were 
to the classroom. For example, support for improving the district’s 
attention to personal development outcomes (emotional and character 
development, healthy lifestyles, etc.) was less than half as strong at 
the student level as it was at the senior administrator and community 
leadership levels (Ross et al., 2004). 

The second strategy for maintaining quality was for the 14 research 
teams to use common tools. Although the teams had broad discretion 
on sampling decisions, all used the same interview guide, data-analy-
sis templates, and certain procedures (such as interviewing in pairs, 
alternating between recorder and interviewer) (fi eld notes from oral 
presentations and individual team reports). An unaddressed threat to 
the credibility of this procedure was the failure to collect information 
on the fi delity of implementation of the tools and on the reliability 
of the analysis.

The third strategy was for the external evaluator to monitor the 
performance of the research teams and provide remedial support. 
Although the workshops and individual coaching sessions provided 
some opportunity for the external evaluator to monitor and provide 
formative feedback, most of the evidence about the quality of research 
came from the oral and written reports. A few teams responded to 
the peer and external feedback at the oral sessions by revising their 
written reports. The cross-case analysis revealed variability in data 
collection, analysis, and reporting. Teams that had members with 
graduate training, even if it was obtained years ago, shone. The 
fundamental problem was that there were too many teams, too few 
had members with formal training in evaluation, and the two-month 
period of action was too short. These problems arose from strategies 
designed to reduce the time demands on stakeholders, that is, divi-
sion of labour among a large worker pool.
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META-EVALUATION OF THE CASE

Evidence of the effects of participatory evaluation is hard to come 
by and what evidence there is, is mixed. Cousins and Earl (1995b) 
noted in their review:

at the outset, we looked forward to an abundance of cel-
ebratory consequences emerging from our collection of 
studies. But, taken as a whole, though calls for celebration 
are certainly audible they are partially obscured by the 
noticeable rumbling of marginal impact. (p. 160)

The “confl icting goals of improving versus proving” (Patton, 1997, 
p. 161) suggest two kinds of meta-evaluative criteria that can be 
used to appraise the effectiveness of this case of exploratory needs 
assessment. 

The fi rst set of criteria speaks to the “proving” goal — the extent 
to which participatory needs assessment produced valid data. We 
considered criteria drawn from “shoestring” evaluations conducted 
when there are constraints in terms of time, budget or data (Bam-
berger, Rugh, Church, & Fort, 2004): (a) objectivity, (b) reliability, 
(c) credibility, (d) transferability, and (e) utilization (addressed in the 
second set of criteria). 

• The participatory needs assessment did reasonably well on 
the criterion of objectivity. The biases of the external evalu-
ator and the stakeholders were balanced by the engagement 
of other groups, so that no agent dominated the process, 
suggesting that the needs assessment represented the views 
of a full range of stakeholders. The only instance of a stake-
holder group attempting to control another group’s input was 
observed in the oral presentations. The elementary teach-
ers research team objected to a report by one of the student 
groups that they perceived to be highly critical of teachers. 
No other group joined the teachers’ critique. 

• Against the claim of objectivity was the fi nding that the CEO 
built into the design mechanisms to control the pace and direc-
tion of the needs assessment. These included selection and so-
cialization of all participants, control of communication from 
one stage to the next, and formal authority for approving or 
rejecting recommendations from the external evaluator. In 
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addition, only the CEO participated in all four stages. Field 
notes from the central team meetings suggested that the CEO 
was primarily motivated by feasibility concerns. Given the 
number of people involved, the short timeline, and the low 
budget ($10,000), the CEO deemed it essential that the central 
team expedite decision making. Stage 2 fi eld notes indicated 
that the CEO did not attempt to infl uence the data collection, 
except with regard to the use of a population sample. Stage 
3 fi eld notes indicated that the CEO accurately cited the text 
of the fi nal report when drawing on the needs assessment for 
evidence for the content of the district action plan.

• The evaluation did less well on the criterion of reliability. 
No overt inter-rater reliability procedures were embedded 
in the data collection and analysis. On a positive note, there 
was considerable convergence across stakeholder groups, 
there was considerable agreement between quantitative and 
qualitative data sets, and the internal consistency of scales 
from the survey was demonstrated (Ross et al., 2004, found 
Cronbach’s alpha scores in the .81–.91 range).

• The study, particularly the excerpts from stakeholder inter-
views included in the fi nal report, had high credibility among 
users. Stage 3 fi eld notes indicated that the main strength 
of the study was that each of the stakeholders regarded the 
study’s representation of the values, beliefs, and concerns of 
its own group as accurate. However, the quantitative compo-
nent of the data collection was processed selectively. Partici-
pants neglected the distinctive fi ndings of the quantitative 
data, considering survey results only when they confi rmed 
qualitative data. 

• Finally, the transferability of the evaluation to future needs 
assessments in the same district was reasonably high, be-
cause evaluation logs documenting the procedures, instru-
ments, and training materials were created.

The second set of criteria for assessing participatory needs assess-
ment speaks to the “improving” goal, for example, the impact of the 
evaluation on support for discrete district decisions, generation and 
dissemination of knowledge about programs and organizational fea-
tures affecting their delivery, and development of research skills at 
the individual and organizational learning levels (Cousins, 1995). 
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• In terms of discrete decision making, the CEO’s annual report 
cited the participatory needs assessment as the basis for the 
revision of the district’s vision statement, core values, and 
priorities for 2004–07. A major initiative to improve student 
performance in low achieving schools (each of 16 schools was 
given $50,000 in additional resources) was a direct response 
to the needs assessment’s fi nding that the district was not 
doing enough for underachievers. Field notes from Stage 3 
indicated that, during the development of the district plan, 
participants cited data from the needs assessment to support 
arguments about future directions of the district, and the 
district’s Areas of Emphasis for 2004–07 were congruent with 
the outcomes of the needs assessment. However, we had no 
access to the deliberations of senior administrators meeting 
in private sessions, so it is diffi cult to make defi nitive claims 
about the needs assessment’s impact on discrete decisions.

• Conceptual use of the evaluation was visible in Stages 3 
and 4. In particular, fi eld notes recording presentations 
to district trustees indicated that the needs assessment 
crystallized concern about how the district was addressing 
the needs of students who were not college or university 
bound. This concern had been circulating in the district for 
some time around issues such as the failure rate on grade 
9 mathematics and grade 10 literacy tests among students 
taking applied courses. What the needs assessment did was 
provide a context for raising these issues and provided data 
on how widespread the concern was among all stakeholder 
groups. This stimulated trustees and senior staff to explore 
ways of addressing at-risk students, at both the elementary 
and secondary levels.

• Process use (i.e., the extent to which the needs assessment 
contributed to research skills) was extensive at the individual 
level. Field notes from the coaching sessions and the oral 
presentations showed that individual participants frequently 
commented on how much they learned about research from 
conducting the needs assessment. Participants stated they 
felt confi dent to undertake similar tasks in the future, al-
though they emphasized that their workloads would have to 
be offset to accommodate the time commitments required. 

• In addition to increasing the capacity of individual members, 
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the research capacity of the district improved. Reusable pro-
cedures for surveying stakeholder groups were developed, 
and the needs assessment provided a demonstration of the 
district’s commitment to a culture of inquiry. A member of 
the central team commented that previously priorities had 
been set by the CEO in consultation with trustees. In order 
to expand this process, the district had hired an external 
agency to conduct a strategic directions survey. The data 
collection failed. There was a poor response, the survey was 
perceived to be poorly designed, and respondents feared that 
there would be repercussions for responses that deviated 
from the party line. In contrast, the needs assessment elicited 
high levels of participation; the process was perceived to be 
inclusive and trustworthy. The district made a measurable 
step from using data as a surveillance activity to using it in 
the service of improvement (Earl & Katz, 2003).

CONCLUSION

The contribution of this study to evaluation theory is the demon-
stration that participatory evaluation can be productively applied 
to needs assessment. The case study demonstrates that the benefi ts 
attributed to a participatory approach are likely to be realized in 
needs-assessment applications. The greatest of these benefi ts is the 
enhancement of organizational processes. Previous attempts in this 
district to engage a diverse array of stakeholders in setting priorities 
through surveys failed when conducted exclusively by an external 
agency — district respondents did not trust the process and refused 
to participate. Participatory needs assessment elicited trust because 
the 81 stakeholders became advocates for the study. They sold the 
data collection to their peers through their personal credibility, skill in 
recruiting participants, and demonstrated commitment to the project. 
As observed previously (Patton, 1997; Sonnichsen, 2000), personaliza-
tion contributes to utilization. King (1998) found that organizational 
trust was a predictor of success in participatory evaluation. Our data 
suggest a reciprocal relationship: organizational trust was both a 
contributor and a consequence of participatory needs assessment.

The case study also demonstrated that participatory needs assess-
ment is threatened by the same factors that impinge on other forms 
of participatory evaluation. The practical contribution of this study 
is the identifi cation of nine strategies developed by the district to ad-
dress the concerns of enlisting genuine participation by program staff, 
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reducing time demands on stakeholders, and maintaining evaluation 
quality. These factors greatly mitigated the challenges associated with 
participatory evaluation. Participatory needs assessment enhanced 
the capacity of the district, bringing the district to a higher level of 
data literacy.

The practical implication of this study is that districts should overtly 
defi ne their priorities at the outset of a joint endeavor. We raise three 
questions that need to be answered before undertaking a participa-
tory needs assessment:

1. How important is the capacity building component? 

While proponents of participatory evaluations have viewed capacity 
building as an incidental outcome of the process, we suggest that 
it be an intended consequence aimed at generating sustainable or-
ganizational improvements. Districts should view participatory needs 
assessment as one in a series of capacity-building opportunities. Sub-
sequent initiatives should engage new stakeholder representatives 
working with those who participated in the fi rst, so that expertise 
can be distributed across the district. 

2. What is the decision-making protocol for key stages in the 
evaluation?

Leaders need to recognize that maintaining a high level of control 
may compromise the credibility and utility of participatory needs 
assessment. Moreover, it may discourage authentic participation if 
participants feel their input is trivialized. Districts need to develop 
status-equalizing strategies to reduce tensions between participatory 
decision making and hierarchical control of evaluation processes. An 
inclusive strategy that would mitigate structural and organizational 
constraints might be to create a representative committee of stake-
holders to manage the process.

3. How will the process capitalize on expertise and include 
authentic participation?

On the one hand, practitioners value the expertise of external evalu-
ators for completing tasks stakeholders viewed as specialized (e.g., 
quantitative analysis), because they do not see these as tasks they 
could complete on their own. The process would become more partici-
patory if district staff developed the capacity to undertake such tasks 
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in partnership with external evaluators, rather than as clients. On 
the other hand, a sliding scale of infl uence through evaluation proc-
esses appropriately distributes authority over particular decisions 
on the basis of individual expertise — a strength of teams that are 
effi cient and effective. 

The tensions among time, resources, authority, expertise, and dis-
tributed decision making can interfere with participatory ideals. We 
suggest that the substantial benefi ts of participatory needs assess-
ment will increase if districts take two actions: First, some of the 
“challenges” of the process should be embraced and considered op-
portunities to build the learning capacity of the organization. Second, 
leaders need to make the purposes of the process as explicit as the 
purposes of the evaluation. 

An alternative mindset is required if participatory needs assessments 
are to evolve. It is a capacity-building, resource-consuming process. 
Deep learning changes how people think, and expecting that to hap-
pen with a small investment is short-sighted. Refl ection on the case 
suggests several strategies for enhancing effectiveness that value the 
long-term benefi ts for the district.

NOTES

1. An earlier version of this article was presented at the joint meeting 
of the American Evaluation Association and Canadian Evaluation 
Society, Toronto, October 2005. 

2. The groups were: municipal, federal, and provincial politicians, par-
ent and school council representatives, secondary school students, 
elementary students, senior administrators, elementary teachers, 
secondary teachers, district support staff, principals and vice-princi-
pals, occasional teachers, business, community and trade associations, 
service agencies, at-risk youth, and post-secondary institutions.
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Cet article examine l’impact du Programme d’indicateurs du 
rendement scolaire (PIRS) sur le milieu éducatif. Ce programme 
pancanadien évalue le rendement des élèves en mathématiques, 
en sciences, en lecture, et en écriture. Les données proviennent 
d’entrevues semi-structurées menées auprès des coordonnateurs 
(n = 20) du programme dans toutes les instances géopolitiques et 
d’un questionnaire envoyé à travers le Canada à l’intention des 
dirigeants des conseils scolaires participants (n = 147). L’impact 
du PIRS se décrit selon deux dimensions : positif versus négatif 
et intrinsèque versus extrinsèque. Les résultats révèlent qu’une 
certaine faiblesse dans la communication entre les responsa-
bles du PIRS et les différents acteurs en éducation joue un rôle 
important sur le degré d’impact. La discussion offre certaines 
explications et recommandations à l’endroit des programmes 
d’évaluation des apprentissages. 

This article examines the impact of the School Achievement 
Indicators Program (SAIP) on the educational system. SAIP is a 
Canada-wide program involving the large-scale assessment of stu-
dent achievement in mathematics, science, reading, and writing. 
Data were collected using semi-structured interviews conducted 
with the SAIP’s jurisdictional coordinators (n = 20) and from sur-
veys sent to participating school boards across Canada (n = 147). 
SAIP’s impact is described using two dimensions: intrinsic versus 
extrinsic and positive versus negative. Results revealed that poor 
communication between the coordinators and various educational 
stakeholders plays an important role in the level of impact. Rec-
ommendations are made for learning evaluation programs.

Les programmes d’évaluation du rendement scolaire sont 
des manifestations directes du phénomène d’imputabilité en Amérique 
du Nord (Sicoly, 2002) et partout dans le monde (Firestone, May-
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rowetz, & Fairman, 1998; Linn, 2000). Ayant donné lieu à diverses 
réformes en éducation, ce phénomène découle en partie d’un besoin de 
responsabilisation des systèmes scolaires envers leurs contribuables 
(Forgette-Giroux & Simon, 2000). Les programmes d’évaluation à 
grande échelle affectent de diverses façons les administrateurs, les 
éducateurs, les élèves, les parents, les futurs employeurs, et la com-
munauté (Coleman, 1997; Earl & Torrance, 2000; Gulek, 2003; Lane 
& Stone, 2002; Ryan, 2002; Smith, Stevenson, & Li, 1998). 

Le Canada possède son propre système d’évaluation systématique du 
rendement des élèves. Sous la responsabilité du Conseil des Ministres 
de l’Éducation du Canada, le Programme d’Indicateurs du Rendement 
Scolaire (PIRS) recueille de façon cyclique depuis 1993 des données 
sur les acquis des élèves de 13 ans et 16 ans en mathématiques, 
science, lecture, et écriture à travers le Canada. Un rapport d’éva-
luation du premier cycle de mise en œuvre (Crocker, 1997) offrait 32 
recommandations relatives au PIRS. En 1999, le programme termina 
son second cycle et fut évalué au printemps 2000 à l’aide d’une étude 
pancanadienne effectuée auprès des populations touchées particu-
lièrement par le programme d’évaluation en sciences mené en 1999 
(Forgette-Giroux & Simon, 2000). Avec ses 30 recommandations, 
l’évaluation du deuxième cycle du PIRS abordait plusieurs points, 
y compris son impact sur les pratiques d’enseignement et le milieu 
scolaire en général. 

Cet article découle de cette récente évaluation du PIRS et examine le 
type d’impact exercé par ce programme sur le milieu scolaire selon la 
perception des coordonnateurs de l’administration du PIRS et selon 
celle des responsables des conseils, commissions, et districts scolaires 
des populations qui ont participé au PIRS en sciences en 1999. La 
première partie traite du contexte de l’étude et décrit le programme 
et ses modalités. Elle aborde également les évaluations du PIRS 
par le Conseil des Ministres de l’Éducation, Canada (CMEC) et la 
recension des écrits sur les impacts des évaluations à grande échelle 
en milieu scolaire. Les deuxième et troisième parties présentent la 
méthodologie et les résultats. L’article se termine par une discussion 
des résultats, des limites et de la contribution de l’étude.

CONTEXTE

Cette première section s’attarde plus particulièrement à la nature, 
au rôle, aux buts, et aux objectifs du PIRS. Elle traite également de 
l’évaluation ponctuelle et régulière de l’effi cacité de ce programme et 
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de la question de l’impact général des programmes d’évaluation des 
apprentissages à grande échelle tel que rapporté dans les écrits.

PIRS 

Le PIRS représente une forme particulière de programme d’évalua-
tion à grande échelle du rendement scolaire. En effet, les programmes 
d’évaluation varient entre eux selon leurs fi nalités, leurs clientèles 
visées, leurs modalités de mise en œuvre, et leurs enjeux. Certains 
programmes, comme la Troisième Enquête Internationale en Ma-
thématiques et en Science (TEIMS) et le Programme International 
pour le Suivi des Acquis (PISA) s’effectuent à l’échelle internationale, 
s’adressent aux dirigeants des systèmes d’éducation, s’appuient sur 
un échantillon d’élèves, et servent à comparer les résultats des popu-
lations entre elles comme mesure d’effi cacité. D’autres programmes, 
notamment celui de l’Offi ce de la Qualité et de la Responsabilité en 
Éducation (OQRE), en Ontario, évaluent tous les élèves d’une année 
scolaire ciblée afi n de situer leur rendement par rapport à des normes 
établies et de renseigner les écoles et les systèmes scolaires sur leur 
niveau de performance. Ces programmes diffèrent également en ter-
mes d’enjeux puisque certains communiquent les résultats des élèves 
à titre d’indicateurs uniquement, tandis que d’autres présentent les 
résultats à des fi ns de certifi cation. Comparativement, les enjeux 
associés au PIRS s’avèrent minimes car il agit à titre d’indicateur 
d’effi cacité des systèmes d’éducation provinciaux et territoriaux. 

Les programmes d’évaluation à base d’indicateurs fournissent habi-
tuellement aux gouvernements, aux conseils, et aux écoles des résul-
tats du rendement des élèves dans le but de prendre des décisions 
politiques, administratives, et pédagogiques fondées sur des données 
empiriques (Goertz & Duffy, 2003; McGehee & Griffi th, 2001; Schiller 
& Muller, 2000). À cet égard, le PIRS ne fait pas exception. Dans ce 
contexte l’indicateur se défi nit comme une statistique individuelle 
ou composée reliée à un construit de base en éducation et utile au 
niveau de l’élaboration de politiques (Shavelson, McDonnell, & Oakes, 
1991). Un système d’indicateurs devrait normalement mesurer des 
composantes distinctes et fournir des informations sur la façon dont 
ces composantes interagissent pour produire un effet. 

Au moment de l’étude, le PIRS visait plus exactement à fournir 
des renseignements sur le niveau de rendement des élèves de 13 
ans et 16 ans en sciences, mathématiques, lecture, et écriture dans 
l’ensemble du Canada et à comparer les résultats obtenus au fi l des 
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années. Puisque les programmes scolaires diffèrent entre provinces 
et territoires, les résultats du PIRS indiquent dans quelle mesure 
les élèves canadiens d’un certain âge atteignent un niveau de rende-
ment similaire. Il comporte trois objectifs : (a) établir des priorités 
en éducation et améliorer les programmes d’études, (b) assurer une 
éducation de qualité à tous les jeunes Canadiens et Canadiennes par 
les discussions et l’échange entre les différents acteurs du monde 
scolaire, et (c) transmettre des informations sur certains indicateurs 
au public canadien (cités dans Forgette-Giroux & Simon, 2000). 

Puisque le cadre de l’échantillonnage du PIRS ne se prête pas à la 
diffusion de données et de résultats au plan de l’école et des conseils 
scolaires, les résultats obtenus paraissent aux niveaux national, pro-
vincial, et territorial. Le PIRS tient surtout à renseigner les instances 
du pays sur le statut pancanadien du rendement scolaire dans le but 
d’ajuster au besoin leurs priorités en éducation. Toutefois, ces rensei-
gnements ne s’obtiennent qu’à partir d’une volonté considérable de la 
part des instances d’abord, mais aussi des systèmes scolaires, des éco-
les, des membres du personnel enseignant, et tout particulièrement 
des élèves, à investir temps, argent, et énergie dans la production 
de résultats valides. Des évaluations régulières de ce programme 
sont donc essentielles afi n de vérifi er son effi cacité à rencontrer ses 
objectifs et à demeurer sensible au milieu scolaire.

Évaluation du PIRS

Un protocole d’entente avec Développement des ressources humai-
nes Canada (DRHC) mandate le CMEC de vérifi er régulièrement et 
systématiquement dans quelle mesure le PIRS atteint ses objectifs. 
Au plan de l’impact du PIRS, le rapport Crocker en 1997 faisait état 
d’une faiblesse dans la communication des résultats au public. 

Le second cycle d’évaluation du PIRS, terminé en 1999, fut évalué en 
2000. Cette évaluation avait pour but de répondre à trois questions : 
(a) Dans quelle mesure les objectifs du PIRS ont-ils été atteints au 
cours du deuxième cycle? (b) Dans quelle mesure le PIRS a-t-il tenu 
compte des recommandations adoptées par le CMEC suite au Rapport 
Crocker (1997), et (c) Quels conseils spécifi ques peut-on recommander 
en regard des visées, du fonctionnement, et de l’utilisation future du 
PIRS? Pour ce faire, deux groupes concernés, c’est-à-dire les princi-
paux coordonnateurs provinciaux et territoriaux et les dirigeants des 
conseils, commissions, et districts scolaires répartis à travers le Ca-
nada, ont été appelés à évaluer diverses composantes dont l’impact du 
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PIRS en milieu scolaire. Ces groupes avaient également participé au 
PIRS en science en 1999. Le présent article analyse plus précisément 
les résultats rapportés par ces deux groupes au sujet du cinquième 
thème, celui de l’impact du PIRS en milieu scolaire.

Impact des évaluations à grande échelle en milieu scolaire

Selon Earl et LeMahieu (1997) l’imputabilité en éducation et les 
évaluations qui en découlent devraient être vues comme une en-
treprise humaine qui stimule l’ouverture d’esprit et les discussions 
entre administrateurs, enseignants, élèves, parents, et membres de 
la communauté sur les informations disponibles dans le but d’établir 
des plans d’action et de redressement en éducation. Smith, Steven-
son, et Li (1998) ajoutent que ce phénomène provoque des réformes 
en mobilisant tous les intervenants concernés par l’amélioration du 
système d’éducation. En effet, les évaluations à grande échelle peu-
vent améliorer l’enseignement, le rendement, et l’égalité des chances 
en éducation dans la mesure où elles sont élaborées et implantées de 
façon appropriée (Glatthorn, 1999; Heubert & Hauser, 1999; Snow & 
Jones, 2001). Au plan du développement professionnel, par exemple, 
les formations sur la notation organisées par le programme appuient 
habituellement l’acquisition d’habiletés d’évaluation chez les ensei-
gnants (Gambell & Hunter, 2000). Dans la salle de classe, les ensei-
gnants, les élèves, les parents, et la communauté voient l’évaluation 
comme un refl et des apprentissages acquis ou non par les élèves (Earl 
& Torrance, 2000). Bref, l’évaluation encourage les enseignants à 
motiver tous leurs élèves à mieux performer et à aider ceux qui sont 
à risque à se fi xer des buts précis (Coleman, 1997). 

Plusieurs autres études se sont attardées à l’impact qu’ont ces pro-
grammes d’évaluation sur l’enseignant et sur l’apprentissage en salle 
de classe (Abrams, Pedulla, & Madaus, 2003; Finbarr & Kelly, 2003; 
Runté, 1998; Schiller & Muller, 2000; Sloane & Kelly, 2003). Pour 
Levin (2003), il y a impact lorsque le programme affecte les actions et 
la réfl exion des gens et il peut être positif ou négatif, reconnu ou non, 
et survenir à court ou à long terme. De plus, selon Darling-Hammond 
(1994), un impact intrinsèque dans le milieu scolaire agit au plan des 
valeurs et de la motivation des différents acteurs tandis qu’un impact 
de nature extrinsèque provoque des changements qui s’introduisent 
suite à des récompenses ou des sanctions externes aux écoles et aux 
élèves, ce qui sous-entend que les enseignants n’éprouvent pas né-
cessairement la volonté de changer leurs pratiques. 
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Un impact négatif souvent soulevé à l’intérieur des études rapportées 
concerne l’attitude des enseignants qui se montrent réticents aux 
évaluations externes puisqu’ils y voient une perte de leur autonomie 
professionnelle (Abrams, Pedulla, & Madaus, 2003; Schiller & Muller, 
2000). Ils disent perdre le contrôle de l’activité d’évaluation dans leur 
propre salle de classe (Gambell & Hunter, 2000; Runté, 1998). Cer-
tains se sentent obligés de préparer les élèves aux fi ns de l’épreuve 
plusieurs semaines à l’avance et sont tentés de n’enseigner que la 
matière évaluée lors du test au lieu de se concentrer sur l’ensemble 
du curriculum (Abrams, Pedulla, & Maddaus; Earl & Torrance, 
2000; Gulek, 2003; McGehee & Griffi th, 2001; Reed, 2000). Ce genre 
d’évaluation risque alors de générer un enseignement centré sur les 
contenus plutôt que sur l’apprenant (Runté). 

D’après Shepard (2000), ces évaluations peuvent provoquer un deuxiè-
me impact négatif puisque les tâches proposées dans ce type d’évalua-
tion ne s’inscrivent pas nécessairement dans le nouveau paradigme 
d’enseignement et l’apprentissage adopté en éducation, c’est-à-dire 
celui fondé sur la théorie socio-constructiviste. Cet état de fait crée 
un décalage entre ce qui est vécu en classe et ce qu’on retrouve dans 
l’évaluation. La perception de l’enseignant en ce qui concerne la 
pertinence des programmes d’évaluation et son degré d’engagement 
envers ces derniers jouent pourtant un rôle clé dans l’implantation 
effi cace d’un programme d’évaluation en salle de classe (McGehee & 
Griffi th, 2001). Ainsi, plus les évaluations s’éloignent des pratiques 
d’enseignement actuelles en salle de classe, plus leur contribution à 
l’amélioration des systèmes scolaires diminue car les enseignants les 
ignorent tout simplement (Popham, 1999). 

Parfois les programmes d’évaluation mènent à des palmarès de ren-
dement au niveau des écoles et des systèmes d’éducation. Dans ce 
contexte, des études soulignent l’importance d’interpréter avec pru-
dence les résultats des évaluations à grande échelle car ces palmarès 
ne tiennent pas nécessairement compte des différences sociales et 
culturelles retrouvées dans certains secteurs urbains (Darling-Ham-
mond, 1994; Gordon & Reese, 1997; Hoffman, Assaf, & Paris, 2001). 
En effet, les résultats d’évaluation dépendent souvent de divers 
facteurs externes à la salle de classe, comme par exemple les carac-
téristiques de la famille (Caldas & Bankston, 1999; Sicoly, 2002), ce 
qui empêche de comparer les écoles ou même les classes entre elles. 
À cet égard, certains proposent des modèles alternatifs où l’examen 
des résultats se fait en concordance avec les tâches réalisées en classe 
par les élèves tout au long de l’année scolaire (Buckendahl, Impara, & 
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Plake, 2002; Rose & Gallup, 2001). Une évaluation continue à l’aide 
du portfolio, par exemple, permettrait d’avoir une idée du progrès 
de l’élève du début jusqu’à la fi n de l’année et fournirait des données 
complètes sur les facteurs internes et externes à la salle de classe à 
considérer lors de l’interprétation des résultats (LeMahieu, Gitomer, 
& Eresch, 1995).

Les écrits recensés jusqu’ici font état des impacts tantôt positifs ou 
négatifs engendrés par les programmes d’évaluation. La présente 
étude s’intéresse plus particulièrement aux questions suivantes en ce 
qui concerne l’impact. Dans quelle mesure le PIRS, en tant que pro-
gramme d’évaluation de système, a-t-il un impact en milieu scolaire? 
De quel type d’impact s’agit-il? Ce dernier est-il fonction d’une simple 
interprétation des résultats des élèves aux tests à des fi ns politiques 
ou administratives ou résulte-t-il de la possibilité accordée aux en-
seignants et aux différents membres de la communauté de discuter 
et de réfl échir sur les pratiques d’enseignement en classe et sur le 
rendement des élèves? L’enquête réalisée auprès de deux des partis 
concernés offre certaines réponses à ces questions. Les pôles positif 
versus négatif et intrinsèque versus extrinsèque (Darling-Hammond, 
1994) constituent le cadre conceptuel d’interprétation de l’impact du 
PIRS sur le milieu scolaire.

MÉTHODOLOGIE

Au printemps 2000, une étude pancanadienne a été réalisée auprès 
des populations touchées par le programme d’évaluation en sciences 
mené en 1999, la dernière année de la mise en oeuvre du deuxième 
cycle du PIRS, dans le but de déterminer son effi cacité depuis l’éva-
luation du premier cycle. Les sections suivantes présentent les par-
ticipants à l’étude, l’instrumentation, et la procédure suivie.

Participants

Les participants à l’étude proviennent de deux groupes : (a) les princi-
paux coordonnateurs provinciaux et territoriaux, et (b) les dirigeants 
des conseils, commissions, et districts scolaires répartis à travers le 
Canada. Le premier groupe inclut plus spécifi quement le coordon-
nateur national du CMEC, tous les principaux coordonnateurs des 
différentes populations canadiennes, des experts impliqués dans le 
programme, et certains groupes concernés par le PIRS, tels la Fédé-
ration canadienne des enseignantes et des enseignants, pour un total 
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de 27 répondants. Ces derniers comprennent huit participants venant 
de l’Ouest, sept du Centre, neuf de l’Est, et enfi n, trois du Nord du 
Canada. Ils proviennent des dix provinces et des trois territoires, de 
milieux francophones et anglophones, minoritaires et majoritaires. 
Le nombre d’années de participation des coordonnateurs au PIRS 
varie de un an à dix ans. 

Le deuxième groupe représente l’ensemble des 412 conseils, commis-
sions, ou districts scolaires (unités scolaires) des dix provinces et de 
deux territoires. L’évaluation fut administrée à un échantillon de 
31 460 élèves de 13 et 16 ans, tiré de 17 instances canadiennes ac-
tuelles y compris les provinces, deux territoires, et les communautés 
linguistiques. Aux fi ns de l’évaluation du PIRS, les chercheurs ont sol-
licité, dans chacune des unités scolaires, une personne ayant joué un 
rôle actif dans le programme, comme par exemple le directeur général 
ou d’éducation, le surintendant, le coordonnateur ou l’agent de liaison 
du PIRS, le conseiller pédagogique ou la direction d’une école. Seul le 
coordonnateur de la province ou du territoire ne pouvait répondre au 
questionnaire, étant déjà associé au premier groupe de participants.

Instrumentation

Deux types d’instruments ont servi à mener l’étude : des entrevues 
semi-structurées et un questionnaire écrit, distribué par la poste. Les 
questions des deux instruments se rapportent à cinq thèmes relatifs 
au PIRS : (a) sa nature et sa place, (b) ses buts et objectifs, (c) son 
fonctionnement, (d) ses qualités techniques, et enfi n, (e) son impact 
en milieu scolaire. 

Le questionnaire comprend au total 13 questions et 73 sous-questions. 
Trois questions et leurs sous-questions concernent directement l’im-
pact du programme. Elles traitent plus précisément de l’impact du 
PIRS sur l’établissement des priorités dans les programmes, les pro-
grammes d’étude, la perception du public de la qualité de l’éducation, 
les pratiques d’enseignement, et les pratiques d’évaluation. Les par-
ticipants devaient répondre en utilisant l’échelle suivante beaucoup 
d’impact, plus ou moins d’impact, et pas du tout d’impact. Des ques-
tions ouvertes permettaient également aux répondants de s’ex primer 
librement sur les aspects de leur choix. Deux experts praticiens, un 
francophone et un anglophone, ont validé le questionnaire.

Par ailleurs, l’entrevue semi-structurée comporte 26 sous-questions 
réparties à l’intérieur des cinq thèmes mentionnés. En ce qui a 
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trait au dernier thème, l’entrevue réfère à l’impact du PIRS sur les 
programmes d’études, sur la façon de renseigner le public, sur les 
pratiques d’évaluation, sur les initiatives de formation, et sur les 
initiatives de recherche. 

Procédure

En juin 2000, les questionnaires furent distribués par la poste aux 412 
conseils, districts, ou commission scolaires. Deux rappels téléphoni-
ques furent effectués, un en juillet et un en août, dans le but d’assurer 
une bonne représentation. Des approches statistiques quantitatives 
principalement descriptives et une analyse de contenu constituèrent 
les principales analyses des données. 

Les entrevues menées exclusivement par les chercheurs auprès du 
premier groupe de participants (n = 27) se sont déroulées au téléphone 
ou par mode audioconférence lorsque certains membres devaient être 
regroupés. Celles-ci furent réalisées après avoir fait parvenir préa-
lablement les questions aux participants et reçu leur consentement 
écrit. Des notes furent prises durant six entrevues pour lesquelles la 
permission d’enregistrer n’avait pas été obtenue. Les entrevues d’une 
durée d’environ 50 à 90 minutes furent transcrites verbatim et ana-
lysées par une troisième personne possédant de l’expérience avec le 
logiciel Nvivo (1998–99). Chaque entrevue fut codée dans sa totalité. 
Ce codage comportait deux types de catégories : celle faite à partir 
des questions d’entrevue et celle développée de façon inductive selon 
les réponses offertes par les participants. Une deuxième analyse fut 
appliquée afi n de synthétiser les diverses réponses en sous thèmes.

RÉSULTATS

Cette section présente les résultats de l’analyse des données quan-
titatives et qualitatives recueillies à partir des deux instruments. 
En premier lieu, les réponses obtenues à l’aide du questionnaire 
permettent d’examiner l’impact du PIRS sur différents aspects en 
milieu scolaire. À cet égard, l’étude a obtenu un taux de réponse de 
36 %, c’est-à-dire que 147 conseils scolaires sur les 412 sollicités ont 
accepté d’y répondre. Malgré ce taux de réponse relativement faible, 
les répondants proviennent autant de petits que de grands conseils, 
commissions, ou districts scolaires, autant de régions éloignées et 
rurales que des régions centrales et urbaines, autant des milieux de 
langue française et anglaise de partout au Canada, ce qui constitue 
une bonne représentativité des caractéristiques des diverses popula-
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tions concernées. L’article ne rapporte aucun résultat de croisement 
des données selon les diverses sous-populations afi n de respecter 
l’anonymat des groupes de faible taille.

Les résultats montrent que seulement 22 % des dirigeants des unités 
scolaires voient le programme comme ayant beaucoup d’impact sur 
l’établissement de priorités dans les programmes scolaires alors que 
49 % jugent que le PIRS a plus ou moins d’impact sur ce plan. Des 
résultats semblables ont été obtenus en ce qui a trait à l’impact direct 
du PIRS sur les programmes d’études, sur la perception du public 
de la qualité de l’éducation, et sur les pratiques d’enseignement et 
d’évaluation en classe. Il semblerait donc qu’environ la moitié des 
répondants considèrent que le PIRS a plus ou moins d’impact en 
milieu scolaire de façon générale.

Selon l’analyse des réponses aux questions ouvertes, les participants 
considèrent que le PIRS jouirait d’un plus grand impact en milieu 
scolaire s’il fournissait des résultats davantage contextualisés, s’il 
partageait des stratégies d’enseignement exemplaires, et s’il mettait 
à la disposition des intervenants en éducation certaines questions 
actuelles des épreuves. Les répondants se plaignent du manque de 
rétroaction, désirent une communication plus soutenue de la part du 
programme, et suggèrent ainsi de rendre les résultats du PIRS plus 
accessibles au public en général. Les commentaires suivants illus-
trent cette problématique : « En ce qui nous concerne, nous n’avons 
pas reçu toutes les informations par rapport aux résultats et dans la 
pratique, cela n’a rien changé, » « J’insiste à nouveau sur l’importance 
de mieux faire connaître le PIRS comme outil d’amélioration des 
apprentissages, » et « We haven’t received any feedback. »

En deuxième lieu, les données des entrevues menées auprès des 
coordonnateurs et des experts du PIRS contribuent à dresser un 
portrait plus complet de la situation. D’abord, l’impact du PIRS sur 
les programmes d’études est perçu comme étant plutôt positif selon ce 
groupe de répondants. Ces derniers rapportent que des enseignants 
ont intégré dans leur pratique certains éléments du programme 
d’études portant sur les modèles de résolution de problème en ma-
thématiques ou sur les composantes pratiques en sciences. Plusieurs 
coordonnateurs mentionnent également la mise en place, suite à 
l’administration du PIRS en lecture et en écriture, de comités d’en-
seignants et de chercheurs dans leur milieu respectif afi n d’améliorer 
l’enseignement de la langue. Ils ont aussi constaté l’établissement 
de clubs de sciences dans certaines écoles grâce au PIRS sciences. 
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Toutefois, de façon générale, selon les coordonnateurs et experts du 
PIRS, une exploitation plus approfondie des données servirait davan-
tage à l’amélioration des programmes scolaires. Toujours selon ces 
répondants, ce programme n’a eu que peu d’impact quant à l’objectif 
de renseigner le public au sujet de la qualité de l’éducation, faute de 
diffusion et d’accessibilité aux résultats. Pourtant, à leur avis, les 
divers intervenants s’intéresseraient aux résultats du PIRS. 

La majorité des coordonnateurs estiment que le PIRS a également 
des effets positifs en ce qui a trait aux pratiques d’évaluation puisque 
les enseignants adoptent souvent les modèles d’évaluation présentés. 
Les échelles d’appréciation, par exemple, constituent selon eux des 
ressources pratiques pour les enseignants. Toutefois, certains coor-
donnateurs reconnaissent que plusieurs enseignants ne voient dans 
les résultats qu’un classement de leur école et développent ainsi peu 
d’attitudes réfl exives face à leurs pratiques. Ils remarquent que ces 
derniers perçoivent le programme comme étant une source de com-
pétition entre les établissements. En effet, au lieu d’aborder le pro-
gramme comme un indicateur et comme une source de changement, 
ces enseignants ressentent une certaine anxiété face au programme. 
De l’avis des coordonnateurs, la normalisation du programme soulè-
verait des réactions plutôt négatives chez le personnel enseignant. 
Finalement, malgré l’apport des séances de notation en termes de 
perfectionnement aux enseignants participants, les coordonnateurs 
s’entendent pour dire que le PIRS n’a pas un grand impact sur leur 
développement professionnel et les initiatives de formation. 

Ces résultats révèlent des impacts parfois positifs, parfois négatifs 
du PIRS sur de multiples aspects touchant le milieu scolaire. La 
discussion suivante approfondit notamment la nature des différents 
impacts de ce programme.

DISCUSSION

Cette discussion s’articule autour de la nature de l’impact que peu-
vent avoir des programmes d’évaluation des apprentissages et des 
possibilités d’accroître leur impact positif intrinsèque.

Nature de l’impact

La mise en place de clubs de sciences et de comités locaux regroupant 
praticiens et chercheurs intéressés à l’enseignement de la langue 



THE CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PROGRAM EVALUATION166

constitue, selon Darling-Hammond (1994), un exemple concret d’un 
impact pédagogique positif intrinsèque découlant du programme 
d’évaluation. Cet impact se construit à l’intérieur de l’école en colla-
boration avec différents praticiens et les membres de la communauté. 
Par ailleurs, l’adoption, par les ministères d’éducation, des outils 
d’enseignement et d’évaluation privilégiés par le programme se veut 
plutôt un indicateur d’impact positif extrinsèque. En d’autres mots, 
en intégrant dans les programmes d’études provinciaux les modèles 
du programme d’évaluation, les systèmes d’éducation encouragent 
fortement leurs enseignants à les adopter progressivement à l’inté-
rieur de leurs pratiques d’enseignement et d’évaluation. 

Les impacts négatifs du programme semblent se scinder également 
en deux selon leur nature intrinsèque ou extrinsèque. Au plan intrin-
sèque, les résultats obtenus ne constituent pas nécessairement la base 
d’informations souhaitées sur laquelle les enseignants s’appuient pour 
améliorer leurs pratiques d’enseignement et d’évaluation. Plusieurs 
praticiens perçoivent plutôt un tel programme comme étant une 
source de compétition entre établissements. Pour d’autres, le palma-
rès a pour effet d’ajuster les pratiques d’enseignement et d’évaluation 
à des fi ns politiques plutôt que d’apprentissage, ce qui témoigne d’un 
impact plutôt extrinsèque. 

Finalement, de l’avis des répondants, bon nombre d’enseignants per-
çoivent ce type de programme comme un test standardisé ayant pour 
but premier de vérifi er leur degré d’adhésion aux attentes des diffé-
rents ministères de l’éducation. Cette attitude négative provoquée 
par un manque d’information, par une méconnaissance des objectifs 
réels, et par la méfi ance envers le programme se dit également ex-
trinsèque. Dans ce cas, les enseignants ne s’engagent que de manière 
superfi cielle lors de l’administration du programme et n’intègrent 
dans leur pratique aucun de ses aspects. 

Les objectifs du PIRS font référence à un impact indirect et à long 
terme plutôt que direct et à court terme sur les pratiques. Ainsi, 
certains responsables de conseils, commissions, et districts scolaires 
ne sont peut-être pas conscients des effets concrets du programme 
dans leur milieu scolaire, puisque le changement des pratiques s’opère 
davantage sur une longue période de temps. De plus, puisqu’il ne 
sanctionne, ne récompense, et n’a pas de conséquences directes ni sur 
l’avenir des élèves individuellement, ni sur les ressources attribuées 
aux établissements, le PIRS ne bouleverse pas les pratiques de fa-
çon directe et impérative. Pourtant, il sert à favoriser l’amélioration 
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des programmes d’études et à assurer une éducation de qualité en 
valorisant l’échange. 

Possibilités d’impact positif intrinsèque 

Selon Snow et Jones (2001), les programmes d’évaluation à grande 
échelle peuvent conduire à une amélioration s’ils constituent un 
stimulus de changement dans le système d’éducation ou s’ils four-
nissent une base pour modifi er le curriculum et l’enseignement, pour 
favoriser le développement professionnel et pour mieux répartir les 
ressources. Les résultats de cette étude démontrent, en effet, que le 
PIRS par exemple, devrait se doter davantage de moyens d’informer 
et de stimuler les changements accessibles par les différents acteurs 
du milieu scolaire, en particulier les enseignants et les directions 
d’école. Des recommandations avaient d’ailleurs été émises à cet effet 
à l’intérieur du Rapport Crocker, telles « Inciter certaines instances 
à déployer davantage d’effort à la distribution des rapports et encou-
rager les médias locaux à faire état des résultats avec exactitude et 
esprit d’analyse » (1997, p. 85). En 2000, Forgette-Giroux et Simon 
proposaient à leur tour, à titre de recommandation, de publier des 
fascicules thématiques s’inspirant des catégories principales du ques-
tionnaire contextuel du PIRS, tels la motivation des élèves, la gestion 
de la classe, et les programmes d’études et leur mise en relation avec 
les résultats du rendement scolaire. Ainsi, le PIRS produirait un 
impact positif intrinsèque dans les pratiques en informant mieux et 
en misant sur l’échange et le développement professionnel.

Afi n de donner lieu à un impact de ce genre, le PIRS, comme program-
me d’évaluation, doit trouver des solutions qui amènent les différents 
partis concernés à discuter des moyens d’améliorer le système sans 
créer de la tension ou un effet de compétition. Tout en demeurant 
un indicateur, le PIRS doit développer ses deux premiers objectifs en 
facilitant sa communication avec les divers intervenants. Ceci s’ap-
plique en particulier chez les enseignants qui participent volontiers 
aux changements initiés en éducation lorsqu’ils perçoivent qu’ils ont 
un certain contrôle sur le processus décisionnel (Seyfarth, Ysseldyke, 
& Thurlow, 1998). Des études démontrent que les enseignants et les 
autres membres de conseils scolaires retirent beaucoup de satisfaction 
lorsqu’ils s’impliquent à toutes les étapes des programmes d’évalua-
tion à grande échelle, de leur conception jusqu’à la correction des 
épreuves (Flockton & Crooks, 1997; Hunter & Gambell, 2000; Simon 
& Forgette-Giroux, 2002). 
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Dans cette optique, le PIRS peut s’inspirer d’autres programmes 
d’évaluation qui fournissent aux enseignants un plus grand soutien 
et davantage d’informations sur les instruments utilisés. L’OQRE en 
Ontario, par exemple, offre du matériel d’appui à l’enseignant afi n de 
l’aider à préparer les élèves aux tests de troisième et sixième années 
en mathématiques, lecture, et écriture, au test de mathématiques 
neuvième année, et au Test Provincial de Compétences Linguistiques 
(TPCL). Ce matériel, conceptualisé par des enseignants, des con-
seillers pédagogiques, et des directions d’écoles, permet de préparer 
les élèves en classe avant l’administration des véritables tests. Dans 
ce matériel d’appui, l’OQRE préconise toutefois la modélisation de 
l’enseignement sur le curriculum et non pas uniquement sur le test. 
En ce qui concerne le TPCL, les enseignants reçoivent des exemples 
d’annotations de textes d’élèves, un exemple de cahier présenté aux 
élèves, ainsi qu’un guide de préparation. 

La Troisième enquête internationale sur les mathématiques et les 
sciences (TEIMS-R) révisée et administrée en 1999 propose égale-
ment un document informatif sur ses tests comprenant des exemples 
d’items et des échantillons de réponses annotées. Ces initiatives pro-
curent des outils qui permettent aux enseignants de se préparer et 
leur donnent l’occasion de se familiariser avec de nouveaux contenus 
et avec des nouvelles méthodes d’enseignement et d’évaluation afi n 
de pouvoir éventuellement se les approprier. 

Le Programme international pour le suivi des acquis des élèves 
(PISA), une autre évaluation à laquelle le Canada participe, évalue 
la compréhension de l’écrit et la culture mathématique et scientifi que. 
Dans son effort de communiquer les résultats et le fonctionnement du 
programme, le PISA publie des bulletins faisant état des résultats aux 
tests et de l’information concernant l’évolution du programme. Ces 
bulletins fournissent des réponses aux questions importantes posées 
par différents acteurs du milieu scolaire, telles celles sur la présenta-
tion des résultats sous forme d’échelles de compétences. Un fascicule 
décrit le cadre conceptuel sur lequel se fondent les évaluations du 
PISA, en précisant les domaines évalués et l’objet des évaluations. 
Cette publication met à jour les stratégies de mesure des connaissan-
ces et des compétences des élèves et présente un modèle d’évaluation 
dont peuvent s’inspirer les enseignants. Elle dévoile également des 
informations concernant les caractéristiques des épreuves, l’échelle 
des résultats, et les contenus évalués.

Bref, en s’inspirant du matériel, des moyens et des outils conçus par 
d’autres programmes d’évaluation, le PIRS pourrait assurer l’atteinte 
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de ses objectifs de manière plus effi ciente. Tel que démontré dans cet 
article, le PIRS présente des impacts intrinsèques et extrinsèques, 
positifs et négatifs, sur le milieu scolaire et les pratiques en classe. 
Enfi n, le PIRS possède un potentiel d’impact positif intrinsèque 
dans le milieu scolaire qui, jusqu’ici, n’a pas été développé à sa juste 
mesure. 

CONTRIBUTIONS ET LIMITES DE L’ÉTUDE

Dans le contexte actuel où des évaluations à grande échelle et des 
programmes d’indicateurs sont implantés à l’intérieur d’organisations 
supra-gouvernementales, de gouvernements, d’universités, et d’entre-
prises (Turgeon & Bernatchez, 2003), cette étude met en lumière les 
types d’impacts que peut avoir un tel programme en milieu scolaire. 
Elle dresse un portrait des impacts positifs, négatifs, intrinsèques, 
et extrinsèques du PIRS selon les principaux coordonnateurs provin-
ciaux et territoriaux ainsi que les dirigeants des unités scolaires ré-
parties à travers les diverses instances canadiennes. Elle enrichit les 
connaissances établies au sujet de l’impact des évaluations à grande 
échelle en proposant des suggestions d’amélioration spécifi ques et 
concrètes afi n d’amener tous les intervenants du milieu scolaire et le 
public en général à s’intéresser davantage au PIRS, à s’engager lors 
de son administration, et à s’inspirer des résultats lors de la mise en 
place de plans de redressement des systèmes d’éducation. L’étude 
fait également ressortir le fait qu’une meilleure communication entre 
les responsables du PIRS et les divers groupes concernés par ce pro-
gramme, ainsi qu’une plus grande implication des acteurs du milieu 
scolaire à toutes les étapes de mise en œuvre du programme mène-
raient à un impact davantage intrinsèque. Finalement elle fournit des 
balises d’évaluation de tout programme d’indicateurs ou d’évaluation 
à grande échelle. Sa méthodologie mixte permet de recueillir des 
données complémentaires, c’est-à-dire, certaines générales, d’autres 
davantage spécifi ques.

Toutefois l’examen de l’impact du PIRS ne constituait qu’une de cinq 
composantes de l’évaluation du deuxième cycle du programme et 
l’instrumentation ne permettait pas de pousser plus loin les analyses. 
Ceci représente la principale limite de l’étude. Une autre faiblesse se 
situe au niveau du taux relativement faible des répondants malgré 
leur représentativité et l’absence de la voix des enseignants à l’endroit 
de l’utilité des programmes d’évaluation. Le choix de ne faire appel 
qu’à seulement trois options dans les items du questionnaire écrit 
a donné lieu à des résultats imprécis. Des recherches subséquentes 
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auraient avantage à approfondir la nature des impacts et leur degré 
de présence chez les pratiques d’enseignants en questionnant divers 
groupes, y compris les enseignants eux-mêmes. Il y a lieu également 
de comparer ces résultats en fonction des régions géographiques et 
linguistiques du Canada afi n de pouvoir encore mieux concrétiser 
les actions que le programme d’évaluation pourrait adopter et ainsi 
d’infl uencer davantage de manière intrinsèque et positive les prati-
ques d’enseignement et d’évaluation en salle de classe. Finalement, 
les chercheurs devraient également s’intéresser à mener des méta-
analyses sur la nature de l’impact des divers programmes existants 
en matière d’évaluation des apprentissages à grande échelle dans 
le but de produire un portrait cohérent et complet de la situation 
actuelle. Les quelques études, thèses, recherches, et colloques ayant 
pour but d’examiner ce thème de plus près se font habituellement de 
manière ponctuelle et dispersée. Des études synthèses amèneraient 
les concepteurs à repenser la validité des résultats de ces programmes 
en termes du niveau d’engagement et de la participation des partis 
concernés, en particulier les élèves, ou en termes du degré d’harmo-
nisation entre la défi nition accordée, par les différents intervenants, 
aux concepts de lecture, d’écriture, de sciences, ou de mathématiques. 
Elles permettraient ainsi de proposer des recommandations aux plans 
conceptuels et structurels relatifs à ce type d’initiatives. 
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