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While studying a Masters in Evaluation, | came across an article by Amy Gullickson, which highlights the lack of a
common definition within the field and a resistance to making a judgement. As Amy asserts, to make evaluation
distinct, we need to claim the professional space of judgement. Evaluators ‘Fully Describe and Fully Judge’.
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» No common definition of evaluation exists in the current literature.

®
» Clear definitions are essential to defining and judging any object.
+ Evaluation would benefit from a clear, specific definition for several
reasons.

» Two possible definitions are proposed and their implications

fully describe, fully judge. =~
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AES NSW Panel

The Evaluator’s
Journey: What s
evaluation, what is an
evaluator and how
did | become one?!

“I'm a storyteller”
Panelist

‘I don’t call myself
an evaluator”
Panelist

After attending this AES session, | heard
from panellists who didn’t call
themselves an evaluator and couldn’t
collectively define evaluation. Which was
curious to me as a new evaluator.



How do you define evaluation? How
would you describe evaluation to a
client or a commissioner of an
evaluation”? What’s the point of defining
evaluation?

The panel session, and Amy’s paper, in addition to other readings such as AEA365, made me think about these

kinds of questions. | focus on how we, as a collective, define evaluation and what’s the point (really) of having a
definition.



Why Is a
definition
Important?

As Amy states, the way the profession defines its work sets its boundaries, which helps identify the necessary
areas of expertise and a description of quality. Without a definition, those areas become fuzzy, and the criteria for
quality can shift. She explains that different perspectives lead to different definitions,



Why Is a
definition
Important? " [y

She explains that different perspectives lead to different definitions, as in the story of the blind men who argued
whether the elephant was a snake, rope, or tree because each touched a different part. Evaluation is the elephant,
with sectors, practitioners, and academics all defining it differently based on their own perspectives.



How are we

defining

evaluation?

eval associations. government
bodies. other orgs. eval resources.

From these 15, | extracted definitions where available.

In total, 11 had a definition.
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Evaluation is... (describes main quality) [main quality]... that...(involves the action)

L based on (use of).. to understand the... of a... > for the purpose of...(outcome)

| performed systematic content analysis and coding under this deductive framework.



Evaluation is... (describes main quality) [main quality]... that...(involves the action)

Systematic Objective Structured

Disciplined Rigorous Impartial

L based on (use of).. to understand the... of a... > for the purpose of...(outcome)

Firstly, the most common description of the main quality of evaluation was Systematic. 8 out of 11 definitions used
this term. 3 also referred to Objectivity including ACE, the five regional commissions of the UN and the Gates
Foundation.



Evaluation is... (describes main quality) [main quality]... that...(involves the action)

Systematic Objective Structured Judgg LIS Process Examination
/ to judge
L . . . to Social and
Disciplined Rigorous Impartial Analysis determine Political
Practice
—_— — — —

L based on (use of).. to understand the... of a... > for the purpose of...(outcome)

We see the word used to describe the main quality of evaluation is Assessment. 6 out of 11 refer to evaluation as an
assessment, with 2 using "Judgment" or "to Judge", including the Australian Government’s Productivity Commission,
and Better Evaluation.



Evaluation is... (describes main quality) [main quality]... that...(involves the action) —

Systematic Objective Structured J;Jg)gjirg;:t Process Examination Assesses Analyses Gathers
Social and
Disciplined Rigorous Impartial Analysis o Slfites] Examines Answers
determine olica questions
Practice
— —
L based on (use of).. to understand the... of a... > for the purpose of...(outcome)
Data /
vees Evidence
Communi Indigenous
| 0 | Y 'tyt ways of
nvolvemen knowing

With around two-thirds referring to evaluation involving an action. Such as assessing or analysing. 3 out of 11 refer to
Values with another 3 referencing the use of data or evidence.



Evaluation is... (describes main quality) [main quality]... that...(involves the action) —

Systematic Objective Structured J;Jg)gjirg;:t Process Examination Assesses Analyses Gathers
N . . , to Social and i Answers
Disciplined Rigorous Impartial Analysis determine Political Examines e
Practice q
— —
L based on (use of).. to understand the... of a... > for the purpose of...(outcome)
[
Data / .
Values Evidence Merit Effectiveness
: Indigenous Impact
Ig\?(r)T\:gLr‘r?eltr)\,t ways of Value Significance  (Community),
knowing Outcomes
Desiign, All referenced criteria. Worth is mentioned the most, which
Implem, - . i
Results, BN B is generally related to money, or resources. This was closely

Achievement followed by merit, and effectiveness.




Evaluation is... (describes main quality) [main quality]... that...(involves the action) —

Systematic Objective Structured J;’S)gjir(;';:t Process Examination Assesses Analyses Gathers
Social and
Disciplined Rigorous Impartial Analysis e . Politi Examines Answers
determine olitical :
X guestions
Practice
— —

based on (use of).. to understand the...

for the purpose of...(outcome)

Values Data / Meri : Decision- Iiea_rnri]ng,
Evidence erit Effectiveness Program Making Infr:) srlr%aiiscl) n
. Allocation
Community Indigenous L Impact. . of .
ways of Value Significance  (Community), Project Accountability
Involvement : resources
knowing Outcomes
: — — — : — —
_ 73% acknowledged evaluation focused on a
Design, . S
Implem - o program and 50% noted policies or activities.
Results. Efficiency Relevance Organisation Other

_ Half also noted the purpose of evaluation,
Achievement . .. . .
- being decision-making, and a third
continuous improvement.




Evaluation is the systematic
assessment of the worth of a
program for the purpose of
decision-making.

Based on the analysis, “Evaluation is the systematic assessment of the worth of a program for the purpose of
decision-making”. I’'m sure many of you might disagree with this definition. We have also lost our judgment.



assessment noun

as-sess'ment ( a-ses-mant«) ) a-

Synonyms of assessment >

1 :the action or an instance of making a judgment about something : the act of
assessing something : APPRAISAL

assessment of damages

an assessment of the president's achievements

However, If we look at the definition of assessment in Merriam-Webster, we see that it is the action or an instance of
making a judgment about something. We’re just not explicitly saying it. Interestingly, some evaluation associations
lacked a definition.



| found no public definition from the European Eval Society, the African Eval Association, or the Asia-Pacific Eval
Association. The AES also don’t have a definition, intentionally, and directed me to Better Evaluation and ACE.

“The AES does not provide an official
definition of evaluation - this is
Intentional. There are excellent
resources here”

better . Australian .
evaluation Centre for
knowledge Evaluation

AES, personal communication, March 17, 2025




evaluation . ..
knowledge worth or significance by combining

evidence and values”

% better “any systematic process to judge merit,

Australian
Centre for
Evaluation

ace “Evaluation is the systematic and objective
assessment of the design, implementation
or results of a government program or activity
for the purposes of continuous improvement,
They reference ‘to judge’ or - @ccountability and decision-making.

‘assessment’. | will note that

the UK Eval Society, and the |t provides a structured and disciplined

American Evaluation

Association do not include analySiS of the value of pOliCieS, programs
assessment or judgement in

their definitions. and activities at all stages of the policy cycle.”




Is ChatGPT an evaluator?

- Bottom line
 No - ChatGPT is not an evaluator.
* Yes - ChatGPT can be a useful tool for evaluators (like a research assistant,
writing coach, or brainstorming partner), but human expertise and judgment are

essential for credible evaluation.

What's the difference between a description and
judgement?

-- Key Difference

» Descriptive finding = states what happened, the data, or the observed result.
» Evaluative judgment = interprets the evidence, applies criteria/values, and makes a

quality or value statement.

Here's ChatGPT’s input.
While a useful tool, this Al
can’t yet make value
judgments. Also shown are
the key differences between
a descriptive finding, where
Al excels, and an evaluative
judgement, where humans
excel.



“If we don’t jJudge —we are
just glorified describers”

Anonymous, Evaluator

If evaluators want to be relevant and distinct, we should embrace our superpower “to judge” and not only to

describe. | recognise the stigma surrounding the word. As the analysis showed, few definitions use judgement;
with ' assessment' preferred.



Evaluation is the systematic
assessment of the worth, merit or
effectiveness of a program, policy, or
activity based on values and data for
learning, continuous improvement,
and decision-making.
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it here. But we shouldn’t shy away from making judgements, we should own it.




