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Evaluation: whatõs the use?



The promise of evaluation

Evaluation emerged in the 1960s  as a professional discipline to guide government 

decision-making about what directions to take social policies and programs (Patton, 

2008). The significant government expenditure on evaluation has been justified by this 

potential and the potential for evaluation to improve the public good as Sandra 

Mathison set out in her keynote.



The problem

So whatõs the problem? Concerns about non-use of evaluations have plagued the 

profession since its establishment (Patton, 2008; Brandon & Singh, 2009). This 

means a whole lot of nice looking reports languishing on the shelves gathering 

dust, rather than being used for good.



The literature on use

So what do we do in this context? Give up on use and concentrate on the more 

diffuse concept of influence like some evaluators have advocated? Most evaluators 

want their work to get used (Henry & Mark, 2003). So there is plethora of literature 

on the factors associated with evaluation use, theoretical models for how use works 

and strategies designed to facilitate use.



The factors associated with use

Supply Demand 

Å Communication quality (clarity, 

frequency and reach of reporting)

Å Timeliness of the evaluation project 

and reporting

Å Evaluator competence (leadership 

style and cultural competence)

Å Evaluation quality (methods, rigor, 

type of evaluation model)

Å The nature of the findings ðpositive  

or negative, and anticipated or not

Å Relevance to the decision-maker

Å Credibility (objectivity, believability, 

appropriateness of the evaluation 

process)

Å Personal characteristics of 

evaluation user 

Å Commitment or receptiveness to 

evaluation

Å Political climate (internal and 

external)

Å The type of decision to be made 

and its significance, and novelty of 

the program

Å Competing information about the 

program

Å Number of audiences and their 

information needs and perceptions 

of need for evaluation

Å Stakeholder involvement ða category on its own and a mediating factor

Note: list ordered from most to least supporting evidence in the literature

Source: Adapted from Johnson et al., 2009.



Models of use

In the literature from the past two decades, there are at least four major theoretical 

models of evaluation use, each focused on understanding use from a different 

perspective: systems (Johnson, 1998); mechanisms (Mark & Henry, 2004); 

organisational learning (Amo & Cousins, 2007); and argumentation (Valivorta, 2002). 


