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Abstract
Power and Participation: Relationships among Evaluator Identities, Evaluation Models,
and Stakeholder Involvement
Clair M. Johnson

Dissertation Chair: Dr. Lauren Saenz

Stakeholder involvement is widely acknowledged to be an important aspect of
program evaluation (Mertens, 2007; Greene, 2005a; Brandon, 1998). However, limited
work has been done to empirically study evaluators’ practices of stakeholder involvement
and ways in which stakeholder involvement is affected or guided by various factors. As
evaluators interact with and place value on the input of stakeholders, social, cultural, and
historical backgrounds will always be infused into the context (Mertens & Wilson, 2012;
MacNeil, 2005). The field of evaluation has done little to critically examine how such
contexts impact evaluators’ perceptions of stakeholders and their involvement. The
present study attempts to fill these gaps, focusing specifically on the relationships among
evaluator identities and characteristics, evaluation models, and stakeholder involvement.

Using the frameworks of critical evaluation theory (Freeman & Vasconcelos,
2010) and a theory of capital (Bourdieu, 1986), the present study utilized a sequential
explanatory mixed methods approach. A sample of 272 practicing program evaluators
from the United States and Canada provided quantitative survey data, while a sample of
nine evaluators provided focus group and interview data. Regression analyses and

thematic content analyses were conducted.



Findings from the quantitative strand included relationships between: (1)
measures of individualism-collectivism and stakeholder involvement outcomes, (2)
contextual evaluation variables and stakeholder involvement outcomes, (3) use of use,
values or social justice branch evaluation models and stakeholder involvement outcomes,
and (4) whether the evaluator identified as a person of color and the diversity of involved
stakeholders. Findings from the qualitative strand demonstrated the role of dominant
frameworks of evaluation serving to perpetuate systems of power. Participating
evaluators revealed ways in which they feel and experience systems of power acting on
them, including participation in, recognition of, and responses to oppression. The
qualitative strand showed that evaluation models may be used to help recognize power
dynamics, but that they are also used to reinforce existing power dynamics. Implications

and recommended directions for future research are discussed.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

The Joint Committee on Standards for Educational Evaluation (JCSEE) defines
programs as “orchestrated initiatives that dedicate resources and inputs to a series of
activities intended to achieve specific process, product, services, output, and outcome
goals” (Yarbrough, Shulha, Hopson, & Caruthers, 2011, p. 291). Kushner (2005) further
specifies that they arise from some dissatisfaction with societal structure and operation,
taking the form of “experiments with alternative futures, models for the reform of
discredited presents or extensions of favored pasts ... a set of temporary arrangements for
trying out new ways of providing services or conducting professional action” (p. 335).
Kushner’s definition hints at the messy and creative ways in which social programs might
arise or evolve. And yet, programs are funded by what amounts to trillions of dollars
every year, in the hope that they will contribute to the betterment of society and its
communities (Yarbrough et al., 2011). As evidence of the prolific presence of programs,
in the United States, the number of registered nonprofit organizations increased by 31.5%
from 1999 to 2009 (National Center for Charitable Statistics, n.d.).

Surrounding the great investment of time, money, and other resources into such
programming, program evaluation' has emerged as a growing field in a number of
disciplines. It has become “a key part in the fabric of a well-functioning public
institution” (Chouinard, 2013b, p. 267). The establishment of evaluation as an integral
aspect of program development reflects an “era of accountability” apparent in such
initiatives as the Government Performance and Results Modernization Act (2010) and the
work of the Government Accountability Office (GAO) (Chouinard, 2013a). Yet despite

the pervasiveness of evaluation as a key marker of accountability, ongoing improvement,

! “Evaluation” will be used synonymously with “program evaluation”.



and responsibility, the field has also struggled with questions concerning power,
representation, and ideology (Chouinard, 2013b; Greene, 2002; Mertens, 1999). That is,
to whom is evaluation accountable? Who makes decisions about evidence? What is taken
for granted in evaluation and why?

In 1994, the JCSEE defined program evaluation as the “systematic investigation
of the worth or merit of an object” (JCSEE, 1994, p. 3). To recognize additional measures
of value and the varying purposes of program evaluation, the JCSEE expanded their
definition in 2011 to include four primary parts: “the systematic investigation of the
quality of programs ... for purposes of decision making ... leading to improvement
and/or accountability ... ultimately contributing to organizational or social value”
(Yarbrough et al., 2011, p. xxv). This expanded definition requires evaluators to concern
themselves not only with the systematic assessment of worth and merit, but also with the
use of findings and the determination of social value. Program evaluation arises from the
need for program funders and organizers “to measure [a program’s] productivity and its
impact and to understand its experience” and respond to a public call to decide its value
(Kushner, 2005, p. 335). Chouinard (2013b) recognizes that in addition to promoting
accountability and legitimacy, evaluation shapes public opinion and can reflect, or even
promote, certain sociopolitical values.

In early evaluation models, program value was determined largely by the extent to
which a program met its established objectives, in order to maintain clear guidelines
against which worth and merit could be measured (Alkin & Ellett, 1985). However,

evaluation theorists have since established that program objectives themselves reflect



values determined by particular stakeholder groups. Assessing only the achievement of
program objectives fails to answer other pertinent questions, such as:

Suppose it is found that the program’s objectives are not achieved? Does it follow

that the program is not a good one? On the other hand, if it is found that the

program’s objectives are achieved, does it follow that it is a good one? (Alkin &

Ellett, 1985, p. 1761)

Evaluators might personally disagree with the merit of program objectives, but still
engage in the process of evaluating program value against them. Defining objectives as
the exclusive standard against which a program’s value is measured may fail to consider
other ways in which a program might promote or hinder the social “good”. Nor does such
an approach challenge the value of the objectives themselves. Thus, despite attempts to
maintain objectivity by using objectives as a reference for worth, evaluation was
determined to be inextricably linked to the subjectivity of values.

Program evaluation is rooted in a history of accountability, fiscal control, and
social inquiry, traditions whose influences are readily apparent in long-established
evaluation models that focus on the role of the evaluator as neutral and distant (Alkin &
Christie, 2004). These roots led to the development of approaches oriented to a
postpositivist paradigm, “a mixture of those ideas comprising the contemporary
philosophy of science, including a moderate empiricism, the hypothetico-deductive
method, nonfoundationalism, and acceptance of objectivity as a regulative ideal”
(Schwandt, 2005, p. 326). The postpositivist paradigm situates the evaluator as distant
from and unbiased about the evaluation context in order to maintain objectivity under the

assumption that a single reality can be identified (Mertens & Wilson, 2012).



Contemporary evaluation approaches increasingly include a focus on ongoing
program improvement and sociopolitical goals (Yarbrough et al., 2011). While more
traditional evaluation approaches have strengths, over time, many theorists and
practitioners recognized that exclusively relying on these approaches without taking end
users into account might result in less useful evaluation processes and findings (Patton,
1997; Alkin & Ellett, 1985). Thus, the field of program evaluation acknowledged the
need in some contexts to operate from a pragmatic paradigm with a focus on evaluation
use and responsiveness to end users. This means methodologies are selected based on
what will best meet the needs of end users, established through an ongoing relationship
and dialogue with the evaluator (Mertens & Wilson, 2012). From a pragmatic
perspective, the input of end users is seen as essential, rather than unduly influential.

Evaluation branched even further in an attempt to prepare evaluators to recognize
the role of politics and values in evaluation practice, to identify the unintended
consequences of programs, and to challenge the social injustices that might be present in
program contexts and designs (Mertens & Wilson, 2012; Alkin & Ellett, 1985). The
increased focus on evaluators’ processes of valuing and judgment making has been
attributed to Michael Scriven’s work in the 1960s and 1970s (Alkin & Christie, 2004)
and his development of the goal-free evaluation approach (Scriven, 1991). Today,
Mertens and Wilson (2012) identify four main branches of evaluation: methods
(postpositivist paradigm), use (pragmatic paradigm), values (constructivist paradigm),

and social justice (transformative paradigm). These are shown in Figure 1.
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fiscal control, and (

social inquiry

Figure 1. The Evaluation Tree (Mertens & Wilson, 2012, p. 40)

Though the branches are specific to the field of program evaluation, their associated
paradigms reflect broader world views based on philosophical assumptions. An
evaluation may or may not be guided by a particular model associated with an evaluation
branch, but the evaluator will certainly be guided by philosophical views more generally
captured by a paradigm.

The paradigms associated with each of the four main evaluation branches lead to
different approaches toward the involvement of stakeholders in the evaluation process.
Program or evaluation stakeholders are those with “a stake or invested interest” in the
program and its evaluation, generally falling into one or more of four groups:

(a) people who have decision authority over the program, including other policy

makers, funders, and advisory boards; (b) people who have direct responsibility

for the program, including program developers, administrators in the organization
implementing the program, program managers, and direct service staff; (c) people

who are the intended beneficiaries of the program, their families, and their



communities; and (d) people disadvantaged by the program, as in lost funding

opportunities. (Greene, 2005b, pp. 398-399)
An evaluator’s paradigmatic beliefs reflect not only methodological choices, but the sum
of personal experiences that lead them to see the world in a particular way. They include
epistemological and ontological assumptions with implications for how knowledge and
reality are constructed, and furthermore, for how stakeholders should be involved in an
evaluation.

Evaluator positionality in relationship to stakeholders can be envisioned along a

spectrum as shown in Figure 2.

Distant relationships | .| Close relationships
Independent |~ | Pluralist

Figure 2. Spectrum of Evaluator Relationship to Stakeholders

The far right side of the spectrum reflects a paradigmatic outlook that requires a
pluralistic approach to the construction of knowledge and reality. The implication of such
an outlook is that individually constructed knowledge reflects a narrow set of interests.
That is, in the context of evaluation, the evaluator is in a privileged location to define and
describe a program’s reality. In evaluation, knowledge and reality are depicted in order to
pass a value judgment. Stakeholder participation is essential as a means to ensure that the
process does not represent a limited set of interests. In contrast, the far left side of the
spectrum represents a positionality that minimizes the influence of stakeholders on the
evaluation process. This approach strives to achieve an unbiased perspective by

restricting stakeholder influence on an evaluation.



Evaluators cannot or do not prefer to always involve stakeholders in an
evaluation. Yet despite the wide variability in evaluation approaches and contexts, most
evaluators seem to agree upon the importance of at least some stakeholder inclusion as a
means for improving evaluation use and validity, accessing “insider”” knowledge, and
addressing social inequities through voice (Mertens, 2007; Greene, 2005a; Brandon,
1998). The evaluation standards assert that overly narrow evaluations resulting from
stakeholder exclusion, “waste human potential and miss opportunities for social
betterment” (Yarbrough et al., 2011, p. 23). In a survey of the American Evaluation
Association (AEA) evaluators, Fleischer and Christie (2009) found that 98% of
respondents agreed that evaluators should take responsibility for involving stakeholders
in the evaluation. Stakeholder involvement will necessarily depend on evaluation
constraints. Constraints on resources, for example, might limit the feasibility of
stakeholder involvement. Regardless, at the heart of such issues are questions about how

rights and responsibilities are assigned in programs and in the evaluation process.

Statement of Problem

In determining how to assess and improve social programs, one of evaluation’s
fundamental purposes is to contribute to the social good and help society change for the
common benefit (Yarbrough et al., 2011; Greene, 2002). However, innumerable factors
determine how evaluation ultimately does or does not lead to change. One such factor is
the practice of stakeholder involvement. As evaluation arguably becomes more deeply
entrenched in “normative ideas about superior evaluation” (Liket, Rey-Garcia, & Maas,
2014, p. 171), it may fail to “be representative of and engaged with those whose needs it

purports to serve” (Younge, 2014, para. 11). In other words, as one predictor of whose



interests are represented, stakeholder involvement is a crucial consideration in
determining how evaluation may result in sociopolitical change. Though understanding
stakeholder involvement itself may be critical to ensuring equity in the practice of
program evaluation, it is also essential to examine how evaluators frame, approach, and
understand stakeholder involvement.

More specifically, it is important to examine how evaluators make decisions about
stakeholder involvement under the influence of personal, professional, and contextual
experiences. Though theorists in the field of evaluation are increasingly engaging in work
to examine the issues of politics and inclusion in the practice of evaluation, less
prominent are the conversations that involve the notion of oppression related to the ever
present racism, sexism, and other “-isms” that underlie all evaluation contexts. Power
imbalances and struggles between and among evaluators and stakeholders are a reality in
many evaluations (Jacobson, Azzam, & Baez, 2013; Freeman, Preissle, & Havick, 2010;
Mertens, 2009; Wallerstein, 1999). Even prior to an evaluator’s arrival in an evaluation
context, oppressive systems have already shaped the conception, design, and
implementation of the program. The development of social programs is often steeped in
the paternalism of deficit-based research practices. That is, research has historically been
crafted under a system in which a power wielding minority claims the right to identify
and define social problems and thereby profit (Tuck, 2009). Research situates people as
problems, operating primarily from a perspective in which individuals, not systems or
institutions, are the units of analysis and are the explanatory mechanism for social
problems. As Madison (2007) explains, individuals under the thumb of “political

powerlessness, social oppression, and economic exploitation” (p. 107) come to depend



upon programs that work to redistribute societal resources without shifting the structures
that create the inequities. Evaluators may enter into this framework with a relatively
stronger or weaker critical lens for deconstructing the oppressive structures of the
context.

The need for the field of evaluation to work towards transformation does not
imply that transformative approaches to evaluation are the necessary path to achieving it.
Indeed, the critical lens should also be applied to transformative theories within the field
of evaluation. Common language in transformative participatory evaluation (T-PE)
literature, for example, includes the goal “to empower” and “to give voice” to
marginalized or oppressed groups, which can be problematic ways of framing a
participatory approach. Such language continues to situate power in the hands of the
professional evaluator and maintains the privilege to decide who may exercise self-
determination or be heard in a space, rather than recognizing already existing agency.
Mertens and Wilson (2012) explain that in T-PE:

Community members who are denied access on the basis of dimensions of

diversity associated with oppression and discrimination are invited to participate,

and appropriate supportive mechanisms are brought to bear to ensure that they can

do so authentically. (p. 180)

The power again rests with the evaluator, who “invites” participation. This description
also operates under the assumption that “supportive mechanisms” can be put in place to
ensure authentic participation, rather than recognizing that all participation will be
performative, and reflect both the privilege and oppression associated with participants’

social identities and program positioning. It also reflects the dangerous temptation to



presume that the evaluator should assess stakeholder identity and make decisions for
stakeholders based on his or her interpretation of stakeholders’ experiences of oppression
(many of which may not be visible or disclosed). These complexities and challenges form
the basis for the need to investigate evaluators’ understanding of participation and
representation, and their decisions around “invitations” to stakeholder involvement.

The language common to transformative evaluation approaches also tends to
focus on the participation of oppressed groups, and the ways in which their social
identities have made them susceptible to marginalization. Equally important, however, is
the recognition of the participation of privileged or oppressing groups, possibly including
the evaluator. The evaluator’s social identity is not neutral; participation will be different
depending on whether the evaluator is male or female, white or a person of color, and the
ways in which these identities in context intersect with each other and other dimensions
of identity, including the evaluator’s position as expert.

Relationships between the evaluator and stakeholders, and among stakeholders,
are likely to be inherently hierarchical. An evaluator can fill the role of expert, of knower,
of judger, positions of great power and with opportunities to exercise oppressive
practices. On the other hand, evaluators also usually work under some other authority,
perhaps the funders of the evaluation or the stipulations of an evaluation contract.
Stakeholders also typically fall into some sort of hierarchical system (e.g., funders, staff,
and beneficiaries). The power dynamics of an evaluation process will amount to more
than social positioning along dimensions such as race and gender, but also to more than

program positioning. Rather, power dynamics will depend on the intersection of the two.

10



For guidance on good practices of stakeholder involvement, evaluators have
largely had to rely upon the standards of practice (Yarbrough et al., 2011) and evaluation
theories and models as described in the literature. The field of program evaluation has a
rich, though short, history of theoretical development. Practice, on the other hand, has
been minimally studied as a way to understand and improve stakeholder involvement.
Some evaluators have recognized the importance of practice in defining and guiding the
field, and call for empirical research of evaluation practice that has long been absent
(Azzam, 2011; Christie, 2003; Henry & Mark, 2003). The lack of empirical research on
the nature of evaluation practice in general has been noted as a limitation to evaluators’
understanding of their own contexts of practice. Henry and Mark (2003) explain:

An enormous difficulty in prescribing an evaluation approach is that it must be

flexible and responsive to the program, the sponsor, and other environmental

aspects. But what are those contingencies? To what factors are evaluators
responsive? Evaluators have lots of personal experiences and hunches but little
systematic evidence about which specific contingencies actually influence their

practice substantially. (pp. 73-74)

Azzam (2011) calls for a greater understanding of how evaluation decisions are made, in
order to “help to create evaluations that are more contextually responsive” (p. 377). One
primary factor or contingency that evaluators will face is the social context and structures
of power that seemingly invisibly influence relationships between and among evaluators
and stakeholders.

Understanding how decisions about stakeholder involvement are made in

evaluation practice holds the potential for helping evaluators most ethically and

11



effectively include stakeholders, while also balancing evaluation constraints like limited
resources or political conflict. Of the many possible factors influencing how evaluators
practice their field, there is evidence and theory to suggest that evaluators’ personal
characteristics might play a role (Azzam, 2011; Kundin, 2010). Kundin (2010), for
example, places the naturalistic decision making framework of Zsambok and Klein
(1997) in the conceptual framework for how evaluators make practice decisions. The
framework centers evaluators’ knowledge, experience, judgment, and confidence as
factors in their decision-making. Sielbeck-Bowen, Brisolara, Seigart, Tischler, and
Whitmore (2002) argue that “the personal experiences, perspectives, and characteristics
evaluators bring to evaluations lead to a particular political stance” (p. 4). Empirically,
Azzam (2011) found links between methodological orientation and stakeholder
involvement, specifically that:
A quantitatively oriented evaluator appeared to be as willing to involve
stakeholders as a qualitatively oriented evaluator. However, it can be argued that
the type and depth of stakeholder involvement may vary considerably across both
of these methodological orientations. (p. 388)
Yet Azzam (2011) notes the general lack of research on evaluator characteristics,
reporting “few empirical efforts to systemically document the relationships between
background beliefs and characteristics and evaluation design decisions” (p. 388).
Evaluator characteristics have been understood even less through a critical lens, reflecting
on how evaluator identities are present in the evaluator’s interactions with stakeholders.

The lack of research on evaluation practice is a broad problem for the field, especially for

12



the challenging issue of stakeholder involvement and the role of evaluator characteristics
and identities in such practices.

As evaluators interact with and place value on the input of stakeholders, social,
cultural, and historical backgrounds will always be infused into the context (Mertens &
Wilson, 2012; MacNeil, 2005). While this is not to say that practices of stakeholder
involvement will always be identically constrained by social contexts, the field of
evaluation has done little to critically examine how such contexts impact evaluators’
perceptions of stakeholders and their involvement. One approach to helping evaluators
navigate stakeholder involvement has been to provide models of evaluation that prescribe
whether and how stakeholders should be involved. Many such models are inherently
concerned with stakeholder involvement as a means to transform individuals,
organizations, and society by challenging traditional distributions of power in the
evaluation context (Mertens & Wilson, 2012). Empowerment evaluation, for example,
challenges the assumed superiority of Western values and considers it the evaluator’s
responsibility to sacrifice the role of privileged “knower” (Fetterman, 2001). However,
the field as a whole has engaged in little investigation of whether and how evaluation
models are actually used and can lead to sociopolitical outcomes. Further, the models
themselves reflect the social lenses of evaluation theorists and epistemological
foundations of the field, and should therefore be examined for their ability to transform
lived realities, a need echoed by critical evaluation researchers (MacNeil, 2005; Stanfield,
1999).

In relation to the oppressive ways in which programs can be designed and

implemented, the very knowledge used to construct and evaluate such programs is

13



subject to epistemological oppression. Scheurich and Young (1997) summarized the
compelling argument that the common epistemologies framing educational research,
inclusive of various ontological and methodological paradigms, are inherently racist.
Despite the growing recognition of these influences, Scheurich and Young (1997) argue,
those founding assumptions have “unquestionably dominated” (p. 7) civilization for
hundreds of years and have thus evolved into the dominant epistemologies of today,
lending themselves well to the construction of master narratives about those who should
know, and those who should be known. It remains unclear to what extent evaluation
models and approaches significantly shift embedded epistemologies or continue to
operate from the same paradigms.

Additionally, despite the intended use of evaluation models to guide evaluation
practice, some empirical research reveals that espoused theory does not always align with
practice (Christie, 2003). Theories and models, and even attempts at studying practice
empirically, provide insight into what evaluators believe they should do, rather than what
they actually do in practice (Azzam, 2011; Christie, 2003). The field still needs more
research on evaluation to help illuminate how evaluators actually practice their craft, and
what the role of theory and evaluation models is.

Given the lack of understanding about the practice of evaluation and the
contextual variables influencing it, there is a need for empirical research on evaluation
practice, and how it may or may not be guided by evaluation models developed by
theorists. Such knowledge has the potential to contribute further to theory, refine
evaluation practice, and inform approaches to evaluation training. The present study

focused on evaluation practice, specifically on stakeholder involvement as an area of
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practice, and on evaluator characteristics and identities as one family of contextual
influences. Further, it attempted to determine how valuable evaluation models are in the

everyday practices of stakeholder involvement conducted by professional evaluators.

Theoretical Framework

The primary guiding theoretical framework for the study was critical social
theory, especially as applied to evaluation (Freeman & Vasconcelos, 2010; MacNeil,
2005). The framework influenced the design and analysis of the study in multiple ways,
but primarily served as a way to understand the framing of evaluation as a vehicle for
sociopolitical change across multiple evaluation approaches. Given the variety of
evaluation perspectives discussed, it is important to establish how any study of evaluation
fits into the existing theoretical frameworks of the field. In their framework, Freeman and
Vasconcelos (2010) note:

We are not arguing for taking the side of the rich or the poor, the powerful or the

powerless. Instead we are arguing for taking the side of social justice, and what

that means and involves is part of what the inquiry process must both determine

and then use as the basis for action. (pp. 10-11)
Social justice itself may be variably defined, and may be different according to context,
as indicated by Freeman and Vasconcelos (2010). House (2005) defines social justice as
concerned with “whether the institutions of a society are arranged to produce appropriate,
fair, and moral distributions of benefits and burdens among societal members and
groups” (p. 394). This definition implies that in evaluation, a belief in promoting social

justice compels evaluators to examine and negotiate how programs participate in the
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distribution of power and resources, and allow beneficiaries to negotiate their own needs
(House, 2005).
In the present study, critical evaluation theory was used to frame a study of

evaluation, rather than guide an evaluation. Though quite similar in many respects,

research and evaluation can be differentiated according to contextual and political factors.

Evaluation will always serve an evaluative end; that is, the evaluator must pass a value
judgment on the knowledge generated through systematic inquiry. It will also be
performed in the context of an evaluated object (i.e., the program), and require political
decision-making (Mertens & Wilson, 2012). Intended to guide evaluations, the critical
evaluation framework was also useful to guide the research on evaluation, in that it
resulted in the framing of evaluation as inquiry with sociopolitical purpose. The critical
evaluation framework influenced the design of the study (including identifying variables
of interest), and the analysis and interpretation of data, and was used to support the

significance of the research problem.

Table 1

Principles of Critical Evaluation Theory

Critical social theorists and critical evaluators...

believe that society can be improved, or altered, through education and intervention

are constrained as well as supported by local contexts, knowledge, interests, and needs

stress the inclusion of diverse perspectives and interests

emphasize that the process of the inquiry is just as important as the result

are self-critical and self-reflective about how their practices are implicated in maintaining
or creating oppressive structures and relationships

assert that local values determining merit and worth need to be accounted for but that
their revision or transformation is likely to be one effect or one intended objective of the

inquiry

locate the validity of the inquiry in its capacity to effect change

(Freeman & Vasconcelos, 2010, p. 11)
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Freeman and Vasconcelos (2010) identify certain principles assumed by critical
social theorists and critical evaluators that appear in Table 1. These assumptions can be
translated to their influence on the present study. They imply that evaluation was framed
as a social practice with the possibility of improving society through the inclusion of
diverse perspectives. Further, evaluation is shaped by its local context, but is also a
process through which the local context itself is shaped. The tenets of critical evaluation
theory were woven throughout the study.

Freeman and Vasconcelos (2010) identify the inclusion of diverse perspectives as
central to critical evaluation approaches. However, this principle does not imply that
participation in any and all forms is the best way to achieve programmatic and
sociopolitical growth; rather, it implies that stakeholders are best served when those
involved in the evaluation do not represent too narrow a set of interests. Further,
recognizing that “evaluators often focus on needs to the exclusion of assets” (Mertens &
Wilson, 2012, p. 267), critical evaluation theory acknowledges the knowledge and assets
residing in any particular evaluation context, accessible through engaged stakeholder
involvement. Critical evaluation engages participants in “thinking about how privileged
narratives of the past and present will influence future value judgments” (MacNeil, 2005,
p- 93), a process that cannot be facilitated without the input of those whose narratives
reflect oppression rather than privilege. Therefore, examining stakeholder involvement
along multiple dimensions is a way of understanding how participation might be used in
evaluation to challenge or sustain existing power dynamics.

The reason why critical evaluation theory was so essential to the present study is

explained well by Everitt (1996):
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The political relationship between taken-for-granted understandings and dominant
and prevalent ways of seeing things in a society divided by gender, race, class,
sexuality, disability and age should make us extremely wary of evaluations that
focus only on the practice as though it existed uncontentiously within a policy and

social vacuum. (p. 174)

In other words, when any evaluation claims sociopolitical neutrality, it leaves
unexamined the influence of social constructs that have come to define dominant and
non-dominant narratives. Social location may be defined in part by categorical
characteristics like race, class, and gender, and the present study supposed such
internalized categorization may influence the practice of evaluation. Ultimately, Everitt’s
(1996) argument implies that all evaluation contexts will be permeated by raced, classed,
gendered, sexed, etc. relationships. Though critical theory recognizes these constructs as
flattened conceptualizations of identity (Grande, 2004), they are “terms of action, not
simply argument” (Perry, 2011, pp. 75-76) that determine how people see each other and
are seen, thus imparting material effects.

To expand and complicate the notion of identities and their role in evaluation,
Bourdieu’s (1986) idea of dominant and non-dominant forms of capital served as a
second theoretical framework. Bourdieu (1986) delineated three primary forms of capital:
economic, cultural, and social. Economic capital is immediately convertible into
monetary value. Cultural capital refers to certain ways of thinking and being that can be
leveraged to obtain other forms of capital (e.g., fluency in standard academic English).
Social capital refers to the interpersonal skills and relationships that can be leveraged to

access other forms of capital (e.g., “connections”). These forms can manifest in the
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embodied, objectified, or institutionalized states; that is, they may exist within the person,
in physical manifestations, or in forms recognized and given power by institutions (e.g.,
cultural capital manifesting as an educational degree).

The key principle of capital is that it can be transformed from one form into
another, and ultimately, can be used to obtain economic capital. Because individuals
inherit capital in all of its forms, it is an explanatory mechanism for inequity; that is, “It is
what makes the games of society—not least, the economic game—something other than
simple games of chance” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 46). In other words, through its persistence
over time and its (sometimes invisible) transmissibility across bodies, capital ensures the
ongoing power of groups who possess dominant forms of economic, social, and cultural
capital. Carter (2003) more clearly delineated dominant cultural capital in particular as
“high status cultural attributes, codes, and signals” (p. 138) that are transmitted from a
very early age and allow individuals to engage with “cultural power brokers”.
Conversely, however, she noted the importance of non-dominant capital:

Similarly, “non-dominant cultural capital” embodies a set of tastes, or schemes of

appreciation and understandings, accorded to a lower status group, that include

preferences for particular linguistic, musical, or interactional styles. Non-
dominant cultural capital describes those resources used by lower status
individuals to gain “authentic” cultural status positions within their respective
communities. Different, though interconnected, these two forms of capital
represent variable cultural currencies, the benefits of which vary, depending upon

the field in which the capital is used. (p. 138)
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The key difference between dominant and non-dominant capital is that dominant capital
is much easier to leverage towards socioeconomic gain.

The purpose of the framework of dominant and non-dominant capital is to
complicate the notion of categorization. Categorical social constructs like race and gender
influence how individuals see themselves and others, and are seen by others, and thus
have material consequences. However, the flattening effects of categorization can also
“allow for grotesque generalizations about quite diverse groups, and they support the
concept that [they] may be legitimately used as a shorthand for a set of qualities while
discounting other potentially salient ‘similarities’ across individuals and groups” (Perry,
2011, p. 178). Perry (2011) contends that the material effects of categorization manifest
as groups’ inequitable access to capital. However, because access to and possession of
capital is more fluid and complex than rigid categorizations, its use as a framework

serves to expand and complicate issues of privilege, power, and dominance.

Constructs and Variables of Interest

Because critical evaluation theory names oppression as a reality and evaluation as
a potential opportunity for transformation (MacNeil, 2005), the present study focused on
evaluator characteristics related to social structures of oppression, privilege, and power.
The critical evaluation theory framework posits that power will be salient in evaluation
practice. The characteristics of interest, therefore, were those that relate to power
imbalances, positioning the evaluator and stakeholders in socially privileged or
marginalized ways. These included, for example, demographic characteristics like
gender, race, or level of education. Additionally, some latent constructs were captured

through the use of scales. Because the present study was not able to measure all possible
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evaluator characteristics, a limited number of key characteristics were purposefully
chosen. They included demographic information and some scale measures of latent
constructs. The selection process for these constructs is explained in the discussion of the
data collection instruments.

Based on Patton’s (1997) framework described in detail in the literature review,
stakeholder involvement was measured along the dimensions of closeness of stakeholder
relationships with the evaluator, control of the evaluation processes, involvement in
different aspects of the evaluation, representation of stakeholder groups, and the diversity
of stakeholders represented. As suggested by Patton, the timeline of the evaluation was
also considered, more thoroughly discussed in Chapter 3. Finally, any explicit evaluation
model that was intended to guide the evaluation was also of interest. The measurement of
these constructs is more thoroughly discussed in the description of the data collection
instruments. Particular constructs were selected to sufficiently narrow the focus of the
study, while capturing some aspects of identity in context expected to relate to issues of

sociopolitical power.

Research Questions

To understand the relationship between evaluator characteristics, stakeholder
involvement, and evaluation models, despite widely variable evaluation contexts, it was
first essential to capture the scope of stakeholder involvement in the current field of
evaluation, leading to the first research question:

1) What are the present patterns (e.g., frequency, diversity) of stakeholder

involvement in evaluation?

21



The second research question addressed the relationship between evaluator characteristics
and stakeholder involvement:
2) How does social location influence how and why evaluators include
stakeholders?

a. How are measurable evaluator characteristics related to practices of
stakeholder involvement?

b. What forms of dominant and non-dominant capital do evaluators bring
to and encounter in their practice? How do they influence how
evaluators see stakeholders and feel seen by them?

Determining how evaluators “see stakeholders and feel seen by them” is an intentionally
broad way to capture the complex role of social contexts. That is, while constructs like
race or gender may not strictly define how evaluators and stakeholders will interact, they
will always be present in those interactions. Their presence was expected to be an ever
present influence on the nature of the relationship between evaluator and stakeholders.

The study also examined the influence of evaluation models on practice through
the third research question:

3) To what extent do evaluation models help evaluators navigate or perpetuate

structures of power in practices of stakeholder involvement?

a. Do evaluators explicitly use models to guide their practice? If so, do
practices of stakeholder involvement correspond with selected
models?

b. To what extent do evaluators explicitly use models to disrupt or

support the power of dominant forms of capital?
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The explicit use of evaluation models was of interest as an examination of their utility.
That is, models are developed to guide evaluators toward particular evaluation outcomes
(e.g., high utility or sociopolitical transformation), and typically prescribe the nature of
stakeholder involvement. However, it remains unclear whether and how evaluators use
models, and whether stakeholder involvement corresponds with models. While evaluators
may be influenced by particular models, it is the explicit use of models as prescriptive

tools, as a whole or in part, that was of interest.

Hypotheses

Though studies related directly to the research questions are sparse, prior research
indicates that at least some evaluator characteristics were expected to be related to
practices of stakeholder involvement. Based on the findings of Azzam (2011), at least
level of experience in evaluation was expected to be related to stakeholder involvement
practices. In the present study, it was also expected that additional evaluator demographic
characteristics would be significant predictors of stakeholder involvement. The present
study was also based on the hypothesis that the two latent constructs being assessed,
interpersonal hierarchy expectation (IHE) and individualism-collectivism would be
related to practices of stakeholder involvement. Specifically, lower IHE was predicted to
be associated with higher levels of stakeholder involvement. Likewise, a greater belief in
collectivism was predicted to be associated with higher levels of stakeholder
involvement. Use of evaluation models was hypothesized to be related to practices of
stakeholder involvement. That is, models that prescribe lower levels of stakeholder
involvement (e.g., experimental design) were expected to be associated with lower values

on those indicators. Likewise, if a model prescribes higher levels of stakeholder
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involvement (e.g., transformative participatory evaluation), it was expected to be

associated with higher values on those indicators.

Placement in the Field

The present research addressed gaps in program evaluation research in terms of
both content and design. As mentioned, very few studies have examined evaluator
characteristics. A noteworthy amount of work has been conducted to theorize about the
role of the evaluator (Skolits, Morrow, & Burr, 2009; Abma, 2002; Segerholm, 2002;
Denzin, 2002) and some studies have begun to include a few evaluator characteristics as
predictors of beliefs or practices (Azzam, 2011; Cartland, Ruch-Ross, Mason, &
Donohue, 2008). However, no studies were found that provided a comprehensive
examination of the influence of basic evaluator demographic characteristics on reported
evaluation practices.

Practices of stakeholder involvement have been more readily studied, especially
through the documentation of actual evaluations and the challenges and successes that
accompany them (Freeman et al., 2010; Cartland et al., 2008; Fitzpatrick, 2004). Such
reports are useful for examining how evaluators navigate decisions around stakeholder
involvement in real evaluations within particular contexts. However, individually, they
provide little insight into the trends of stakeholder involvement in the profession. While a
meta-analysis of evaluation articles and reports would be a useful contribution to
understanding stakeholder involvement practices, such an approach would fail to
consider evaluations that are never made publicly available. Therefore, a major portion of

evaluations would be, and is, neglected in the field of evaluation literature. Information
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about evaluations whose findings are never made public may be accessed through
anonymous reporting by evaluators themselves. The present study attempted to capture
the reported practices of evaluators, mitigating some limitations of past studies (Azzam,
2011; Christie, 2003).

The study was also unique in its application of a critical framework to the
empirical study of evaluation. Critical theory has mainly been utilized by evaluators and
evaluation theorists to explore how it might be applied in an evaluation context (Freeman
& Vasconcelos, 2010; MacNeil, 2005; Everitt, 1996), or to report on how it has actually
been used in particular evaluation contexts (Freeman et al., 2010; Hooper, 2010;
MacNeil, 2002). However, applying the critical lens to an empirical study of evaluation
practice offered the opportunity to shed light on practices that might otherwise go
unstudied. In particular, the present study attempted not only to identify how certain
factors relate to stakeholder involvement, but also to understand how evaluators come
into being in spaces defined by the possession of power. Linking these usually
unobserved processes to evaluation practice may allow evaluators to better understand
their own practices and ultimately contribute to sociopolitical transformation in the
profession and its wider contexts of application.

While the present study was designed to address gaps in the evaluation literature
and produce research that is largely exploratory, it also drew from established conceptual
frameworks and extended work that had already been done in surveys of evaluators. The
work of Cousins and Whitmore (1998) and Patton (1997), more deeply explored in the
literature review, provided a foundation for understanding stakeholder involvement and

situating it in frameworks that are well-established in the field of evaluation.
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A few studies working with survey data from evaluators are discussed in the
literature review, but the work of Shadish and Epstein (1987) most closely reflected the
quantitative portion of the present study. The authors surveyed a sample of evaluators to
collect background information, self-reported evaluation practices, and theoretical
influences. The results of this study indicated that there was at least an approximate
relationship between theoretical beliefs and evaluation practices. However, the study also
suggested that while theory and practice are expected to be related, evaluators’ personal
tendencies played a role in that relationship. Additionally, this study did not examine
specific models selected to guide an evaluation, only evaluators’ personal theoretical
preferences. Given the theoretical development of the field of evaluation in the past 20
years and questions that remained unanswered by this study, there is a need to both
expand and modernize such work to reconsider how theory, practice, and evaluators’

identities interface, particularly around stakeholder involvement.

Significance of the Research

The primary significance of the present study is that it highlights issues of power,
privilege, and oppression in program evaluation practice through the application of a
critical framework. As previously described, a critical lens has been primarily used in
evaluation from a theoretical perspective, or in the execution of a particular evaluation.
However, the practices of evaluators and the profession as a whole have been minimally
examined empirically, and even less so from a critical perspective. Further, despite the
assumptions of the transformative paradigm that issues of trust and power will be present

in evaluation (Mertens & Wilson, 2012), explicit recognition of power struggles along the
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axes of race, class, gender, and other social dimensions could be better understood
through empirical examination. The present study sought to augment critical perspectives
in evaluation to help those in the field better recognize and understand how privilege and
oppression manifest in the conduct of evaluation, especially in practices of stakeholder
involvement. It is through this self-reflection that evaluation has the potential to better
contribute to sociopolitical transformation and be transformed itself.

The present study also attempted to provide a better understanding of how
evaluators make decisions, particularly around stakeholder involvement. Such knowledge
allows evaluators to reflect on their own practices and better understand the influences on
them. From a systemic perspective, this information also provides a means for
organizations and educational institutions to reflect on the training needs of evaluators.
Ultimately, from a critical perspective, the significance of the study is also related to its
capacity to effect change to promote equity and social justice (Freeman & Vasconcelos,
2010). This was achieved through creating an enhanced understanding of how the field of
evaluation can better identify and challenge inequitably distributed power in evaluation
contexts, and in the field itself. As evaluation continues to develop into a more
professionally defined field, the present research will be essential in considering the
preparation of evaluators for their role in the sociopolitical domain. The overall
significance of the study, inclusive of its broad implications, is discussed in greater detail

in Chapter 5.
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Chapter Summary

Evaluators work in highly variable contexts under various constraints and are
influenced by, and utilize, different evaluation models and approaches. They are also
influenced by their variable backgrounds, including personal identities, experiences, and
beliefs. It is expected that practices of stakeholder involvement are also influenced by
these characteristics. However, given the very limited empirical research that has been
conducted in the field of program evaluation, a gap continues to exist in understanding
the relationships among these different factors. These issues are further complicated and
obscured by the issues of power, oppression, and privilege that are pervasive in
evaluation contexts, but rarely investigated or challenged. The present study intended to
fill this gap with empirical research on the relationships among evaluator identities in
context, use of evaluation models, and practices of stakeholder involvement. Chapter 2
provides an overview of the research and evaluation literature providing a foundation for

the study.
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The three broad topics addressed in the proposed dissertation are: evaluator
identities, stakeholder involvement, and evaluation models. Therefore, this review of the
existing literature will address each of these areas individually, and also examine how
their interactions have been explored by other researchers and theorists. The literature
included in this section relates primarily to the field of evaluation, but issues of identity
and participation are also extremely relevant to social science research in general. This
section therefore begins with a review of literature related to researcher characteristics,
especially as they have been theoretically or empirically determined to relate to
participation. This is followed by a brief overview of researcher reflexivity, one of the
primary ways in which researcher characteristics have been considered by social
scientists.

Following the review of relevant literature on researchers, the next section
considers how the field of evaluation has framed and explored these issues. First, the
conceptual framing of stakeholder involvement in evaluation literature is summarized,
followed by a summary of empirical research on stakeholder involvement. Due to their
abundance, studies describing the context of a single particular evaluation have been
excluded, with the exception of cases that are particularly relevant due to their attention
to power dynamics. The conceptual framing of evaluator characteristics is examined by
summarizing literature related to evaluator role and reflexivity. The relationship between
evaluator characteristics and stakeholder involvement is then explored, focusing in
particular on understanding how this relationship has been considered as related to

structures of power. As an introduction to the role of evaluation models and approaches,
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the relationship between evaluation theory and evaluation practice is then examined. This
section is followed by a brief summary of the major evaluation models and approaches,
with particular emphasis on their prescriptions for stakeholder involvement. This
summary indicates what results were expected when the relationships between evaluation
models and stakeholder involvement were empirically examined.

There is limited work that examines the relationships among evaluator
characteristics or identities, evaluation theory and models, and stakeholder involvement,
but literature that has attempted to examine all three areas simultaneously is summarized
in the closing of the chapter. In all of the material presented, literature explicitly utilizing
a critical perspective is especially valuable as a way to understand how issues related to
power have been examined in these content areas. Where critical perspectives have not
been used, this review attempts to provide some critical deconstruction of how issues

related to power manifested, were addressed, and were framed.

Researcher Characteristics

Understanding the influence of researcher characteristics has been a crucial
consideration when data are collected through methods like telephone or in-person
surveys, interviews, and focus groups. In such circumstances, the researcher essentially
performs the role of the data collection instrument, potentially affecting how participants
respond to questions. Such effects might be particularly salient when participants are
asked about sensitive information; for example, public health surveys often ask about
racial attitudes and risky health behaviors like substance abuse (Davis, Couper, Janz,

Caldwell, & Resnicow, 2010). In reviewing research on interviewer effects in public

30



health surveys, Davis et al. (2010) concluded that interviewer effects were most likely to
arise when questions were related to topics that might elicit socially desirable responses,
such as demographic information (e.g., inflating one’s income) and sensitive behaviors
(e.g., drug abuse). Their review also revealed that effects are commonly related to
interviewers’ race, ethnicity, and gender. For example, interviewees appeared to be more
likely to respond to racially or ethnically oriented survey items when they shared a racial
or ethnic identity with the interviewer (Davis et al., 2010), demonstrating that researcher
characteristics can affect how participants share information in social inquiry.

Similarly, Yager, Diedrichs, and Drummond (2013) found that in body image
research, another sensitive topic, participants expressed preferences for certain researcher
characteristics. Women, for example, preferred to participate in body image discussions
with female facilitators, while men did not have a gender preference. This indicates that
the characteristics of researchers can interact with the characteristics of included
participants. Yager et al. (2013) also found that participants reported that the researcher’s
professional capabilities, personal qualities (such as understanding and being non-
judgmental), and appearance were all important factors in conducting a discussion of
body image. Therefore, both observable and latent characteristics are relevant to how
researcher characteristics impact data collection.

Pezalla, Pettigrew, and Miller-Day (2012) reflected on their own experiences as
interviewers and how their characteristics affected data collection. They analyzed not
only the responses from interview participants, but also their own questions and
responses during the interviews. The researchers concluded that particular interview

styles were more effective at eliciting particular types of information from participants.
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They also found that interview styles reflected gender norms; that is, the male
researcher’s style was “minimalist and neutral”, while the two female researchers were
“effusive and affirming” (Pezalla et al., 2012, p. 181). The authors note that “These
qualities suggest that interviewing styles cannot be disentangled from one’s gender, and
that conversational spaces are influenced by more than simply an interviewer’s words”
(Pezalla et al., 2012, p. 181). The implication of this finding for the present study is that
personal characteristics may be associated with normative behaviors, and those behaviors
in turn affect the nature of interactions with participants and stakeholders in evaluation
and research. Recognizing these relationships may require the deliberate reflection
practiced by the authors.

Researcher characteristics have also been shown to relate to participation. In one
study, a paper-based survey was distributed with a photograph that respondents were told
was of the researcher (Donmeyer, 2008). Four possible photographs were used reflecting
the categories: attractive female, unattractive female, attractive male, and unattractive
male. A control survey without a photograph was also distributed. Donmeyer (2008)
found that though including a photograph did not improve response rates overall, a
photograph of an attractive male researcher dampened the response rate. A main effect
was also present for gender, with female researchers producing better response rates than
male researchers.

In response to the underrepresentation of minority populations in clinical
research, studies have been undertaken to examine what factors are related to
participation in clinical studies. For example, in focus groups conducted with African

Americans who declined to participate in clinical studies, Corbie-Smith, Thomas,
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Williams, and Moody-Ayers (1999) found that participants reported a great deal of
distrust of clinical studies, particularly citing the history of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study.
Similarly, in a telephone survey of women who declined to participate in cancer research,
Black women agreed in greater proportions with negative perceptions of researchers,
especially around issues of care, ethics, and trust (Mouton, Harris, Rovi, Solorzano, &
Johnson, 1997). While researchers might blame this distrust in part on misinformation
and misunderstanding (Corbie-Smith et al., 1999), the lingering effect of the Tuskegee
Syphilis Study reveals how oppressive practices of the past continue to create barriers to
participation in the present. The disparities in participation extend to other demographic
aspects of identity as well. For instance, male participants tend to be overrepresented in
medical research, while female participants are overrepresented in nursing research (Polit
& Beck, 2009).

While past and present power imbalances might motivate underrepresentation
among research participants, studies have also shown that researcher characteristics could
play a role in how those barriers are overcome. For instance, Mouton et al. (1997)
reported that 37% of the Black women they interviewed would prefer to participate in
cancer research being conducted by a Black scientist. Williams and Corbie-Smith (2006)
found that the presence of racial and ethnic minorities on a research team is associated
with greater minority representation in clinical studies. Polit and Beck (2009) conducted
a review of nursing research, where female participants are overrepresented, and found
more equitable gender representation in studies with a male lead author. Researchers who
place an emphasis on inclusion or include racial and ethnic issues as part of their research

aims are likely to encounter greater success in recruiting minority participants in clinical
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studies (Quinn et al., 2012; Williams & Corbie-Smith, 2006), suggesting that valuing
diversity and representation among participants is an important factor in whether they are
achieved. Woodall, Morgan, Sloan, and Howard (2010) report that researchers who can
communicate with participants in their native language are more likely to encounter
success in recruiting ethnic minorities. These factors influencing participation and
representation are likely related both to the efforts of the researchers as well as the
comfort of participants. Regardless of the mechanisms behind these relationships,
however, it is clear that who participates in a study is not independent of researcher
characteristics.

Research has shown that researcher characteristics can influence data collection
and participation, reflecting both the behaviors of the researcher as well as the
perceptions of participants. However, the role of researcher characteristics extends
beyond these implications to other aspects of research as well. For example, researcher
characteristics like educational background likely influence decisions around research
design, and personal interests will certainly influence the selection of a research topic.
Though little work has been done to link researcher characteristics to research designs
and outcomes, Rijnsoever and Hessels (2011) found that female researchers are more
involved in interdisciplinary research collaborations than male researchers, and that more
years of experience are related to greater involvement in either interdisciplinary or
disciplinary research collaborations (as compared to working independently).

The studies discussed in this section suggest that, as in research, evaluator
characteristics and identities in context may be related to decisions about evaluation

design and implementation, and stakeholder involvement. It also suggests that an
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evaluator’s characteristics and identities will be perceived by participating stakeholders
and may affect the nature of participation, including how and what information is

disclosed.

Researcher Reflexivity

In the social sciences, understanding the role of researcher characteristics has
largely been understood through researcher reflexivity, “looking at yourself [the
researcher] making sense of how someone else makes sense of [their] world” (Rossman
& Rallis, 2003, p. 49). Reflexivity is inherently concerned with how the characteristics or
identities of a researcher are brought into the research space and come into interaction
with research participants. Reflexivity allows the researcher to identify how he or she is
“insider” or “outsider” in relationship to research participants, affecting how knowledge
is shared and relationships develop (Ragland, 2006; Reinharz, 1997).

Reinharz (1997), for example, found that various aspects of her identity affected
the development of a research project in a kibbutz, a collective community in Israel. She
found that some aspects of her identity, such as being Jewish and being a mother, opened
certain doors for her, allowing her access to particular information through the
development of trusting relationships. Other aspects, such as being a researcher and a
temporary member of the community, proved to be barriers to access. Reinharz (1997)
also particularly notes the importance of her “nonidentities”, including that she is not an
Arab. Both the absence and presence of certain identifiers positioned her in a privileged
or restricted way among community members. These aspects of identity affected not only
how participants interacted with the researcher, but also how the researcher interacted

with participants and interpreted data.



Caplan (1993) notes that questions about researcher and participant identities
must be considered, “in terms of such factors as our gender, age and life experience, as
well as our race and nationality” (p. 178). As Ragland (2006) notes, personal experiences
affect how researchers view participants, and therefore, how they engage with them.
Tyson (2003), for example, identified as a “racial insider” in her study of the school
experiences of Black children. Whatever advantages this identity might have afforded her
in terms of access or understanding, it also caused her to miss opportunities to engage
with students around events that “seemed so ordinary” (Tyson, 2003, p. 330), given her
own shared experiences. While reflexivity is more commonly discussed among
qualitative researchers, similar issues can be imagined in a quantitative context. A
quantitative researcher, seeing the world in a way that has been influenced by his or her
own experiences, must select what will be researched, select sources of data, and
determine how questions will be phrased. These decisions are certainly informed by the
researcher’s own experiences and identities, possibly providing both increased
understanding and missed opportunities.

Reflexivity also allows researchers to understand how participation can be helped
or hindered by their own characteristics. Ospina et al. (2004), for example, documented
their experiences conducting participatory research at an organization with a democratic
mission that strived to involve a wide variety of stakeholders in research activities.
Despite these contextual advantages, Ospina et al. (2004) found that stakeholders were
distrustful of the researchers due to their academic association. While researcher
characteristics may not have affected the decisions researchers made about participation,

they certainly influenced the willingness of participants to engage in the research. The
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researchers ultimately acknowledged that even when participation is desired as part of the
research design, participants must first be willing to engage (Ospina et al., 2004). Such
decisions may depend, at least in part, on participants’ perceptions of the researchers and
their characteristics or identities.

Arieli, Friedman, and Agbaria (2009) encountered similar challenges when trying
to conduct participatory action research. Cultural differences and undiscussed power
differentials led to the breakdown of communication. In particular, the researchers
ultimately acknowledged that they were in a privileged position based on class and access
to resources in contrast to the community members they sought to engage in the research.
Failure to discuss the power differential during the research activities made each group
assume that the other could not understand their position, and efforts to collaborate were
hindered (Arieli et al., 2009).

Ben-Ari and Enosh (2012) recognize the role of power in the tensions between
researchers and those they are researching or engaging with. They posit that power in
research is typically recognized as being more distributed toward the researcher; that is,
researchers are researching on others, positioning them with greater power and making it
possible to exploit them. Even when power is not necessarily abused, the knowledge
generated from research is typically “owned” by the researcher, and the researcher’s
interpretations are privileged over the knowledge of the researched (Ben-Ari & Enosh,
2012). However, despite the commonality of this arrangement of power, Ben-Ari and
Enosh contend that a research relationship is defined by its reciprocity. The authors argue

that in the exchange of power, however asymmetric, knowledge can be constructed by
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motivating “the exploring of differences” (p. 425). The argument is not that inequities
should exist, but rather, that they do exist, and can be learned from.

However, Ben-Ari and Enosh (2012) present this argument primarily as a way to
encourage researchers to enhance knowledge construction by engaging with their
differences. This argument still positions participants in a position of service to
researchers. Their argument does, however, delineate that in collaborative efforts,
attempts to equalize power may not be as productive as attempts to recognize and
acknowledge power. As Freeman and Vasconcelos (2010) note, to understand power
dynamics, it is imperative that researchers are self-critical and understand how they
themselves participate in oppressive structures. Despite intentions to disrupt inequities,
researchers can never be in control of power dynamics, nor anticipate the ways in which
participation might be constrained beyond their control.

Reflecting on her experiences conducting research with Gypsy families and Asian
women, Bhopal (2010) found that her identity as a woman not only provided her initial
access to participants, but that it also made participants more willing to disclose certain
types of information. In working with both populations, Bhopal (2010) also found that
shared cultural practices affected the nature of her relationships with participants. Though
she is not Gypsy, she could recognize and discuss cultural practices that she shared with
Gypsy families based on her own Asian cultural practices. Echoing Ben-Ari and Enosh
(2012), Bhopal (2010) also contends that the power relations she encountered were
complicated by the ability of participants to withhold information, exercising their own
effect on participation. The ability of participants to withhold information applies to any

type of research with human participants.

38



What researcher reflexivity has allowed researchers to recognize is that the
kaleidoscope of identities that an inquirer brings into a research project affects his or her
status as “insider” or “outsider”, and helps determine a personal lens. These effects
ultimately influence how the research is approached, what information may be accessed,
what is “seen” by the researcher, and more. Reflexivity has also allowed researchers to
recognize power differentials and dynamics that affect what information is disclosed and
how participation may be complicated by the social characteristics of both researchers
and participants, as well as by their impressions of each other. Reflexivity may not be
neatly described as either a researcher characteristic, or as a theoretical orientation.
Rather, it is an activity researchers can engage in to reflect on and discuss how their own
identities in context influence the conduct of research, its findings, and its implications. It
is relevant to the proposed study as a skill evaluators may possess to varying degrees in
their discussions of their identities in evaluation contexts, and as a possible conduit
through which evaluators have attempted to understand their identities. In the literature,
reflections on reflexivity illuminate the variable and complex ways in which identities in

context can be important aspects of research, inquiry, and evaluation.

Conceptually Framing Stakeholder Involvement

The practice of stakeholder involvement has been defined by Greene (2005a) as
“the participation of stakeholders in one or more components of the evaluation process ...
beyond providing information or responding to data-gathering instruments” (p. 398).
According to Greene, involved stakeholders will contribute to decision-making processes
about planning, implementation, and use. In his early work on engaging with the end

users of evaluation findings, Patton (1987) emphasized that because evaluators work with
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stakeholders (i.e., living, breathing humans), evaluation will never proceed as ideally
envisioned and will always be political. The crucial way to make use of these challenges,
he argued, is to be responsive to them.

A primary resistance to stakeholder involvement in evaluation has historically
revolved around the ability of evaluators to maintain objectivity under the influence of
multiple decision-makers. Patton (1987) comments:

Evaluators thus find themselves on the proverbial horns of a dilemma: getting too

close to decision makers may jeopardize scientific objectivity, but staying too

distant from decision makers may jeopardize utilization of findings by failing to

build rapport and mutual understanding. (p. 129)

Critical evaluation theory takes the argument further, identifying stakeholder involvement
as a means to disrupt the power held by the evaluator to determine what knowledge is
valuable and how it may be accessed. MacNeil (2005) notes:

In positioning evaluation stakeholders as reflective and dialogic agents in

discerning what is needed, what is good, and why this is so, critical theory

evaluation seeks to change the way things are by challenging the way we make

sense of things. (p. 93)

Freeman and Vasconcelos (2010) emphasize that if evaluation is to contribute to the
social good, it must work to reveal and transform sociopolitical inequities. But these
inequities cannot be revealed without the input of stakeholders, as evaluators “cannot
know beforehand how a social system has become enmeshed in a particular context and
practice, nor can they know what forms of oppression or injustices are present without

engaging the stakeholders themselves in identifying and naming those injustices”
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(Freeman & Vasconcelos, 2010, p. 8). In other words, from a critical perspective,
stakeholder involvement is a way to illuminate oppression and injustice in order for
evaluation to better contribute to social transformation.

Rodriguez-Campos (2012) conducted a review of 25 years of articles on
stakeholder involvement published in the American Journal of Evaluation. Over the
years, collaborative, participatory, and empowerment evaluation approaches have all
been prominent at various times in the literature on stakeholder involvement. Rodriguez-
Campos (2012) clarifies that based on their theoretical histories, collaborative,
participatory, and empowerment approaches can be differentiated based on who
maintains control of the evaluation. Collaborative approaches are controlled by
evaluators, participatory approaches promote equal control between evaluators and
stakeholders, and empowerment evaluation places control entirely with program staff and
participants. More recently, youth involvement and deliberative and democratic
approaches have been part of key discussions around stakeholder involvement in the field
of evaluation (Rodriguez-Campos, 2012).

Certain evaluation models and approaches have also been explicitly defined to
include stakeholders as an imperative, but may vary in terms of paradigmatic foundations
and prescriptions for stakeholder involvement. Cousins, Whitmore, and Shulha (2013)
argue that strict differentiation among stakeholder involvement approaches may be
counterproductive and result in models that are more prescriptive and inflexible than
intended. However, Fetterman, Rodriguez-Campos, Wandersman, and Goldfarb
O’Sullivan (2014), counter that differentiating among those approaches is helpful for

evaluators challenged to select and apply evaluation approaches. They argue for the
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distinction between collaborative, participatory, and empowerment approaches as
documented by Rodriguez-Campos (2012). Stakeholder involvement models can be
considered in terms of how they fit within these categories, which more specifically
delineate what stakeholder involvement should look like.

Another consistent trend in conceptual work on stakeholder involvement is
recognition of the role of values. Hall, Ahn, and Greene (2012) theorize that the process
of engaging with stakeholders’ values can take two forms: descriptive and prescriptive.
The descriptive approach is the process of determining and describing stakeholder values
as they already exist. In response to this approach, however, some natural challenges
arise, specifically, “how best to manage the potential magnitude and variety of value
stances generated. Should all stakeholders in the evaluation context be heard? Should the
values generated be prioritized?”” (Hall et al., 2012, p. 197). Prescriptive values-
engagement provides the guidelines for how to navigate the often conflicting values of
stakeholders. Hall et al. (2012) argue that a prescriptive perspective is based on ideals of
equity and democracy, prioritizing those ideals when various values come into conflict.
However, other evaluation approaches are not explicitly oriented to those ideals, and also
prescribe methods for navigating stakeholder values. Patton (1997), for example, argues
to prioritize the values of those who will make use of evaluation findings, while
postpositivist approaches prioritize the epistemological values of the evaluators.
Regardless of how theory is used in response to stakeholder values, Hall et al. (2012)
emphasize that “a prescriptive theory of valuing must acknowledge the difficulties

associated with prioritizing certain beliefs over others” (p. 197). In other words, an
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emphasis on equity and democracy may still result in the dismissal of other value
systems.

Related to the challenge of navigating the political nature of stakeholder
involvement, evaluators have also questioned some of the assumptions about what
“good” stakeholder involvement is. Because there are many aspects of involvement (e.g.,
breadth, depth, diversity), evaluators cannot realistically expect to maximize all aspects
within the constraints of any given evaluation. Though they are proponents of evaluation
as a democratic process, Mathie and Greene (1997) relied on personal evaluation
experience to conclude that restricting participation can be necessary to ultimately
achieve sociopolitical change. They argue that to generate the clearest understanding of
the context and issues, maximum diversity among involved stakeholders is essential. But
they continue:

As the process shifts gears towards action, however, the loss of diversity at the

margins of participation need not necessarily be seen as a failure. For if a

commitment to diversity works against engagement for the purposes of social

action and change, it may be reasonable, or even strategic, to allow some of that
diversity to be sacrificed in the interests of developing the equality of voice

necessary for democratic conversation, and concerted, committed action. (p. 284)
Nitsch et al. (2013) generalize to stakeholder involvement in general, noting that
“participation is greatly dependent on contextual factors. Striving for participation on all
levels by all stakeholders might not be reasonable or could even constrain the evaluation

process” (p. 51). Therefore, defining “good” or effective stakeholder participation
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depends greatly on what evaluators and stakeholders hope to achieve, and how they are
constrained by context.

Given these challenges, two guiding frameworks are particularly useful for
conceptualizing how to operationalize stakeholder involvement for empirical study. The
first is the “Dimensions of Form in Collaborative Inquiry” identified by Cousins and
Whitmore (1998). The authors propose this framework as a means for comparing
different approaches to research and evaluation by locating them in the spaces defined by
the axes of involvement: control of the evaluation process, stakeholder selection for
participation, and depth of participation. In the most participatory context, the evaluation
will be practitioner (stakeholder) controlled, with deep participation from all legitimate
groups. In the least participatory context, the evaluation will be researcher (evaluator)
controlled, with only primary users participating in a consulting role (Cousins &
Whitmore, 1998).

The second framework, which was relied upon to operationalize stakeholder
involvement in the present study, is an adaptation of Patton’s (1997) “Dimensions
Affecting Evaluator and User Engagement”. This framework is part of Patton’s work on
utilization-focused evaluation (UFE) and thus, focuses on the relationship between the
evaluator(s) and end user(s). The framework can be adapted to consider the engagement
between the evaluator(s) and all stakeholders, as Christie (2003) did. The six dimensions
of stakeholder involvement adapted from Patton (1997, p. 208) are therefore:

1. Relationship with stakeholders (distant < close)

2. Control of the evaluation process (evaluator <> stakeholders)

3. Scope of stakeholder involvement (narrow <> involved in all aspects)
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4. Number of stakeholders involved (none «» all constituencies represented)

5. Variety of stakeholders involved (homogeneous «» heterogeneous)

6. Timeline for the evaluation (short timeline < long timeline)
Patton’s (1997) framework was particularly instrumental in determining the design of the
present study. His dimensions guided data collection to capture the nature of stakeholder
involvement in widely variable evaluation contexts, as explained in more detail in the

methodology chapter.

Empirical Study of Stakeholder Involvement

Conceptual and theoretical frameworks of stakeholder involvement do not
necessarily reflect, however, the beliefs and practices of professional evaluators. Some
surveys of evaluators have attempted to capture evaluators’ general approaches to
stakeholder involvement. Focused on issues of utilization around stakeholder
involvement, Fleischer and Christie (2009) surveyed evaluators on the extent to which
they agreed or disagreed with statements about stakeholder involvement. They found that
evaluators largely agreed that stakeholder involvement improves use and is part of the
evaluator’s role. The survey also included one item asking evaluators how influential
“establishing a balance of powers among stakeholders” (p. 166) would be on use of
evaluation findings, with fewer than half of respondents identifying this factor as
influential. Fleischer and Christie (2009) were also able to compare their survey results to
those collected by Preskill and Caracelli (1997) more than a decade earlier and concluded

that beliefs about stakeholder involvement had not changed much over time.
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Though the work of Fleischer and Christie (2009) provides some empirical data
and insight into evaluators’ perceptions of stakeholder involvement, the results are
limited. Only seven items addressed stakeholder involvement, and were not linked to
actual evaluation practices. The survey conducted by Cousins, Donohue, and Bloom
(1996), on the other hand, was entirely focused on evaluators’ opinions and practices
related to collaborative evaluation, with a sample of evaluators who all reported using
collaborative evaluation. Collaborative evaluation was purposely left undefined,
therefore, there were likely differences among evaluators in their understanding of
collaboration. The findings indicated that respondents prioritized intended use by
intended users as a primary evaluation purpose and believed this could be achieved
through stakeholder responsiveness (Cousins et al., 1996). Evaluators did report,
however, maintaining a dominant role around technical decisions, despite identifying the
evaluation as collaborative. The study also revealed that the stakeholders most involved
in evaluations were those with the power to act on the findings (intended users), and that
program beneficiaries were less often involved (Cousins et al., 1996). This study
contributes to empirical research on stakeholder involvement primarily by presenting a
general picture of evaluators’ opinions and practices of collaboration with stakeholders,
but fails to capture how variability in collaboration is related to contextual factors. It also
calls for further research on the depth and diversity of stakeholder participation, including
among non-collaborative evaluators. Finally, given that the study is nearly twenty years
old, updated research is necessary.

Taut (2008) provided a review of literature on stakeholder involvement in

program evaluation, focusing on evaluation theory and case studies documenting
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stakeholder involvement. She concluded the review with a summary of major themes.
These included: participatory evaluation process characteristics, difficulties when
involving a broad range of stakeholders, including program opponents in evaluation,
evaluator skills for promoting effective participation, adequate resources for participatory
processes, leadership support for participatory evaluation, stakeholder knowledge about
evaluation, and trust in participatory evaluation (Taut, 2008). Noted difficulties around
involving a broad range of stakeholders, challenges around participation, and limitations
resulting from contextual factors like resources and leadership support provide some
insight into elements that affect stakeholder involvement in addition to evaluator
characteristics. Additionally, some of these factors (like leadership support and trust) can
be expected to relate to structures of power hypothesized to also be important in
stakeholder involvement in the present study.

The frameworks developed by Patton (1997) and Cousins and Whitmore (1998),
and the other research outlined in this section are helpful in fully identifying the multiple
dimensions of stakeholder involvement and relating those dimensions to possible breadth,
depth, and form of involvement. However, they are less helpful in understanding issues
of power that arise from collaboration between and among evaluators and stakeholders.
Azzam (2010) was able to examine issues of power in evaluator responsiveness to
stakeholders and also contribute to a growing empirical understanding of how evaluators
interact with stakeholders. In this study, evaluators were given a hypothetical educational
evaluation scenario and asked to rate their likelihood of using various methods, data
sources, and ways of involving stakeholders. Based on simulated feedback from various

stakeholder groups, evaluators were then given the opportunity to modify their designs.
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Azzam (2010) noted, “The broad pattern of findings indicated that the more power or
influence a stakeholder groups [sic] has over logistical factors, the more evaluators were
willing to modify their designs to accommodate their assumed concerns” (pp. 59, 61).
Evaluators were directly responsive to the power stakeholders were perceived to possess.

While such responsiveness might be perceived as a logical approach to ensure the
greatest use of evaluation findings, critical evaluation theory posits that evaluators have a
responsibility to recognize and challenge oppressive or exclusive evaluation practices and
promote the inclusion of all stakeholder views (Freeman, Preissle, & Havick, 2010). In
this context, what appears to be logical responsiveness to end users can be interpreted as
evaluator support of structures that place greater power in the hands of privileged
stakeholders.

Jacobson, Azzam, and Baez (2013) furthered this work by examining the
inclusion of people with disabilities in evaluations where the majority of program
recipients were people with disabilities. To do so, they analyzed published articles about
such evaluations. The authors found that people with disabilities were involved as
stakeholders in only nine of the 29 selected studies, and their involvement was lowest in
evaluations of educational programs and in evaluations utilizing quantitative methods.
People with disabilities were included in the process of program description in only one
of the studies (Jacobson et al., 2013). Jacobson et al. (2013) noted that in the design of
such programs, “evaluators and program staff would often define the interests of program
recipients ... by making their own assumptions about the ideal quality of life, and
therefore would fail to collect data on issues important to these individuals™ (p. 24).

Acting in this way on behalf of certain populations requires outside theorizing about the
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needs of those populations, and can operate under the myth of homogeneity, which
“occurs when a cultural outsider assumes that all members of the cultural group are the
same as one another” (Jacobson et al., 2013, p. 24). Program design can develop out of
the assumption of needs for one group by another group, and critical evaluation theory
compels evaluators to consider how such practices are manifestations of oppression, and
challenge such program structures (MacNeil, 2005).

Freeman et al. (2010) suppose that it is not unusual for stakeholders to have
competing demands of evaluators, which may require evaluators to balance their
responsiveness to clients with their perceptions of social responsibilities. In their own
evaluation of a summer camp about religious freedom, the authors struggled with their
decision not to intervene in stakeholders’ discussions of challenges with students. While
the evaluators perceived those problems to be rooted in racist and classist preconceptions,
they also valued the deliberative process the stakeholders were undertaking, and
ultimately decided not to intervene. In hindsight, the authors noted that the result was an
undemocratic process in which “By not adequately responding to the founding team’s
desire for input on their collaborative process and actively informing that process, we
failed our stakeholders, especially those who found themselves silenced in the group’s
process” (Freeman et al., 2010, p. 54). The authors conclude that they would have been
more successful in achieving a democratic evaluation and supporting a critical approach
had they explicitly addressed these issues of power.

Issues of power around stakeholder involvement are apparent in Azzam’s (2010)
and Jacobson’s et al. (2013) quantitative research and Freeman’s et al. (2010) qualitative

case study. In Azzam’s (2010) study, the primary issue was that stakeholders with greater
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program power were given greater evaluation power. In Jacobson’s et al. (2013) study,
the primary issue was the oppression of individuals with disabilities through their
omission in processes to define and meet their needs. Freeman et al. (2010) struggled
with racial and class privilege, through which some stakeholders exercised their privilege
to set cultural norms based on their own preferences, rather than responding to the
cultural sensitivities of the beneficiaries.

In a review of empirical studies of stakeholder involvement, Brandon and
Fukunaga (2014) expressed surprise at the small number of empirical reports that were
available to review, given the professed importance of such issues to the field of program
evaluation overall. Of the studies they were able to review, many of which were case
studies of particular evaluations, the authors found that the stakeholder groups most
typically involved in evaluations are program staff and administrators. They also
discovered that most empirical studies of stakeholder involvement are framed from the
pragmatic perspective of use optimization, with most reports revealing a positive
connection between stakeholder involvement and evaluation use. However, Brandon and
Fukunaga (2014) also found a surprising lack of research on the degree of stakeholder
involvement and its subsequent effect on social justice. They write, “Descriptions of how
stakeholders were involved were provided in all the studies, but details about the extent to
which they were involved were often not reported” (p. 37). Further, they contend that
social justice is a primary argument for stakeholder involvement in evaluation literature,
but is only examined minimally in empirical studies of stakeholder involvement. Finally,
the authors argue that the studies indicate the ever present challenges of equity and

representation in the process of stakeholder involvement, and that “taking steps to assure
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[sic] equity and lack of bias has required evaluators to pay specific and considerable
attention to power imbalances, representative participation, and organizational climate ...
without equitable participation among stakeholder groups, involvement can be a sham”
(p. 38). These reflections demonstrate tensions between theories and ideals about
stakeholder involvement, and the difficulty of putting them into practice.

These studies indicate that evaluation research with a critical framework offers
the structure to better understand challenges and opportunities related to power in
evaluation. Indeed, Liket et al. (2014) argue that due to both internal and external
pressures, evaluations often cater to a dominant stakeholder group, resulting in a
constrained use of resources that might better serve the organization if distributed across
evaluation goals more equitably. In particular, researchers of evaluation have failed to
question how evaluators’ and stakeholders’ social identities influence participation; that
is, how identities might influence how willingly and authentically stakeholders and
evaluators interact with each other. All three studies also indicate that decisions about
how to approach such issues depend heavily upon evaluators’ judgment, contextual
interpretations, and personal and professional values. Further empirical study, as
conducted in the present study, could build upon this foundation to examine what and

how evaluator characteristics and theoretical proclivities actually influence those

decisions.

Evaluator Role and Identity
The evaluator’s role and identities in context are considered critical to
understanding evaluation practice, as demonstrated by past research in the evaluation

field. This research is discussed in the present section. More specifically related to
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evaluation, it is essential to consider the evaluator’s role and identities when seeking to
understand stakeholder involvement, especially since the evaluator’s role has been
conceptualized by some theorists as centered around the nature of the evaluator’s
relationships with others (Abma, 2002). Guba and Lincoln (1981) described the
simultaneous functions of evaluators as collectors and analysts of data, essentially
performing the role of instrument. In making decisions about how and what data are
collected, and what they mean, evaluators become “both an independent variable and an
interaction effect” (Guba & Lincoln, 1981, p. 128). In these ways, the evaluator’s role
becomes central when considering how personal characteristics and identities come into
interaction with stakeholders.

There are characteristics of an evaluator, Guba and Lincoln (1981) argue, that
determine how the evaluator as instrument influences the creation of knowledge. These
characteristics are: responsiveness, adaptability, holistic emphasis, knowledge base
expansion, processual immediacy, opportunities for clarification and summarization, and
opportunity to explore atypical or idiosyncratic responses. In other words, these are the
characteristics that differentiate the evaluator as instrument from traditional static
measurement instruments (e.g., a paper survey), and the way they manifest depends on
the individual evaluator. For example, a paper survey cannot respond to opportunities for
clarification, but the evaluator as instrument might respond to those opportunities in
variable ways.

Guba and Lincoln (1981) note that the evaluator as instrument may be limited by
factors that, “include filters and selective perceptions that cause human beings to ‘hear’

certain things and not to hear others, to see or read into a person’s actions something that
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is not there, or to fail to note what is clearly there” (p. 147). Despite these limitations, the
evaluator as instrument is unavoidable. Without the evaluator’s description and
interpretation, it is impossible to understand the full context of a program (Guba &
Lincoln, 1981). This role also offers distinct advantages; that is, “Human beings as
instruments are most responsive to the very areas of social organization about which we
know the least: the social, the value resonant, the cultural” (p. 151). Limitations are
countered by strengths. As Guba and Lincoln (1981) mention, the evaluator as
instrument has the opportunity to clarify, improvise, and adapt to the respondent in a way
that a static measurement instrument cannot.

Abma (2002) suggested that the role of the evaluator is characterized by his or her
relationships with others. By exploring excerpts written by the same evaluators in a
journal article, a book chapter, and a research report, Abma (2002) examined how the
evaluators described their relationships with others, and speculated about how their
presentation of self related to the medium of communication. In the journal article with a
professional audience, for example, Abma supposes that the authors hope to present
themselves more professionally and competitively than in the research report with a
stakeholder audience. The result was that in the article, the authors failed to discuss the
role of relationships in the evaluation at all, which Abma labels a “monovocality” that
“establishes the idea that knowledge is the product of autonomous individuals, and not a
joint construction” (Abma, 2002, p. 131). In contrast, critical evaluation theory holds that
different perspectives, “if investigated independent of each other, would produce
different kinds of stories” (MacNeil, 2005, pp. 94). Abma (2002) therefore links

evaluator practices and characteristics to the portrayal and involvement of stakeholders,

53



while MacNeil (2005) notes that this link relates back to issues of power, and whose
stories get told in an evaluation context. Abma’s (2002) work also indicates that though
evaluators’ descriptions of their evaluation experiences can be extremely valuable, they
are not necessarily reflective of the relationships that influenced the evaluation or the
struggles that were encountered.

The necessity of understanding the influence of evaluators’ identities in context is
emphasized by theorists who stress the social power of evaluators (e.g., Greene, 2002).
As Segerholm (2002) explains:

To think about the evaluator as an individual with an identity means to think

about the evaluator as engaged in making reasoned moral choices from whatever

contexts and history frame her being in the world. Identity is not something that
shifts from one situation to another, but is the essence of our values, standpoints,
ideologies, and beliefs—it is intimately linked to our conscience, our moral
guidelines. Such guidelines are necessary in all decisions to make when

conducting an evaluation. (p. 98)

While Segerholm (2002) recognizes that an evaluator will always carry static elements of
identity into an evaluation, other theorists emphasize that evaluator characteristics and
identity will be dynamically performed in relationship to the evaluation context. Denzin
(2002) conceptualized the role of the evaluator as being a performative process; that is,
the identities of evaluators and stakeholders are performed in and simultaneously
constructed under the influence of the surrounding context. Denzin’s (2002) delineation

13

of the evaluator’s “situational, social, personal, and felt identities” (p. 147) suggests that

an evaluator’s identity will be based upon the presentation of the context, relationships
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and interactions with others, biographical history, and “the subjective sense of meaning
persons give to their personal situation” (p. 147). Of importance in the evaluation context,
therefore, are the ways in which evaluators bring their present identities into that context.
Given the complex interaction between identities in context, perceptions of
others’ identities, and systems of power, the present study was particularly informed by
the idea of dominant and non-dominant identities; that is, a dominant identity, when
perceived or disclosed, imparts power to the bearer. One example is the power imparted
by the perception of whiteness in a society stratified by racial identity (Delgado &
Stefancic, 2012; Harris, 1993). Research has demonstrated that leveraging dominant or
non-dominant identities can be used by individuals to interpersonally situate themselves
to hold power over others. De Haan, Keizer, and Elbers (2010) observed how Dutch
students took on a more powerful role in interactions with immigrant students when
communicating in the “official, academic discourse”, but the power dynamics shifted in
more informal interactions, where power was distributed more equitably. Similarly,
Carter (2003) linked Black cultural identity to non-dominant cultural capital, a form of
capital difficult to leverage for power in a setting built upon racist foundations (e.g.,
school), but an asset in informal social settings through the establishment of “authentic”
identity. One of the major results of having a dominant identity is the invisibility of that
identity through its normalization (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Perry, 2001). This
concept is particularly relevant in the present study, because the role of dominant
identities in context may seem invisible to evaluators who possess them, but play a

critical role in establishing power dynamics and in interactions with others.



More recently, Skolits, Morrow, and Burr (2009) argued that the field of
evaluation has commonly defined the role of the evaluator too narrowly, “as a single,
overarching orientation toward an evaluation, an orientation largely driven by evaluation
methods, models, or stakeholder orientations” (p. 275). Skolits et al. (2009) contend that
beyond theoretical proclivities and methodological preferences, evaluators are faced with
particular contexts in which their role will be fluid and responsive as circumstances
require. Further, too narrow a conceptualization of evaluator role is unhelpful in
understanding what evaluators actually do in practice (Skolits et al., 2009), echoing the
need to challenge the assumed link between theory and practice in evaluation. The
authors propose a new conceptual framework, based on predicted role responses to
evaluation activities and demands. The primary limitation of their framework, as
acknowledged by the authors (Skolits et al., 2009), is that though more flexible than the
existing literature, it still theorizes evaluator role as predictable and operating within a
static structure that might be applied to any evaluation. Predetermined roles are framed as
“taken on” by evaluators in response to external stimuli, rather than considering how the
decisions and practices of evaluators reflect their own internal processes and
characteristics on an individual basis. Despite these limitations, however, literature on the
evaluator’s role indicates that it is essential to expand its conceptualization beyond
methodological or theoretical preferences to include personal characteristics and

responsive tendencies.

Evaluator Reflexivity

In contrast to researcher reflexivity, evaluator reflexivity remains a minimally

discussed topic in the program evaluation literature (Harklau & Norwood, 2005). Yet

56



evaluator reflexivity is central to understanding the role of evaluators’ identities and
personal characteristics in evaluation contexts. In his definition of evaluator reflexivity,
Williams (2005) explicitly identifies it as a practice in which the role of the evaluator’s
self in evaluation must be thoroughly examined by “acknowledging and critically
examining one's own characteristics, biases, and insights” (p. 370). Patton (2014)
expands this definition to recognize that reflexivity is essential not only for recognizing
the role of evaluators’ own identities, but also the way in which they interact with the
identities of others and may influence how others interact with the evaluator. He notes:

Reflexivity reminds us as evaluators to be attentive to and conscious of the

cultural, political, social, linguistic, and economic origins of our own perspective

and voice as well as the perspective and voices of those with whom we engage.

(p. 243)

In other words, reflexivity can be conceptualized as an evaluator skill that enables the
evaluator to better see and understand the “cultural, political, social, linguistic, and
economic” fabric in which an evaluation is conducted. Recognizing this context and
understanding one’s role in it is not simply an extra exercise for evaluators, but may be a
tool for conducting evaluations that are more useful, valid, and ethical.

Freeman and Hall (2012) provide an example of how reflexivity can be very
consciously practiced and ultimately affect the development of evaluations and evaluative
relationships. In their evaluation of a professional development school partnership,
Freeman and Hall engaged in discussions of their own participation in past meetings with
stakeholders and of ways in which they might participate in future meetings to various

ends. The authors ultimately identified these discussions with each other as a way of
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understanding themselves and others in the evaluation context, and of recognizing their
participation in meetings as more than just a data collection process. Further, they credit
self-reflection as an opportunity to keep interpretations open to multiple meanings.
Freeman and Hall (2012) believe that this practice, in combination with the strategic
participation achieved in part through reflexivity, ultimately resulted in the development
of trusting relationships with stakeholders and achieving a partnership.

Harklau and Norwood (2005) argue that reflexivity is a critical practice for all
researchers, but is particularly essential for evaluators, because “Although all participant-
observers must account for their own place and role in their work, program evaluators
hold the power to affect the very nature and future of the phenomena they investigate” (p.
278). They exercised reflexivity in their ethnographic evaluation of a summer institute for
“academically underprepared” students to gain skills needed for college success. Using a
postmodern lens the authors were able to identify points in the evaluation at which they
operated as either “insiders” or “outsiders”, affecting how knowledge was shared with
them and interpreted by them. Further, they found that such interactions were laced with
competing values and interests, remembering that “individuals are never fully self-aware
about their own subjectivities and how they are shaped by societal discourses” (p. 282).
In this case, reflexivity served the important role of helping to elucidate the evaluators’
ongoing challenge of identifying and navigating issues of conflict and power, and how
they are subject to discourses that affect participation in ways that cannot necessarily be
identified.

Sanginga, Chitsike, Njuki, Kaaria and Kanzikwera (2007) explicitly used

reflexivity with participants in an Enabling Rural Innovation (ERI) program in Africa to
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examine what helped and hindered effective ERI partnerships. In this case, both
evaluators and participants used reflexivity to identify elements of successful partnership
and potential barriers. Sanginga et al. (2007) argue that such exercises are an ethical
imperative, and are key to developing the relationship between evaluation and
institutional change.

Poth and Shulha (2008) similarly described the utilization of reflexive exercises to
improve the relationships between the evaluator and stakeholders. Specifically, serving as
the evaluator for a participatory evaluation, Poth conducted a case study of her own
behavior, documenting not only interview and focus group data, but also collecting 207
entries in her reflective journal and 306 logs of exchanges with stakeholders. From the
data she identified 10 “critical episodes” that she could link to changes in her thoughts or
behavior. Her findings were diverse, and included the importance of the evaluator in
setting the environment for successful collaboration, the distinct non-linearity of
stakeholder involvement (unique for each stakeholder and variable over time), and the
usefulness of reflective exercises to best monitor the evaluator’s role and improve the
quality of stakeholder involvement (Poth & Shulha, 2008). Poth and Shulha (2008)
summarize the importance of the study in three ways. First, it contributes to empirical
knowledge of stakeholder involvement. Second, it demonstrates the connection between
evaluator reflection and the quality of stakeholder involvement. Third, it demonstrates
how past experience and theoretical expertise may come into conflict with actual
evaluation experiences, requiring reflection on “professional beliefs and behaviors” (Poth

& Shulha, 2008, p. 223). The major relevance of this study to the present study, therefore,
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revolves around the importance of the individual evaluator (including beliefs) in
stakeholder involvement outcomes.

Though less well-developed than literature on researcher reflexivity, literature on
evaluator reflexivity points to many of the same issues. It recognizes that evaluator
identities play an important role in any evaluation context, and that while the evaluator’s
characteristics are themselves important, so is the role of the evaluator in response to the
evaluation context. It recognizes that the evaluator may sometimes identify as and be
considered either “insider” or “outsider”, affecting the development of the evaluation.
Further, it illuminates power differentials and dynamics that complicate traditional
conceptions of stakeholder involvement. Reflexivity may be a key skill for evaluators to

understand their own identities in evaluation.

Evaluator Characteristics and Stakeholder Involvement

In 1985, Mark and Shotland linked evaluator values to stakeholder involvement
by typifying stakeholders along the dimensions of perceived legitimacy of interests and
perceived power. That is, when assessing stakeholder groups, an evaluator will perceive
that each group has a certain amount of power and legitimacy of interests with respect to
the program. The authors speculated that evaluators may intentionally include
stakeholders with greater or lesser amounts of power, depending on their own beliefs
(Mark & Shotland, 1985). For instance, an evaluator oriented toward empowerment
might intentionally include stakeholders with less power, while an evaluator oriented

toward utilization might prefer to include stakeholders with greater power.
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Perceived legitimacy of interests relates to both the ethical and political
legitimacy of a stakeholder group; as an example, Mark and Shotland (1985) identify
rapists in a study of rape law reform as a stakeholder group whose interests are likely to
be perceived as illegitimate. While stakeholder involvement practices might vary from
one evaluation to another, acknowledging that evaluators perceive the power and
legitimacy of stakeholders is essential for recognizing that “the evaluator’s tasks include
deciding whose questions to address” (Mark & Shotland, 1985, p. 607). Of significance
to the present study is understanding how this typology relates to evaluator decisions
around stakeholder involvement by clarifying:

Power and legitimacy are not inherent characteristics of stakeholder groups, but

are as perceived, which may depend on the perspective of the viewer. In

particular, judgments about power and legitimacy will be influenced by (1) the
evaluator’s characteristics (e.g., the evaluator’s political philosophy), (2) the
evaluator’s role relative to various stakeholders (e.g., is one stakeholder paying

for the evaluation?), and (3) the purpose of the evaluation. (p. 609)

With this note, the authors link evaluator characteristics to decisions about stakeholder
involvement based on evaluator perceptions of stakeholder groups. Empirically, the work
of Azzam (2010) linking evaluator responsiveness to stakeholder power reflects the
dynamic discussed by Mark and Shotland (1985).

In a study of family involvement in the evaluation of children’s mental health
practices, Jivanjee and Robinson (2007) found that different sociopolitical perspectives
between professional evaluators and family evaluators (involved stakeholders) resulted in

tension that led one family evaluator to stop participating. Family evaluators were
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generally focused on advocacy, while professional evaluators were more focused on rigor
and objectivity. The conflict itself may not necessarily have become such a problem
without the power differential between professional and family evaluators, since the
professional evaluators’ priorities were supported by the academic funding for the
evaluation. However, in line with the argument of Ben-Ari and Enosh (2012) — that
reciprocity across power differentials can stimulate knowledge production — the
professional evaluators did report modifying their views on objectivity and discovering
errors in the quantitative data through the participation of family evaluators (Jivanjee &
Robinson, 2007). Ultimately, however, the academic and methodological orientations of
the evaluators proved to be factors that affected participation.

Azzam (2011) more explicitly examined evaluator characteristics in a study in
which a sample of American Evaluation Association (AEA) evaluators were again given
a hypothetical educational evaluation scenario and asked to rate their likelihood of using
various methods, data sources, and ways to involve stakeholders. The relationships
between these selections and various evaluator characteristics were then examined;
characteristics included gender, level of education, evaluator role (internal or external)
and level of experience, as well as measures of methodological preferences (quantitative,
qualitative, or mixed methods) and utilization preferences (high, medium, or low).
Willingness to involve stakeholders did not differ across methodological preferences, but
evaluators with high utilization preferences were more likely to include stakeholders in
their proposed designs (Azzam, 2011).

Azzam (2011) also found that of the other background characteristics, only

evaluator role and level of experience were related to stakeholder involvement, where
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internal evaluators and evaluators with the least or most experience (rather than the 6-10
year midrange) included stakeholders more in their designs. Level of education and
gender were not related to choices around stakeholder involvement. The primary
limitation of Azzam’s (2011) study is that it relied on what evaluators reported they
would do in a hypothetical evaluation scenario, rather than what they actually do in
practice. Further, because very few empirical studies have been conducted in this area,
there is a need to examine the consistency of these findings through additional studies.
Azzam (2011) also relied on characteristics traditionally associated with the evaluator’s
role (e.g., methodological preferences), while other theorists have challenged the field to
complicate its understanding of the evaluator’s identity and positionality (Skolits et al.,
2009).

In their mixed methods exploration of role sharing in evaluation, Cartland, Ruch-
Ross, Mason, and Donohue (2008) interviewed and surveyed 20 pairs of evaluators and
project directors that were working together on evaluations. Cartland et al. (2008)
identified the project directors as the “lead stakeholder” (p. 460) in each evaluation.
Using survey and interview data, the authors found that role sharing varied according to
how the evaluator was oriented, classified by Cartland et al. (2008) as academically
oriented, program oriented, or client oriented. The findings suggested that academically
oriented evaluators tended to be more in control of data collection than the other types of
evaluators. Finally, Cartland et al. (2008) concluded that tension and confusion around
role sharing was not uncommon, and was most easily settled by evaluators with strong

communication skills. These results indicate that the nature of stakeholder involvement
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and relationships between stakeholders and evaluators are related to the qualities and
skills the evaluator brings to the evaluation context.

In their review of stakeholder involvement research, Brandon and Fukunaga
(2014) found that only a quarter of the studies they reviewed addressed the role of
evaluator characteristics in stakeholder involvement. However, those studies indicated
that evaluator leadership was critical in positive involvement, and expertise and
communication skills were also important. The three identified studies that discussed
evaluator background in particular indicated either that background could have a negative
effect on stakeholder involvement, or that background characteristics could serve an
explanatory purpose in understanding the nature of stakeholder involvement.

Opfer (2006) conducted a case study of a policy evaluation that demonstrated the
relevance of personal beliefs, both of the evaluator and the stakeholders, to action taken
(or not taken) to correct social justice issues. The case study was based on an evaluation
conducted by Opfer, to examine the charter school system of a state in the southeastern
United States. During the course of the evaluation, Opfer discovered that white parents
had worked together to establish a charter school in which the vast majority of students
(over 90%) would be composed of their white children, in contrast to the racial
composition of their school district (only 25% white). In other words, parents were
intentionally using the charter school system to create a racially segregated school. The
commissioners of the evaluation, the State Department of Education, responded to this
finding by asking for its removal from the report, since they did not consider the problem

to be reflective of systemic issues across the entire charter school network (Opfer, 2006).
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Despite Opfer’s further advocacy, the department ultimately removed the finding
from the final report without her consent, and she asked to have her name removed as an
author. She further reported that though the department proposed a strategy to address the
issues revealed by her work, they failed to successfully follow through (Opfer, 2006).
Opfer ultimately concluded that part of the mechanism behind this inaction was a result
of an interaction between personal belief and political culture, which “creates
opportunities for action, indecision, and resistance” (Opfer, 2006, p. 285). In her
framework, the personal beliefs of the stakeholders (the State Department of Education)
and the political culture are constantly in dialogue, each contributing to the development
of the other through agreement or challenge. This had a direct impact on how a social
justice issue was ultimately addressed (or rather, not addressed) in the evaluation.
Additionally, Opfer’s work demonstrates the relevance of her own personal beliefs about
social justice in how she interacted with stakeholders and advocated for others, which, in
another scenario, could have been the critical element necessary for change to be
implemented.

In a qualitative study with 15 Finnish evaluators, Atjonen (2015) examined power
and contradictions that arose in the work of educational evaluators. The work provides
insight into the evaluator’s role and aspirations, and disputes, conflicts, and power
dynamics that evolve throughout the evaluation process. In terms of their identity,
participating evaluators sometimes questioned the quality of some of their personal
characteristics related to evaluation skills (e.g., interpersonal skills), but consistently
positioned themselves as experts in evaluation, and associated that expertise with the

right to exercise power (Atjonen, 2015). In terms of relationships with stakeholders, this
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emerged through a theme of “power as expertise” (Atjonen, 2015, p. 43). Further probing
notions and manifestations of power in evaluation, Atjonen found that participating
evaluators reported tensions around conflicts of interest, politics, and loyalty as salient to
evaluations. In particular, these tensions were related to “hidden and visible fights for
existing or prospective positions and status” (Atjonen, 2015, p. 41), thus intersecting with
program hierarchy and existing dynamics.

In terms of relationships, Atjonen’s (2015) participants primarily framed power in
terms of relationships with people being evaluated, evaluation commissioners, and other
stakeholders. Tensions included unwillingness to participate, struggles around negative
evaluation results, the influence of money, and overt resistance, including the possibility
of having an evaluation career ruined by extremely powerful stakeholders. Only a few
evaluators noted the positive role of power for social good without prompting, though all
acknowledged the possibility when prompted (Atjonen, 2015). The results of Atjonen’s
(2015) study indicate the complex and ever-shifting role of power dynamics in
evaluation, but clearly demonstrate the power struggles that evaluators will inevitably
encounter. These include exercising power (e.g., expertise), as well as having power
exercised over them (e.g., money). The findings support the idea that navigation of power
dynamics can be unpredictable, and elicit extremely personal responses from evaluators.
As well, they are a fundamental part of stakeholder relations.

Finally, in her review of stakeholder involvement literature, already summarized,
one of the themes Taut (2008) identified was the role of evaluator skills for promoting
effective participation, which links the professional and personal skills of the evaluator

with effective stakeholder involvement. These include group facilitation, conflict
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resolution skills, interpersonal skills, and the ability to respond to and accept diverse
stakeholder views (Taut, 2008). While these skills were not examined in the present
study, they reflect the notion that an individual evaluator brings many personal
characteristics into the evaluation context, which may affect how stakeholders are
involved.

The work of Mark and Shotland (1985), Azzam (2011), and Cartland et al. (2008)
indicate that there may be a relationship between evaluator characteristics and
stakeholder involvement, and that the evaluator may be in a position of power to make
decisions related to stakeholder involvement. This is particularly clear where Mark and
Shotland (1985) emphasize the importance of the evaluator’s perceptions in determining
how involved a stakeholder group might be. Opfer’s (2006) case study is a particularly
complex example of how evaluator’s personal beliefs come into interaction with
stakeholders’ beliefs and pervasive political norms, while Taut (2008) used program
evaluation literature to demonstrate the importance of evaluator skills in stakeholder
involvement. Evaluator characteristics and identities then, are a key link between the
theory and practice of stakeholder involvement. While evaluators will undeniably operate
within power structures themselves (for example, to meet the demands of evaluation
funders), characteristics such as theoretical orientation or utilization preferences might

determine how evaluators navigate those power structures.

Theory and Practice

One of the primary studies on the relationship between evaluation theory and

evaluation practice is the work of Christie (2003), in which evaluators responded to a
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survey instrument with statements about how they conduct evaluations. To develop the
instrument, eight leading evaluation theorists with varying perspectives were solicited to
develop statements about methods, values, and utilization that epitomized the evaluation
theory he or she was credited with developing. These statements were developed into a
measurement instrument, completed by the eight theorists themselves and a sample of
138 evaluators, who were all asked to indicate how well the statements reflect how they
typically conduct evaluations. Christie (2003) then used multidimensional scaling to
generate dimension coordinates for the evaluation theorists, which were then used for the
larger group of evaluators. Evaluators’ proximity to evaluation theorists was assessed to
look at the practice of various evaluation models.

Christie (2003) discovered that some evaluation theorists were more similar to
each other than might be expected, while others were more dissimilar than expected. She
was able to more closely examine their philosophies and draw conclusions about why
apparent differences appeared. For example, two social justice evaluation theorists,
Fetterman and House, had the greatest difference along the stakeholder involvement
dimension of the eight evaluators, despite both being advocates of equity and
representation in evaluation. Christie (2003) concluded that this could be attributed to
their differing definitions of social justice; namely, House considered social justice as
related to broad representation, while Fetterman conceptualized social justice as
occurring when empowerment is achieved through deep participation, even if at the cost
of breadth. Additionally, Christie (2003) found that all eight theorists reportedly involved
stakeholders in evaluations, despite the fact that stakeholder involvement is only central

to three of their theories.
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By examining the scatter of the larger sample of evaluators across the theoretical
map, Christie (2003) concluded that evaluators did not cluster around the various
theorists, and thus, “adopted select portions of a given theory” (p. 34), rather than
adopting one in its entirety. This indicates that the relationship between theory and
practice is not as direct as what might be assumed. Further, evaluators who claimed to
have used a theory to guide their evaluation work did not align with the corresponding
theorist, indicating that even when theory is intended to be directly implemented, practice
may not align. Christie (2003) concludes that, “the gap between the ‘common’ evaluator
and the notions of evaluation practice put forth by academic theorists has yet to be
bridged” (p. 34).

Greene echoed Christie’s findings in a qualitative study with evaluators, in which
she concluded that evaluators made practice decisions based more on values than on
specific theories, and that the client’s needs and contextual influences were more
important than evaluation theory (as cited in Datta, 2003, p. 44). However, Datta (2003)
still identified major limitations of Christie’s (2003) study; primarily, that the sample of
evaluators was highly specific (limited to one organization), and that a different sample
could yield quite different results. Studies linking theory and practice with a more
representative sample are therefore still needed. King (2003) also notes that the study
might not have been optimally designed to capture the practices of the eight evaluation
theorists. That is, they responded to the instrument as the practicing evaluators did: in
terms of how well the statements reflect how they typically conduct evaluation.

Therefore, to align the practicing evaluators with the evaluation theorists requires the
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assumption that the theorists’ evaluation practices will tightly align with their own
theories.

Recognizing both the value and limitations of Christie’s (2003) study, Alkin
(2003), concludes that the study indicates a need to develop a descriptive theory of
evaluation, rather than prescriptive theory. Prescriptive theories, he notes, “are statements
about the way in which a particular theorist prescribes that evaluation should be done” (p.
86), while a descriptive theory “is a set of statements and generalizations that describe,
predict, or explain evaluation activities” (pp. 86-87). Essentially, Alkin argues that
research on the conduct of evaluation can lead to empirically developed theory. In
contrast to both the descriptive and prescriptive types of theory identified by Alkin
(2003), Shadish, Cook and Leviton (1991) identify contingency theory as well, “trying to
specify under which circumstances and for which purposes different practices make
sense” (p. 316), rather than “reduce the scope of possible activities by focusing attention
on some things rather than on others” (p. 62). Christie’s (2003) study challenges the
conceptual link between prescriptive theory and evaluation practices, but also needs to be
supplemented by further empi