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Reviewed by Douglas Dollinger, Independent Researcher
An Introduction to Evaluation represents an important contribution to the intro
ductory evaluation literature because of two strengths: first, its practical focus, and
second, its focus on what may be called emerging topics. Before discussing these
contributions, I will briefly present the order of topics in the text.
The text is divided under five principal headings: Part I, Getting Started;
Part II, Undertaking an Evaluation; Part III, The Practice of Evaluation; Part IV,
Using Evaluation Findings; and Part V, Evaluation Paradigms, including a con
cluding chapter that synthesizes the main themes of the book. Each chapter
features a summary of its content, and a glossary of key terms appears at the end
of the book. A little section at the outset offers useful guidance on how to use the
book for everything from planning an evaluation to bridging the gulf between
evaluation findings and the world of policy and program delivery.
Chapter 1 addresses the question of how evaluation should be characterized
as a domain of theory and practice. The authors distinguish evaluation from re
lated forms of activity, such as monitoring and audit, and offer a brief history of
evaluation. What ultimately distinguishes evaluation, the authors contend, is the
judgment of value. Following this rather philosophical chapter, Chapter 2 explores
ethics in evaluation. Wherever human beings interact, as they do in evaluations,
questions of rights and duties inevitably arise. The topic of ethics and profession
alism has been taken up recently by leading figures in the field, such as Thomas
Schwandt (e.g., 2013), so it is only fitting that it appear in an introductory text.
Chapter 3 offers a new and interesting look at an old question: How should we
connect program elements—core activities and outputs—to the intended program
outcome or impact? The authors argue that traditional approaches, logic models
for instance, tend to run aground on the reality of change. They propose an alterna
tive approach called the theory of change (TOC). TOC acknowledges two pivotal
dimensions of change: complexity and emergence. It thus furnishes a more realistic
approach to picturing the relationship between a program and its intended impact.
Chapters 4 to 6 deal with general types of evaluation: process, impact, and
economic. Students of evaluation will recognize the first two; economic evalua
tion, however, is not standard fare in introductory texts. The authors review the
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principal approaches: cost effectiveness, cost-benefit analysis, and social return
on investment. Each encompasses its own panoply of analytical methods, not to
mention its own attendant subtleties. Ours is an era in which economics enjoys
professional hegemony in the social sciences, so it is only prudent that evaluators
be acquainted with economic evaluation.
Among the truly daunting aspects of evaluation, especially for students and
novice practitioners, is the sheer number and complexity of evaluative methods.
Chapter 7 describes many of the tools of the trade, as well as their respective
advantages and limitations. The authors urge evaluators to resist the temptation
of omniscience: No one can master all methods; no one should pretend as much.
Chapter 8 gives special emphasis to planning evaluations with key stakehold
ers, such as policymakers, program funders, and service users. Chapter 9 offers
practical advice on getting evaluations done. Evaluations are themselves projects,
and project management can help evaluators deliver on time and on budget,
seldom an easy task. It too comes with its own methods of planning, costing, and
monitoring. A word to the wise is in order here: Just because we can track every
thing does not mean that we should.
Chapter 10 on systematic reviews is particularly instructive. Such reviews
provide a methodical approach to navigating the vast and often turbulent sea of
evaluation research. The authors differentiate systematic reviews from other, more
casual approaches to reviewing and assessing prior research results. The chapter
addresses the challenges and benefits of systematic review as a means of ensuring
that evaluative questions and issues are understood within the broader context of
the research tradition. This method is relatively new to evaluation.
Evaluators have long lamented that much of their work ends up in adminis
trative limbo and thus void of impact. Chapter 11 argues that submitting evalu
ative reports, formative or summative, is not enough to circumvent this fate.
Knowledge, the authors contend, must be mobilized, especially in what they call
polarized contexts. In other words, we cannot simply assume that the evaluation
audience will share or understand the dedication to rationality that characterizes
evaluation as an intellectual discipline. The point seems quite significant at a time
when anti-rationalist tendencies are evident. Mobilizing knowledge means adopt
ing practices that improve evaluation impact. The authors recommend, among
other steps, engaging evaluation beneficiaries, translating research findings in an
idiom appropriate to the “policy context,” and encouraging ownership of results
among policymakers.
Chapter 12 elucidates three rival paradigms of evaluation as a domain of
theory and practice: post-positivism, responsive constructivism, and scientific
realism, each of which is sketched out in some detail. Selecting one paradigm
over another, the authors point out, has direct implications on the choice of evalu
ation approaches and methods. Philosophical choices, in short, have practical
consequences.
This discussion of paradigms takes us back to Chapter 2, which deals with
a different kind of philosophical issue, the issue of evaluation ethics, mentioned
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earlier. Although the topic belongs in an introductory text, it seems poorly placed
in the second chapter. The discussion of ethics would, I believe, have more context,
and thus more of a grip on practice, if it were placed toward the end of the book,
alongside the other philosophical topic of paradigms.
In conclusion, An Introduction to Evaluation is a text for our time, reflecting
many of the issues and questions that practicing evaluators face in the here and
now. Reading the book will provide the reader with a rich sense of the diverse
skills and competencies, not to mention the innumerable methods and approach
es that an evaluator needs to bring to the task of evaluation.
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David Grembowski. (2016). The Practice of Health Program Evaluation.
Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE. Paperback, 324 pages.
(ISBN: 978-1-4833-7637-0)
Reviewed by Kirstian Gibson, University of Saskatchewan
The Practice of Health Program Evaluation is an introductory text to the world of
health-related program evaluations. The text provides an overview of appropriate
methods that may be used throughout a multitude of health-related evaluations,
as well as advice regarding the interactions one may encounter with stakeholders/
directors throughout an evaluation. Unlike conventional texts, Grembowski has
separated the text into three sections: Asking Questions (Act I), Answering the
Questions (Act II), and Using the Answers in Decision Making (Act III). The text
is full of detailed and relevant examples and explanations of previous evaluations
and issues throughout evaluations, as well as the steps necessary to conduct robust
evaluations within a health-care setting. Although it is presented as a graduatelevel textbook, Grembowski has developed a resource that is appropriate for
anyone seeking to understand evaluation, specifically in health-related settings.
The text has a number of strengths that would benefit graduate students and
new evaluators working within health-related organizations/sectors. First, the text
is clearly written in a manner that is both inviting and thought-provoking—an
important aspect of an introductory text in light of the fear commonly associ
ated with evaluation. Grembowski provides a clear explanation of evaluating the
impact and implementation of a program, as well as the benefits and means of
conducting a cost-effectiveness analysis. The three sections of the book are cov
ered in some depth, providing a wealth of background information as well as the
necessary steps required to conduct an efficient and valuable evaluation. I believe
that this is crucial for many new evaluators because it limits the need to seek a
substantial amount of information from other sources. Furthermore, the text is
full of meaningful examples of evaluations that offer a real-life application of the
information at hand. These examples include, but are not limited to, logic-model
development within health-care programs, the influence of evaluators’ biases on
the success of an evaluation (e.g., missing crucial aspects of a program can result
in deceptive results), and the importance of determining evaluation questions
based on the wants and needs of stakeholders. The examples and explanations add
clarity to concepts/skills that may be difficult for new evaluators (e.g., developing
appropriate research questions/outcomes) and reduce the chance that a concept
will be misunderstood and/or misapplied to real-life situations. Reasoning is also
provided for decisions between two or more possible options, which I believe
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would benefit those who are new to evaluation. The explanations are important
because they allow a reader to understand what may be most important to con
sider in some contexts, as well as the pros and cons of making difficult decisions
throughout an evaluation.
The unique layout of three “acts” allows the reader to follow the steps of an
evaluation from question conception to presentation of data to creating future
change. This layout is helpful because it allows the reader to understand how
an evaluation unfolds rather than forcing the reader to put the pieces together
chaotically. Those in a health-care setting may appreciate the chapter arrangement
because it provides an easy transition from little evaluation knowledge to grasping
more difficult concepts. Consequently, I believe the text may be most suitable for
individuals working within the community, rather than students of evaluation.
Dividing the text into three acts forces the reader to wait for key concepts that
are typically discussed early on in an evaluation graduate class. For example, out
comes, validity, and sampling are not discussed until Act III, but adequate detail
of each concept is provided in the second half of the text. The delay in explaining
some key terms could create some frustration when other key concepts in evalu
ation, such as logic models, are explained in the first few chapters. The latency of
presenting basic terms may discourage new evaluators from continuing through
the text or may add a level of complexity to understanding the concepts presented
early on. Therefore, the layout of the text may be frustrating to instructors and
students, as the text is most beneficial when read in full rather than segmented
throughout a term.
A second limitation of the text is the limited attention afforded to qualitative
research. Although it is discussed in slightly greater detail than in other intro
ductory evaluation texts, the current text still leaves additional information to be
desired. For example, how to analyze variables and how to decide which variables
are most important to analyze is explained in terms of quantitative data, while
qualitative data is discussed in terms of benefits, needs for triangulation, and
possible analyzing software. This lack of detail in the area of qualitative analysis
is concerning because of the current trend to implement qualitative methodolo
gies in evaluation, especially within Indigenous populations. That being said, the
acknowledgment of qualitative research as an important method of data collection
during evaluations is appreciated.
Overall, The Practice of Health Program Evaluation is an informative read.
Although there are some drawbacks, the text delivers a detailed and clear overview
of the purposes for evaluation, best practices for communicating with stakehold
ers, appropriate methods and types of data analysis, and means of data presenta
tion in a health-specific environment. The book provides a number of possible
issues that may be experienced by evaluators and discusses the means to avoid or
address such issues. Graduate students and new evaluators within the health-care
sector would benefit from reading the text; however, due to layout constraints, it
may be suitable more as an individual read rather than as a course text. I would
recommend this text to anyone pursuing evaluation within health settings.
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Rosalind Eyben, Irene Guijt, Chris Roche, and Cathy Shutt. (2015). The
Politics of Evidence and Results in International Development: Playing the
Game to Change the Rules? Bourton on Dunsmore, England: Practical
Action Publishing Ltd. Kindle Edition. (ISBN: 978-1-78044-886-2)
Reviewed by Leah McMillan Polonenko,
Independent Consultant and Applied Researcher
This publication arose from the Big Push Forward Network (Institute of Devel
opment Studies, 2018) and its 2013 conference of the same name, where inter
national development practitioners critiqued the requirements for measuring
development projects. The book targets the international development sector but
is useful for all evaluators, particularly those working in social services, because it
questions predominant evidence and accountability frameworks within monitor
ing and evaluation (M&E) structures. The book highlights the fact that evalua
tion is not unbiased, and it offers critical reflections on the influence of reported
evidence, the voices heard, and the hierarchy of accountability embedded within
M&E processes. Although critiques like this are not new, what makes this publica
tion particularly insightful is its use of case studies to emphasize recommenda
tions for academics, practitioners, and policy analysts to avoid bias in their work.
The book offers a critique of the results-focused development agenda, which
has emphasized quantitative indicators, stemming from new public management
theory. It argues that because the evidence required is so structured, emphasis is
placed on implementing projects that are easily measured rather than allowing
creative and reflective approaches, which have proven critical to evaluative think
ing. The four key aspects of evaluative thinking identified by Vo, Schreiber, and
Martin (2018)—values, cognition, application, and valuing—can be analyzed to
include both systemic process and reflective judgement. As a development prac
titioner at a major donor organization explained, “by using indicators that are
easily measurable, attention is given to activities that will contribute to ‘achieving
the indicator’ instead of activities that really matter but that are more difficult
to measure” (Loc. 1329, ch. 3). In chapter 2, Eyben contends that in the current
system, the logic model is a “rigid tool that constrains responsive planning” (Loc.
715, ch. 2); evidence is deemed valid if it “categorizes, counts and measures people
as individual entities” rather than recognizes the larger community dynamics that
might be responsible for a project’s success/failure (Loc. 832, ch. 2). As the various
contributors make clear, measuring the success of a project becomes an exercise in
presenting the type of evidence that fits into the strict quantitative requirements
of this approach, rather than enabling qualitative or mixed methods where they
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would be useful. The physical and cerebral space between donors and beneficiar
ies is problematic; often reporting requirements are created by those far removed
geographically (e.g., on separate continents) from a project’s beneficiaries. This
contrives a situation where donors do not understand the community’s needs and
opportunities for measurements; conversely, staff working on the project at the
community level might not fully understand donor needs. Ultimately, the result
ing evaluations do not use appropriate measurements.
Contributing chapters provide case studies that demonstrate the challenges
associated with these evidence requirements. For instance, Ola Abu Alghaib
describes how her organization diverted required resources from local projects,
focusing instead on reports and measurements serving donor needs. Cathy Shutt’s
chapter highlights perhaps one of the most graphic examples of problems arising
from donor needs—a donor’s request for a quantitative indicator for a female body
part in an FGM (female genital mutilation) project. First-hand examples illustrat
ing development practitioners’ experiences in the field demonstrate the rigidity
of the measurement agenda.
One of the book’s greatest contributions is its thought-provoking analysis
of power dynamics at various levels. The hierarchy between project funders and
implementers can create issues in accessing resources. For example, implementers
may not wish to confront donors with challenges they perceive related to project
M&E requirements, even when situated knowledge has identified that some
measurements would be more useful than others recommended by the funder.
Power dynamics are also reflected in project competition; donors are careful to
hold onto resources as they compete with an ever-increasing number of emerging
non-traditional donors, including south–south cooperation partnerships. This in
crease has given donors further incentive to require proof of a project’s efficiency
and effectiveness. The book is very clear not to place blame, instead illustrating
current challenges and suggesting ways forward, beginning with understanding
both the implicit and explicit power structures that exist between donors and
their recipients.
In the final chapter of the book, Irene Guijt highlights seven strategies that
development organizations can use to overcome these challenges: develop po
litical astuteness and personal agency; understand dynamic political context
and use organizational values; identify and work with what is positive about the
results and evidence agenda; facilitate front-line staff to speak for themselves;
create spaces for learning and influence; advocate for collective action; and take
advantage of emerging opportunities (Loc. 4636, ch. 11). Advocating for collective
action, the sixth strategy suggested, responds to the critique that these solutions
ignore the very power relations so strongly criticized. The notion that individuals
are more powerful and able to enact change together is a foundational means for
ensuring that even the most powerless players may have a voice assembled with
group support.
The biggest challenge to strategy implementation, and one that I argue
is not adequately discussed in the book, is resources. Many organizations are
doi: 10.3138/cjpe.53072

CJPE 33.2, 284–286

© 2018

286 McMillan Polonenko

understaffed and overworked, such that these strategies, while worthwhile, may be
arguably unrealistic. For example, enabling front-line staff to speak for themselves
and taking advantage of emerging opportunities require that resources be placed
into capacity building and reflecting—practices that take time. However, perhaps
that is the authors’ aim—to show that these solutions will take time and effort but
are worthwhile in the long run. As the conclusion admonishes, “Development
practitioners have two options: they can learn how to reconcile their understand
ing of messy, unpredictable, and risky pathways of societal transformation with
bureaucracy-driven protocols, or they can persist in the pursuit of space and time
for more appropriate portals and methods” (Loc. 4994, ch. 11). This challenge is
one with which all evaluators can grapple—how do we ensure that our measure
ments are meeting funder requirements, while at the same demonstrating the
reality of the project’s beneficiaries?
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