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Abstract
This paper highlights the often unforeseen hurdles and oversights in the conduct of ethical evaluation. While most evaluation practitioners would consider that they are always ethical in their work and, indeed, the Australasian Evaluation Society (AES) promotes ethical conduct through its published guidelines, do all evaluations adhere to all of the ethical issues that can occur? Given time, budget and other constraints, power and authority gradients between the evaluator/data collector and the informant, methods used in data collection in relation to cultural differences, skills level differences, terms and conditions, knowledge ownership and evaluation context is it possible to always ensure an ‘ethically pure’ evaluation?

Ethical guidance is provided in the AES guidelines relation to informants’ differences and inequalities, informed consent and confidentiality. In the gathering of data for evaluations and the subsequent use and distribution of that data, it is assumed that these rights have been addressed. But what of rights not addressed in guidelines, such as informants’ rights regarding from whom is the data collected and how is this done, and the rights of the informants in accessing and reviewing the evaluation findings?
With these considerations in mind this paper is focused on the rights of informants and the role of evaluators in relation to the data generated by an evaluation; from whom is the data collected and how is this done, and the rights of the informants in accessing and reviewing the evaluation findings.
A number of scenarios are presented in this paper regarding ethics and informants’ rights relating to data provided for an evaluation. Options are discussed as to how these ethical issues might be satisfactorily addressed in lieu of specific guidelines.
Introduction
This paper focuses on the challenges that the notion of being ethical presents when working with informants during the course of an evaluation. Whilst ethics in evaluation can include the conduct of the evaluator in relation to evaluation, and/or the moral-political orientation of the practice of evaluation (Schwandt, 2007a:118), this paper is focused on ethics in relation to the awareness of, and subsequent respect and protection of, evaluation informants’ rights. The aim of the paper is to explore the rights of informants and the role of evaluators in relation to the data generated by an evaluation; from whom is the data collected and how is this done, and the rights of the informants in accessing and reviewing the evaluation findings.
How do we negotiate and address these challenges whilst remaining ethically responsible to the informants who provide the vital information upon which the evaluation relies? Vulnerable population groups in two contexts, international development and community health in a developed country, are referred to in this paper to explore how these ethical issues might be satisfactorily addressed in lieu of specific guidelines.
Setting the context
There is no doubt that ethical considerations are recognised by evaluators as needing to be adhered to when undertaking evaluations. As such, guidelines and principles are clearly articulated in the evaluation profession, as they are for other professions (Schweigert, 2007). Many professional evaluators in Australasia (both those working privately and those employed by organisations) will be not only be familiar with but are likely to regularly utilise the Australasian Evaluation Society’s ‘Guidelines for the Ethical Conduct of Evaluations’. Contained in these are 22 guidelines covering the commissioning and preparation for an evaluation, the conduct of the evaluation and the reporting of the evaluation. Of these guidelines, only three have reference to the evaluation informants. These three guidelines cover the issues of race, gender, sexuality, physical and intellectual ability, religion, ethnicity and socio-economic background; awareness of the evaluation by the participant; informed consent; and acknowledgement of contribution. The other 18 guidelines are related to issues concerning the commissioner of the evaluation and the evaluator. 
Whilst these guidelines present a framework within which evaluators may find guidance relating to some of the common concerns regarding the ethical conduct of evaluation, the guidelines are generally broad and can leave room for varying interpretations of the notion of ‘being ethical’ (Morris & Jacobs, 2000). This is not unique to the AES guidelines, with the American Evaluation Association Guiding Principles also been noted as having a similar, abstract content, with little guidance on interpretation and application (Schwandt, 2007b). It could be argued that interpretation is needed in order to ensure that ethical responsibilities are being met whilst, at the same time, evaluations are feasible, useful and appropriate (Schweigert, 2007). However, what is an evaluator to do when the guidelines don’t provide suitable reference to ethical issues that have arisen?
The contexts and scenarios presented in this paper do not provide universal solutions in relation to the rights of informants and the role of evaluators in relation to data generated by an evaluation. However, they do aim to alert evaluators to situations where ethical behaviour may appear to be practiced in relation to the gathering, analysis and use of data while in reality it is questionable at best and unethical at worst in relation to some or all informants.
The first context is that of community level evaluation of international development projects. In this context informants are very often illiterate, culture and language can be significant barriers between evaluator and informant and cultural mores within the culture of the informants might mean that certain groups might be excluded from participation and/or representation in the evaluation.

The second context is that of marginalised population groups within the Australian community. Marginalisation can be understood as being on the edge or outer in relation to employment, education, family and social networks, opportunities for health and wellbeing, or political participation (Munk, 2002). Informants that belong to marginalised population groups have varying levels of economic, social, emotional and educational vulnerability; all of which can be unintentionally exploited by a naïve evaluator. In order to explore vulnerable population groups within the Australian community, homeless young people are the marginalised population group referred to for the purposes of this paper.
Whilst the different contexts of developing and developed countries must be considered, the informants in both contexts share similarities in relation to vulnerability and imbalances in relation to power and control. As such, the following section explores how ethical concerns regarding informants’ rights can be addressed for informants in both contexts. Where the cultural and country context is significantly different, options relating to ethical consideration will be discussed separately.
Ethical evaluation concerns in the international development and developed country context
This section discusses two scenarios which can raise ethical challenges for evaluators in both the international development and developed country context. Each scenario is described and then possible options for addressing the scenario, based on the authors’ experiences, are discussed. The two scenarios are based on the following ethical considerations:
1. from whom is the data collected and how is this done; and 

2. the rights of the informants in accessing and reviewing the evaluation findings.
Scenario one: from whom is the data collected and how is this done?

Anja has been commissioned by a large NGO in Melbourne to evaluate a health promotion program they have been running for homeless young people. Anja enjoys using surveys; they are easy to administer and can capture easily quantifiable information. She decides to use the surveys in conjunction with individual interviews with homeless young people and decides to conduct these at the NGO’s head office in the Central Business District of Melbourne as they have kindly offered her an interview room to use for this purpose. After five ‘no shows’ and three interviews where the young people have failed to complete the paper survey and said very little of value in the interviews, Anja is perplexed as to what to do next. She decides she will be very firm with the next young person (if they show) and let them know it is their obligation to participate….
Informants have an ethical right to refuse to participate in an evaluation. But what if they don’t have the power, confidence or capacity to refuse when asked? Informants also have an ethical right to have input into how data is collected from them. The information they possess often relates to their own lived experience and, as such, has the potential to be intensely personal and important. At the same time, such data is extremely valuable to the evaluator trying to create an accurate and meaningful evaluation report. So what are the ethical considerations that may need to be taken into account when considering how to collect data? Key to this step is determining from whom data is collected. 
In international development projects, the informants are nearly always those who have been the target of an intervention. At first glance it may seem obvious that this is the population group from whom data is collected. But is it as simple as identifying those targeted by an intervention and then asking them questions that answer those of the evaluation? It is risky to assume that a population group targeted by an intervention are a homogenous collection of people, and associated with this, that the tools for data collection are appropriate to all in the group?
Take, as a common example, a household survey tool. Often used in research with an ethics committee approval, rarely does such a tool meet culturally appropriate requirements in developing countries. How, for example, is informed consent given by an illiterate person to be surveyed according to a set survey form? What response might an official looking form conjure in a homeless young person wary of authority? How can informants participate in such a process as equals?

Some methods of data collection in community level project evaluations select informants according to a statistical dissection of their community. While this process may meet statistical requirements it may also create suspicion and division in some societies. Where knowledge is seen as ‘power’, to have non-recognised persons providing knowledge which supposedly represents the whole community can potentially result in problems for the community once the evaluation team has departed.

So, what are some options to overcome these ethical dilemmas around data collection? First, the tools for data collection should be culturally appropriate and user friendly. Self-selection by informants in a user friendly, participatory evaluation where there is an opportunity to engage all groups in a community can ensure that minority groups such as the aged and infirmed, and marginalised groups such as women and young people, have the opportunity to give their view to the evaluation. In working with vulnerable groups, such as homeless young people, self-selection is crucial in ensuring informants experience a sense of control in relation to the data collection process and are not intimidated or threatened into participation. Evaluators have an obligation to ensure that participation is voluntary and that participants are provided with various means in which to choose to refuse to participate which ensures that they understand they have options regarding participation (Sabar, 2008). These means of refusal might be to tick a box on a form, provide verbal refusal to someone other than the evaluator, or be given the opportunity to leave the room within a certain period of time, and whilst the evaluator is also not in the room.
At the same time, methodologies for collecting data may need to be flexible and responsive to the shifting vulnerabilities of some population groups. By this we mean that some groups may be more vulnerable at some times throughout an evaluation process, than at others. For example, think about a newly homeless young person. Their sense of vulnerability may be higher than that of homeless young people who are (unfortunately) accustomed to the situation. In an international development context, asking young women in a village to participate in a data collection process around specific issues may potentially marginalise them through compromising their cultural gender roles. We can’t assume that data can be collected using the same methods within various cultures, and sub-cultures in these cultures (Russ-Eft, 2004).
Further, rigorous adherence to a predetermined methodology may not allow participation. Other key considerations in addressing this issue are the building of trust and respect with informants and the time in which this can reasonably occur. If the time isn’t available, do we simply press on and attempt to collect our data regardless of these considerations? In situations such as those just discussed, evaluators need to consider potential ethical issues in relation to data collection as early as possible in the planning of the evaluation methodology. This would include finding out as much about the informants prior to any data collection commencing and, if possible, working with them to ascertain a number of ways in which data can be collected appropriately and ethically.
Scenario two: the rights of the informants in accessing and reviewing the evaluation findings.
Nicholas has been commissioned by an NGO to evaluate a community development project that took place in a village in the Solomon Islands. He is only going to be in the village for four days before flying out. In that time he will need to interview all of the villagers and gather their stories about the project. Nicholas decides he will use some focus group-type of methods to gather the data as well as undertake a few individual interviews. Nicholas is concerned that he won’t be able to check the accuracy of his interpretation of the findings of the focus groups and interviews with the villagers, but there is no time for this to occur. Nicholas has faith in his ability to accurately portray what informants have told him; he is very respectful of informants and would never misrepresent their views and opinions.
In the field of international development, community level projects are mostly implemented by non government organisations (NGOs). These NGOs regularly engage independent evaluators to train and lead evaluation teams to conduct ‘end of project’ evaluations of their projects as a requirement of their contractual arrangements with the project’s donor. While the independent evaluators are expected to act ethically and most NGOs adhere to codes of conduct as required by national umbrella groups and by donors, rarely are the terms of reference (ToR) for an evaluation subjected to ethical scrutiny by an independent ethics body. This places an added responsibility on the independent evaluator to ensure that all stakeholders’ interests are ethically upheld which may at times require decision making in the field without the of consultation of peers. This may be even more difficult whilst in the field and trying to ensure we involve informants in accessing and reviewing the evaluation findings. So how do we do this in an ethically responsible way?
Target communities in community development projects conducted in both the international and developed country context may be seen as partners at best, but most often are seen as beneficiaries which can sometimes mean that they are perceived as being in ‘need’ of assistance by others who ‘know’ better. In project evaluations it is the members of these communities who, as informants to the evaluation, provide vital information which informs evaluation findings and conclusions. It is also these community informants who are most often forgotten when it comes to being made aware of the outcome of the evaluation. Because of this it is vital that the evaluation process provides some value to the informants during the evaluation. 
One way to consider this issue is to think about what the informants gain from the evaluation. Evaluations should provide something of value for all those involved. This includes the project donor who, most often, is also the evaluation commissioner. It also includes the project implementing organisation which, in the case of community development projects, is very often a non-government organisation (NGO). The target community is also a critical group in grassroots evaluation. 

One option to address this notion of gaining something from the evaluation is through providing opportunities for open and inclusive participation. This may range from involving the informants in the design of the data collection and analysis phase of the evaluation to training informants to undertake sections of the evaluation. Techniques such as these not only can address the power and control imbalance between evaluator and informant, but provide a chance for informants to obtain value from the evaluation process, whether that value be information, skills building or increased confidence. Making such approaches explicit in responses to evaluation briefs can help to educate those commissioning evaluations about the need to provide a meaningful return for informants in the course of an evaluation.
What’s in, what’s out

The collection of data, knowing that all the collected data will not ultimately be used in determining the findings and conclusions of the evaluation, is also an area where evaluators need to question their practice in terms of their relationship with informants. Let’s revisit the first scenario, where Anja is interviewing homeless young people:
Anja finally has undertaken some interviews with homeless young people. In analysing the data, she decides to cut much of what was said that didn’t seem to relate to the evaluation. She puts together a report, using quotes from the informants, but these have been edited to better reflect the key evaluation messages. The evaluation report is launched by the NGO and a powerpoint presentation is used to show some of these compelling quotes to the audience, which includes youth worker and some of the homeless young people who participated in the evaluation. A few of the young people recognise their words in the quote, but remark to the youth worker that they have been taken out of context. Other young people are puzzled; their stories aren’t mentioned at all. The NGO is thrilled with the report, and Anja feels that she has captured the essence of the informants’ experiences accurately. But the young people are confused and disillusioned about why their words were changed, and why they weren’t told this would happen.

The scenarios above are all too common. We are often pressured for time within the evaluation process to get the data collection done. In the midst of data analysis we find gems of information whilst simultaneously discarding what doesn’t appear to fit with our brief. We can become so preoccupied with this next stage in the evaluation process that we can forget our ethical obligation to our informants; that the data is their lived experience and that they have an ethical right to not only review how we have interpreted their experience, but what we have subsequently done with it.

So what can we do to ensure that informants retain some power and control regarding their lived experience? We can ensure that we inform them at the outset of what will be likely to occur with their data. If we clearly are not going to be able to use it all, we need to tell informants that this is a possibility. We can also ask them if they would like to review it and allow them to provide feedback or make changes; particularly if later on data is de-identified and informants may not be able to have input regarding their data. Evaluation projects that are submitted to ethics committees will often be compelled to provide these options. However, ensuring that informants have the right to review what they have provided, make comment on this, and even withdraw it if they choose, needs to be an ethical principle followed in all evaluations, not just those approved by ethics committees. There is an ethical implication here that informants’ consent to contribute to an evaluation may be an ongoing negotiation rather than a one-off discussion at the start of the data collection process (Sabar, 2008; Stake and Jegatheesan, 2008). It needs to be clear that we are not implying that informants dictate what is or is not included in the evaluation in regards to personal agendas or interests; rather it is the obligation of ensuring that informants have the opportunity to view and make comment on what has been done with the data they have provided. The evaluator still needs to be guided by professional standards and not the personal interests of stakeholders (Russ-Eft, 2004).
Conclusion
The options discussed in relation to the scenarios above reflect situations where sometimes the rights of the informant are forgotten. Perhaps there is a need to not only reflect upon guidelines (or lack of) relating to evaluation, but also about the culture created by evaluators in responding to and providing evaluations, often under tight timelines or other restrictions. Schwandt (2007b:402) reminds us that evaluators need to assess their own culture to determine whether attitudes and practices have impeded understanding of informants’ perspectives. This could be expanded to also include consideration about and inclusion of informants in relation to from whom data is collected, how this is done, and the rights of informants in accessing and reviewing evaluation findings. Hopefully, this paper is another opportunity for the evaluation profession to consider and discuss further the challenge to be ethical in evaluation, particularly in relation to informants’ rights.
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