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elative to many professions, evaluation
R has a brief but interesting history.

Evaluation scholars often note the
work of Ralph Tyler and his “Eight Year Study”
of progressive education in the 1940s as one of
the first landmarks in the development of the
modern profession and discipline of evaluation
(see, e.g., Alkin, 2004a). However, the first
major boom in evaluation seemed to occur in
the United States in late 1960s and 70s under
the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations,
when social programs were developed on a
grand scale and heavily supported by federal
funding under the policies of the “War on
Poverty” and the “Great Society” (Rossi, Lipsey, &
Freeman, 2004). Many of our most sophisti-
cated experimental methods, quasi-experimental

designs, and data analytic techniques for
generalized causal inference were developed in
response to the challenges of determining the
net impact of these and subsequent large-scale
government social programs and policies
(Shadish, Cook, & Campbell, 2001).
Donaldson & Scriven (2003a) noted that
we are now experiencing what could be
called the “Second Boom in Evaluation,”
which is more global and has notably different
characteristics than our first growth spurt.
For example, in the past decade, we have
witnessed societies all around the world
embracing the values of accountability and
professionalism. This has led organizations
and agencies of all shapes and sizes to
commission professional evaluations at a
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dramatically increasing rate. While these evalu-
ations still include federally funded and other
types of program and policy evaluations,
interest in evaluating non-governmental pro-
grams, personnel, proposals, performance,
technology, research, theory, and even evalua-
tion itself fall under the growing domain of
contemporary evaluation practice (American
Evaluation Association, 2005). One indicator of
the increasing demand for evaluation practice is
the number of professionals now participating
as members of organized evaluation associa-
tions and societies. In 1990, there were approx-
imately five major evaluation professional
associations, whereas today there are more than
50 worldwide (see Donaldson & Christie, 2006;
Mertens, 2003), as well as an international
alliance to link them together to share knowl-
edge about how to improve the practice of eval-
uation (Mertens, 2005; Russon, 2004).

Another characteristic of the second boom
is that new theories of evaluation practice,
new evaluation methods, and new evaluation
tools are being. developed and refined to
address a much broader and diverse range of
evaluation practice challenges. Donaldson &
Christie (2006) and Scriven (2003) describe
some of these new challenges under the rubric
of evaluation as a “transdiscipline” that sup-
plies essential tools and techniques for a wide
range of other disciplines, while retaining
an autonomous research effort of its own,
focused on advancing knowledge about how
best to practice evaluation.

General organizing frameworks have been
called for, and are beginning to emerge, as a
way to recognize the new challenges faced
by evaluators today (Mark, 2003). Mark,
Henry, & Julnes (2000) provided a framework
to guide the evaluation of programs and poli-
cies aimed at promoting social betterment.
They proposed that four main evaluation pur-
poses have now evolved in the program and
policy evaluation domain:

1. Program and organizational improvement;
2. Oversight and compliance;
3. Assessment of merit and worth;

4. Knowledge development.

Keeping these purposes in mind, we will
attempt to address in this chapter new and
emerging roles for theory in “second boom”
program evaluation practice. We will pay
particularly close attention to those parts of
the practice of evaluation that aspire to con-
tribute to social programming and policy-
making by contributing to the knowledge and
theoretical base — in large part by using, devel-
oping, testing, or otherwise enhancing rele-
vant theory.

Theory for Evaluation Practice

Reference to theory is widespread in the con-
temporary evaluation literature, but what is
meant by “theory” encompasses a confusing
mix of concepts related to evaluators’ notions
about how evaluation should be practiced,
explanatory frameworks for social phenomena
drawn from social science, and assumptions
about how programs function or are supposed
to function. A newcomer to evaluation, and
even a grizzled veteran, could have a difficult
time sorting through the closely related and
sometimes interchangeable terms that litter the
evaluation landscape ~ theories of practice,
theory-based evaluation, theory-driven evalua-
tion, program theory, evaluation theory, theory
of change, logic models, and the like.

Aside from considerable potential for confu-
sion, the nature and role of theory in evalua-
tion is often a contentious matter. On the one
hand, such distinguished evaluators as Scriven
(1998, 2004a, 2004b) and Stufflebeam (2001,
2004) have asserted that there is little need
for theory or, at least, some forms of theory,
in evaluation. Scriven (2004a, 2004b), for
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instance, claimed “it’s possible to do very good
program evaluation without getting into evalu-
ation theory or program theory,” and declared
that “the most popular misconception amongst
currently politically correct program evaluators
is the evaluation of a program (a) requires
that you have, or (b) is much benefited by
having, a logic model or program theory.”
Similarly, Stufflebeam (2001), in a review of
evaluation models and theories of evaluation
practice, remarked that “there really is not
much to recommend theory-based evaluation,
since doing it right is usually not feasible
and since failed or misrepresented attempts
can be counterproductive.” More recently,
Stufflebeam (2004) described the “now fash-
jonable advocacy of ‘theory-based evalua-
tion'” as a situation

... wherein one assumes that the complexity of
variables and interactions involved in running a
project in the complicated, sometimes chaotic
conditions of the real world can be worked
out and used a priori to determine the perti-
nent evaluation questions and variables . ...
Braybrooke & Lindblom (1963) discredited this
notion 40 years ago, and their message clearly
needs to be revisited. (p. 253)

In contrast, other eminent evaluators have
argued that program theory, evaluation theory,
and social science theory all do, and should,
play important roles in modern program evalu-
ation (e.g., Alkin, 2004a; Chen, 1990;
Donaldson, 2003; Fetterman, 2003; Lipsey,
1990; Mark, 2003; Rossi et al., 2004; Shadish,
Cook, & Campbell, 2004; Weiss, 2004a,
2004b). For example, in the case of evaluation
theory, Shadish (1998) introduced his presi-
dential address to the American Evaluation
Association, entitled “Evaluation Theory Is
Who We Are,” with the following assertion:

All evaluators should know evaluation theory
because it is central to our professional identity.

It is what we talk about more than anything
else, it seems to give rise to our most trenchant
debates, it gives us the language we use for talk-
ing to ourselves and others, and perhaps most
important, it is what makes us different from
other professions. Especially in the latter
regards, it is in our own self-interest to be explicit
about this message, and to make evaluation
theory the very core of our identity. Every pro-
fession needs a unique knowledge base. For us,
evaluation theory is that knowledge base.
(Shadish, 1998, p. 1)

One purpose of this chapter is to attempt to
sort out some of the different meanings of
theory in evaluation and the utility the differ-
ent forms of theory might have for evaluation
practice. This will be done in service of the
larger purpose of discussing evaluation work
that is carried out in an effort to generate
knowledge and theory for program practice
and policy-making. We will first distinguish
the three most common types of theories
encountered in evaluation - evaluation
theory, social science theory, and program
theory — and discuss their respective roles
and limitations. We will then describe one
way in which these different forms of theory
intersect that defines a widespread and, we
believe, especially fruitful approach to evalu-
ation — where the theory of evaluation
involves integration of social science theory
in the development and use of program
theory to guide evaluation practice and
expand knowledge about how programs
bring about social change. We suggest that,
while both program theory and social
science theory can enhance program
planning and evaluation, the cause of
knowledge development as a pathway to
evaluation influence is particularly likely
when both kinds of theory are integrated.
Finally, we conclude the chapter by consider-
ing the implications of that perspective for
the future of evaluation.
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Evaluation Theory

Chen (1990) described theory as a frame of ref-
erence that helps humans understand their
world and how to function within it. In program
evaluation, he emphasized that it is important to
distinguish between descriptive and prescriptive
theories. Simply stated, descriptive theories
characterize what is and prescriptive theories
articulate what should be. Evaluation theories are
largely prescriptive and “offer a set of rules, pre-
scriptions, prohibitions, and guiding frame-
works that specify what a good or proper
evaluation is and how evaluation should be
done” (Alkin, 2004a). They are thus theories of
evaluation practice that address such enduring
themes as how to understand the nature of
what we evaluate, how to assign value to pro-
grams and their performance, how to construct
knowledge, and how to use the knowledge gen-
erated by evaluation (Shadish, 1998).

In one sense, evaluation theories are less
important than social science theories or pro-
gram theories for a discussion of knowledge
development as a purpose of evaluation. In
another sense, evaluation theory is quite
important in this regard: Contemporary eval-
uation theories differ in terms of their views of
the appropriateness of and their emphasis on
the four main purposes of evaluation. In par-
ticular, evaluation theories disagree about
whether, and to what extent, priority should
be given to theory building and testing, and
more generally, to knowledge development, as
a pathway to improving programs and poli-
cies. For this reason, and because our discus-
sion of theory would be incomplete without
some attention to evaluation theory, we give
some attention to it in this chapter.

The Evolution of Evaluation Theory

Shadish, Cook, & Leviton (1991) character-
ized the history of theories of evaluation as a

series of stages. Stage I theories emphasized
the discovery of truth (e.g., the evaluation
theories of Michael Scriven and Donald
Campbell). Stage II focused on the way evalu-
ation was used and its social utility (e.g., the
theories of Joseph Wholey, Robert Stake, and
Carol Weiss). In Stage III, theory development
addressed the integration of inquiry and util-
ity (e.g., the theories of Lee Cronbach and
Peter Rossi).

It is only fitting that evaluation theories
themselves be evaluated, and there is no short-
age of critique in the writings and discussions
among evaluators. The criteria Shadish et al.,
used specified that a good theory of evaluation
practice should give a full account of the
appropriate principles and practices relat-
ing to:

1. Knowledge: What methods to use to pro-
duce credible knowledge;

2. Use: How to use knowledge about social
programs;

3. Valuing: How to construct value judgments;

4. Practice: How evaluators should practice in
“real world” settings;

5. Social programming: The nature of social
programs and their role in social problem
solving.

In their final evaluation of these theories of
evaluation practice, Shadish et al., (1991)
concluded that only the Stage III integrative
theories addressed all five criteria. However,
they recognized the contributions of many
perspectives to the evolution of theories of
practice and argued that evaluators should
not follow the same evaluation procedures
under all conditions.

While the Shadish et al., framework has
been widely cited and used to organize theories
of evaluation practice for over a decade, it is
controversial in a number of ways. Whatever
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Figure 2.1 Evaluation theory tree (Alkin, 2004).

criticisms the theorists evaluated, omitted,
and their respective followers might have,
however, it provides one of the most fully
developed perspectives available on the nature
of evaluation theory.

In a more recent attempt to trace the roots
of modern theories of evaluation practice,
Alkin & Christie (2004) developed a different
scheme for classifying evaluation theories (see
Figure 2.1). Their “Evaluation Theory Tree”
has a trunk built on the dual foundation
of accountability and social inquiry and
branches of use, methods, and valuing, They
placed 26 evaluation theorists on this tree
and then gave them an opportunity to reflect
on their theory of practice and to suggest

revisions to their classification. The resulting
scheme promises to help evaluators under-
stand fundamental differences and points of
connection between some of the most com-
mon theories of evaluation practice, as well as
illustrate how theorists’ views change over
time in light of experiences from evaluation
practice. This process of reflection also under-
scores the point that the originators of ideas,
evaluation theorists in this case, often disagree
with how others interpret, describe, or classify
their original works. This very different
approach for understanding the history of
evaluation provides a unique window on the
development of the discipline and profession
of evaluation.
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The Role of Evaluation Theory

Many of those participating in evaluation do
so within the confines of one theory of prac-
tice, often a general social science research
paradigm, without much apparent reflection
or concern about the underpinnings of that
theory or the challenges posed by competing
theories. Shadish (1998) provided at least six
reasons why practicing evaluators should be
thoughtful about evaluation theory:

m Evaluation theory provides a language that

evaluators can use to talk with each other .

about evaluation;

m Evaluation theory encompasses many
things in our field about which evaluators
seem to care most deeply;

m Evaluation theory defines the themes of
the majority of evaluation professional
conferences;

w Evaluation theory provides evaluators with
an identity that is different from the identity
of other professionals.

m Evaluation theory provides the face that
evaluators present to the outside world;

® Evaluation theory is the knowledge base that
defines the profession.

Taken together, these points suggest that eval-
uation theory has become a central thread in
the social fabric of the evaluation profession.
Evaluation theory can facilitate communica-
tion amongst evaluators practicing across the
globe, help evaluation practitioners under-
stand and share best practices, and provide the
rationale for the various procedures evalua-
tors recommend and use in practice.
Knowledge of evaluation theory can
also help evaluators become better ambas-
sadors for the profession of evaluation and edu-
cators of potential clients. Because professional
evaluation now offers a range of acceptable
approaches and perspectives, it is critical that
sponsors and users understand that there are
variations and how they differ. Evaluation
approaches and services may differ rather

dramatically across evaluation teams. Finding
an optimal fit between an evaluation team and
the needs and interests of evaluation sponsors
and stakeholders could arguably be one the
most important factors in determining
whether an evaluation will ultimately be use-
ful (Donaldson, 2004).

In general, effective evaluation practice has
the potential to help prospective clients and other
stakeholders dramatically improve their work.
For example, professional evaluation can help
stakeholders make better decisions about service,
policy, and organizational direction; build knowl-
edge and skills, and develop a capacity for evalu-
ative thinking; facilitate continuous quality
improvement and organizational learning; and
provide accountability or justify a program, pol-
icy, or organization's value to investors, volun-
teers, staff, and prospective funders.

Beyond the general benefits of evaluation,
however, is the question of how appropriate
a particular evaluation is for a particular
program at a particular time. It is important to
consider who could be negatively affected by
an evaluation of a given sort, how much time
and resources may be taken away from pro-
gram services while the evaluation is being
conducted, and the ways in which the evalua-
tion process might be uncomfortable and
disruptive for some project team members
and other stakeholders (Donaldson, 2001b;
Donaldson, Gooler, & Scriven, 2002). It must
also be recognized that the questions a partic-
ular evaluation asks and the way in which it
goes about answering those questions will
have repercussions that will not always be
constructive. When evaluators and stakehold-
ers fully explore the potential benefits and
costs of doing a specific evaluation and con-
sider other options and approaches (based on
other theories of practice), their expectations
and plans become more realistic and the eval-
uation is much more likely to reach its poten-
tial (see Donaldson, 2001b).
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Finally, evaluations are subject to critique,
meta-evaluation, and even hostile attacks (most
likely when negative findings surface — the “kill
the messenger” phenomenon; Donaldson et al.,
2002). Knowledge of evaluation theory can
help evaluators better understand reactions to
their work and help them defend against
critics making different assumptions about
evaluation design or unfairly using a funda-
mentally different theory of practice to dis-
credit the work.

Of course, being knowledgeable about the
history and “state of the art” of evaluation
theory does not guarantee successful evaluation
practice. Some theories of practice may not be
effective or may even be harmful in certain cir-
cumstances. Moreover, every theory of practice
is likely to be more effective in some settings than
in others. Recognizing boundary conditions for
the role of any one evaluation theory, and for
the use of evaluation theories in general, is
essential for good practice (Mark, 2003). In the
end, logically consistent guiding frameworks for
evaluation practice that are sensitive to the
mainstream principles and standards in the field
(e.g., American Evaluation Association, 2005;
Joint Committee on Standards for Educational
Evaluation, 1994) should play an important
role in contemporary evaluation practice.

Social Science Theory

Social science theories are not especially
concerned with methods or practices for evalu-
ators. Rather, social science theories attempt to
provide generalizable and verifiable knowledge
about the principles that shape social behavior.
When such theories address the social phenom-
ena related to social programs and the social
conditions they are intended to improve, how-
ever, they may be very relevant to evaluation.
Evidenced-based social science theories are
often helpful for understanding the etiology of

desired or undesired outcomes and for develop-
ing intervention strategies for influencing
those outcomes. For example, social cognitive
learning theory has been used effectively to
design programs to promote positive social
norms to prevent alcohol and drug use, risky
sexual behavior, breast cancer, and a range
of other social and behavioral problems
(Bandura, 2006; Donaldson, Graham, &
Hansen, 1994; Petraitis, Flay, & Miller, 1995).
Indeed, many such social science theories have
been, or might be, used for designing, improv-
ing, and evaluating programs: the theory of
planned behavior (Ajzen, 2002; Bamberg &
Schmidt, 1997), Prochaska & DiClemente’s
(1999) theory of health behavior change,
Kram's (1985) theory of mentoring, Sternberg’s
(2003) theories of practical intelligence and
leadership, theories of re-employment training
(Price, van Ryn, & Vinokur, 1992), theories of
learned helplessness (Seligman, 2003), and
Rosenthal’s (2006) theory of interpersonal
expectations and self-fulfilling prophecies, just
to name a few.

While it is true that the conceptual and
empirical evidence base is sometimes thin
for any given problem, we would argue it is mis-
guided for evaluators to ignore potentially
applicable prior research and empirically based
social science theory when it is available (as has
been suggested by, e.g., Scriven, 1998, 2004a,
2004b, and Stufflebeam, 2001, 2004).

The Role of Social Science Theory

Social science theory can play several important
roles in evaluation practice. First, such theory
and prior research can be very informative for
initial needs assessment and program design.
Many. if not most, social problems have been
encountered by others, and sometimes
research or evaluation exists on efforts to
prevent or solve these problems. A careful
examination of available literature, including










































