


Proliferation of
evaluation approaches

101 and counting…



What kind of 
evaluator are 
you?





MARCH FOR SCIENCE
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On April 22, 2017, millions marched 
for science in 600 cities worldwide 
(NY Times, 2017). 

The American Evaluation Association 
was one of 270 partner organizations 
that supported the March for 
Science 
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Evaluation Science

•Science is systemic inquiry into how 
the world works and why.

•Evaluation science is systematic 
inquiry into how, whether, and why 
interventions to change the world 
work.



Evaluation
Science

“I am an evaluation 
scientist.”



Scientific wisdom from 
Nobel Prize laureates

 

Roth and 
Shapley Won 
the 2012 Nobel 
Economics 
Prize for 
Matching 
Theory



 Match-making

How to pair doctors with hospitals, 

 students with schools, 

 kidneys with transplant recipients and 
even men with women in marriage.

Key evaluation question: 

What works for whom in what ways under 
what circumstances with what results? 



Matching question: 
   Situational analysis

When it is useful and appropriate to 
position what we do as

    Evaluation Science

and ourselves as…

Evaluation Scientists



Evaluation
Kaleidoscope





EVALUATION
    SCIENCE



Let’s try this…

Positioning 

  Evaluation as Science





Evaluation Science: 5 stances

1. Definitional stance: Certain kinds of, approaches to, 
 and uses of evaluation constitute science.

2. Nature of inquiry stance: 

  Evaluative thinking is scientific thinking, 
  and vice versa

3. Body of knowledge stance: What we know

4. Trend and credibility stance:

 Emergent and innovative directions in 
 Science

5. Political stance: Making common cause with other 
 scientists in support of Science
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Science
Defined



Principles of science are…

•Openness to the world as it is

•Systematic inquiry

•Transparency of methods

•Sharing of findings for review 
by peers

•Cumulative knowledge

  



Reverend William  Whewell

“Scientist”    

 1833
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Evaluation science 

(instead of evaluation) 

is intended to underscore the use of 
rigorous scientific methods (i.e., 
qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-
method designs) to attempt to 
answer valued evaluation questions. 
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The term evaluation science 
signals the emphasis placed on the 
guiding principle of systematic inquiry 
(Guiding Principles for Evaluators, 2004) 
and the critical evaluation standard of 
accuracy (joint committee on standards 
for educational evaluation, 1994). 
(Donaldson, 2007, p. 11; emphasis in the 
original)

24



25



The Territory Ahead
   AEA,1999

Evaluation as 
the Science of Valuing



“Future Tense,” AJE, 2001

[T]here is no science without evaluation, 
because without evaluation one could 
not distinguish science from pseudo-
science, let alone good science from poor 
science. And distinguishing good science 
from bad science (e.g., in work submitted 
for publication, graduation, course 
grades, or promotion, and in one’s own 
work) is an essential part of being a 
competent scientist. 



…Science is in fact totally dependent 
on evaluation for even the use of its 
name. Judgments of value…are in 
fact highly objective elements in 
every scientific enterprise, every 
scientific publication, and every 
plausible version of the scientific 
method….



Evaluation as  
Transdisciplinary
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GEA 2.0 Evaluation 
Recognizes and affirms that 
participatory practices and 
engaging evaluation processes 
have an impact as evaluation is 
being done, not just through 
production of findings and 
reports, but by infusing 
evaluative thinking and timely 
feedback throughout an 
initiative.

.



Evaluation Science: 5 stances

1. Definitional stance: Certain kinds of, approaches 
 to, and uses of evaluation constitute 

  science.

2. Nature of inquiry stance: 

  Evaluative thinking is scientific thinking, 
  and vice versa



Carl Sagan, cosmologist

“Science is a way of thinking 
much more than it is a body of 
knowledge.” 

1934 - 1996



Neil deGrasse Tyson



“You've never seen me debate 
anybody. On anything. Ever. 
My investment of time, as an 
educator, in my judgment, 
is best served teaching people how 
to think about the world around 
them. 
“Teach them how to pose a question. 
How to judge whether one thing is 
true versus another.”



STEM



STEM: Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Math
"Science is more than a school subject, or the 
periodic table, or the properties of waves. It is an 
approach to the world, a critical way to understand 
and explore and engage with the world, and then 
have the capacity to change that world..."

 President Barack Obama, March 23, 2015

Science, Technology, Engineering and Math: 
Education for Global Leadership | U.S. Department of 
Education

https://www.ed.gov/stem
https://www.ed.gov/stem
https://www.ed.gov/stem




Evaluation Science as a 
Transdiscipline

•Philosophy

•Statistics

•Evaluation science

EVALUATIVE 
THINKING



RIGOROUS 
EVALUATIVE
THINKING
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Evaluation as an intervention

in critiical thinking



SCIENTIFIC METHOD



“There is no 
scientific 
method as 
such, but the 
vital feature of 
the scientist’s 
procedures has 
been merely to 
do his utmost 
with his mind, 
no holds 
barred” 

PERCY 
BRIDGMAN
1946 Nobel
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Albert Szent-Györgyia,  
Hungarian physiologist;
Nobel Prize in Physiology 
or Medicine in 1937

“Discovery consists of looking at 
the same thing as everyone else 
and thinking something different.”



GOLD STANDARD

METHODOLOGICAL
APPROPRIATENESS 

not

Methodological
orthodoxy or rigidity
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Strong evaluations 

“Strong evaluations employ methods of 

analysis that are appropriate to the 

question; support the answer with evidence; 

document the assumptions, procedures, and modes 
of analysis; and rule out the competing evidence.”

 



Strong evaluations

Strong studies pose questions clearly, address them 
appropriately, and draw inferences commensurate 
with the power of the design and the availability, 
validity, and reliability of the data. Strength should 
not be equated with complexity. Nor should strength 
be equated with the degree of statistical 
manipulation of data. Neither infatuation with 
complexity nor statistical incantation makes an 
evaluation stronger.



Strong Evaluations

The strength of an evaluation is 
not defined by a particular 
method. Longitudinal, 
experimental, quasi-experimental, before-and-
after, and case study evaluations can be either 
strong or weak…. That is, the strength of an 
evaluation has to be judged within the context of 
the question, the time and cost constraints, the 
design, the technical adequacy of the data 
collection and analysis, and the presentation of 
the findings. 48



Evaluation 
Science

“A strong study is 
technically adequate 
and useful—in short, 
it is high in quality.”



Evaluation Science: 5 stances

1. Definitional stance: Certain kinds of, approaches 
to, and uses of evaluation constitute science.

2. Nature of inquiry stance: 

  Evaluative thinking is scientific thinking, 
  and vice versa

3. Body of knowledge stance: What we know



Nobel Prizes

➢Chemistry

➢Physics

➢Literature

➢Peace

➢Physiology or 

    Medicine

➢The Sveriges Riksbank Prize in Economic 
Sciences in Memory of Alfred Nobel



Alfred Nobel, 1833-1896

Swedish chemist, 
engineer, innovator, and 
creator of the 

  Nobel Prizes. 
 He held 355 different 

patents, dynamite being 
the most famous.





Chemistry Nobel, 1987
Donald J. Cram

Anyone reading my work “can see, in some detail, 
how I have spent most of my mature life. They can 
become familiar with the quality of my mind and 
imagination. They can make judgements about my 
research abilities…. I know of no other field in which 
contributions to world culture are so clearly on 
exhibit, so cumulative, and so subject to 
verification.”



Things we’re trying…

•Visualization
•Using social media
•Shorter reports
•No reports
•Building relationships with intended 

users
•Building evaluative capacity
•Shaping AI



Dr. Angus Deaton 
2015 Nobel Prize in Economics



“This award is a great tribute to my tribe 
within the tribe, those of us who worry 
about measurement, about how to 
provide coherent accounts of what we 
measure….”



“Just trying to figure stuff out, and also to 
try and bring data to bear on the world’s 
puzzles and get some illumination. It's a 
murky world out there and it's hard to 
figure things out sometimes….You bring 
information, you bring data to bear in a 
way that helps illuminate something…”



Esther Duflo was awarded 
the Sveriges Riksbank Prize in 
Economic Sciences in 2019 along 
with her two co-researchers Abhijit 
Banerjee and Michael Kremer for 
their experimental evaluations of 
efforts to alleviate global poverty.



NO BEST PRACTICES 

•Evidence-based practices
•Better practices
•Promising practices
•Bad practices
•Really bad practices
•Really, really bad practices 

      BUT…
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The appropriate evaluation question is 
not 

  “Does IT work?” 

       but the more nuanced question…
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Impact question

“What works for whom in what 
ways under what conditions with 
what results in what contexts?”  
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The Challenge:
Matching the evaluation      
design to the evaluation’s 
purpose, resources, and 
timeline to optimize use.



Context matters
Culture matters



Evaluation’s Diversity Initiatives

Dr. Stafford Hood
 leader in culturally responsive 

modes of evaluation



Cultural competence
The capacity to engage respectfully, authentically, and 

effectively with diverse people – understanding and 
taking into account the impact of culture on all 
aspects of evaluation.

AEA statement: A culturally competent evaluator is 
prepared to engage with diverse segments of 
communities to include cultural and contextual 
dimensions important to the evaluation. Culturally 
competent evaluators respect the cultures 
represented in the evaluation. 



Two-Eyed Seeing
  
The Guiding Principle 
brought into the 
Integrative Science 
co-learning journey 
by Mi'kmaw Elder Albert Marshall.

Etuaptmumk is the Mi'kmaw word for 
Two-Eyed Seeing.

http://www.integrativescience.ca/People/Elders/#AlbertMarshall
http://www.integrativescience.ca/People/Elders/#AlbertMarshall


Two-Eyed Seeing refers to learning to see from one eye 
with the strengths of Indigenous knowledges and ways 
of knowing, and from the other eye with the strengths 
of Western knowledges and ways of knowing ... and 
learning to use both these eyes together, for the 
benefit of all.



Elder Albert indicates that
Two-Eyed Seeing is the gift of multiple perspectives 
treasured by many Aboriginal peoples.  We believe it 
is the requisite Guiding Principle for the new 
consciousness needed to enable Integrative Science 
work, as well as other integrative or transcultural or 
transdisciplinary or collaborative work.



African Ways of Knowing

Dr. Sulley Gariba

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CCAQFjAAahUKEwiZn72W6N3IAhVFbT4KHbFvCt0&url=http://ghc-ca.com/frm-e-biodata.html&usg=AFQjCNEoAhoX2dCF7GUAGKxWB58itN799g&sig2=X6LKQVPsQSQJqx6m0Wfcrw
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CCAQFjAAahUKEwiZn72W6N3IAhVFbT4KHbFvCt0&url=http://ghc-ca.com/frm-e-biodata.html&usg=AFQjCNEoAhoX2dCF7GUAGKxWB58itN799g&sig2=X6LKQVPsQSQJqx6m0Wfcrw
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CCAQFjAAahUKEwiZn72W6N3IAhVFbT4KHbFvCt0&url=http://ghc-ca.com/frm-e-biodata.html&usg=AFQjCNEoAhoX2dCF7GUAGKxWB58itN799g&sig2=X6LKQVPsQSQJqx6m0Wfcrw


Evaluation science knowledge:
 Importance of…

1. Rigorous scientific evaluative thinking

2. Process use

3. Validated theories of change

4. Information alone seldom produces 
lasting behavioral change

5. Personal factor



Evaluation science knowledge:
 Importance of…

6. Methodological appropriateness and 
pluralism – no gold standard

7. Contextual sensitivity: No best 
practices
8. Cultural responsiveness
9. Learning from failure
10. Looking for unanticipated 
consequences

My list…Yours?



Evaluation Science: 5 stances

1. Definitional stance: Certain kinds of, approaches 
to, and uses of evaluation constitute science.

2. Nature of inquiry stance: 

 Evaluative thinking is scientific thinking, 
 and vice versa

3. Body of knowledge stance: What we know

4. Trend and credibility stance:

 Emergent and innovative directions in 
 Science



Emergent “Sciences”

❖ Implementation science 

❖Translational science 

❖ Policy science 

❖ Action science 

❖Big data science

❖Complexity science

❖Sustainability science

❖AI Science
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❖Decision science
❖Cognitive science
❖Strategy science
❖Brain science
❖Network science
❖Community Science
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Intergenerational
  evaluation





David Chavis         

Principal Associate/CEO 
of 
Community Science



EVALUATION 
SCIENCE



Rigorous Evaluative Thinking

• Systems thinking

• Strategic thinking

• Design thinking

• Complexity thinking

• Scientific thinking

• Mixed methods thinking

• Principles-driven thinking

• Innovation-focused thinking

• IMPACT THINKING
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Evaluation Science: 5 stances

1. Definitional stance: Certain kinds of, approaches to, 
 and uses of evaluation constitute science.

2. Nature of inquiry stance: 

  Evaluative thinking is scientific thinking, 
  and vice versa

3. Body of knowledge stance: What we know

4. Trend and credibility stance:

 Emergent and innovative directions in 
 Science

5. Political stance: Making common cause with other 
 scientists in support of Science



AEA President’s Prize
Evaluation and Politics

When and under what 
conditions is evaluation not 
political? 



Political Viability Standard…
    Be politically adept…

Politically astute…

 Politically sophisticated…

  Politically skilled…

   Politically engaged…

Politics comes with the territory:

Expect it! Get good at it!
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POST-
TRUTH 

ERA

In November, 2016, the 
Oxford Dictionaries 
announced post-truth as its 
international Word of the 
Year.

post-truth adjective: 
Relating to or denoting 
circumstances in 
which objective facts are 
less influential in shaping 
public opinion than 
appeals to emotion and 
personal belief.

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/post-truth
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/post-truth
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/post-truth
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/word-of-the-year-2016
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/word-of-the-year-2016
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The science of fake news, 
March 9, 2018

The spread of true and false 
news online
Soroush Vosoughi, Deb Roy, Sinan Aral       March 9, 2018



How fake news spreads online

• MIT “data scientists”: journal SCIENCE 

• 12 year study

• 126,000 Twitter cascades

• Falsehoods were 70% more likely to be retweeted

• Time it took for a false claim to reach 1,500 people 
was 6 times faster than true news

                                                                                 



Evaluators as Fact Checkers
Evaluators as Truth Tellers

TRUTH IS IN 

DANGER
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Scientific wisdom from 
Nobel Prize laureates

 



Economics Nobel Prize recipient Daniel 
Kahneman (2002) won for his work on 
the psychology of judgment and 
decision-making.  

Our rationality is bounded and distorted.



A major barrier to appropriately 
interpreting scientific and 
evaluation findings is our biased 
and illogical interpretation and 
decision-making processes. 



“A reliable way to make 
people believe in 
falsehoods is frequent 
repetition, because 
familiarity is not easily 
distinguished from 
truth. Authoritarian 
institutions and 
marketers have always 
known this fact.”

Daniel 
Kahneman



Evaluation Scientists:
Maintain Equity and 

Sustainability
as criteria

Commitment of the evaluation profession

not just individuals



POLITICAL

SCIENTIFIC











Why Evaluation Matters





GAO’s Program 
Evaluation and 
Methodology Division 

• Between 1980 and 1994 

• Eleanor Chelimsky, Director 

• The unit was charged with doing evaluations for 
Congress and improving GAO’s methodological 
capabilities. 

• With 80 to 100 people, PEMD had between 45 and 
50 evaluations under way at any given time, and 
produced 30 major products annually.





Indeed, if you asked me what was the 
most important thing we’ve achieved 

during the 45 years or so that 
evaluation and politics have been 
partners, I’d say you need to look 

beyond the individual effects we’ve 
had on specific policies or programs 

over time (even though many of 
these effects have been substantive 

and consequential). 



   ACCOUNTABILITY



So, we have to get it 
right. Because if we 
don’t try, and don’t 
succeed, and 
systematic 
evaluation of what 
the government is 
doing becomes a 
thing of the past, 
then our failure 
would affect not only 
evaluation itself but 
also our democracy 
and its political 
freedoms. 



When you come 
right down to it, 
we’re like 
canaries in the 
mineshaft

Our presence means that 
public accountability is alive 
and well.  But if we go, the 
nation will have lost a lot 
more than evaluation.



Evaluation Science

?????????

Comments
How Knowledge is Validated, 

 the World is Changed, and 

Nobel Prizes are Awarded
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