
Expanding the use of impact assessment
and evaluation in agricultural research

and development

Ronald Mackaya,*, Douglas Hortonb

aConcordia University, Department of Education, EN-409, 1455 de Maisonneuve Boulevard West,

Montreal, Quebec, Canada H3G 1M8
bISNAR, PO Box 93375, 2509 AJ The Hague, The Netherlands
Abstract

The rationale behind conducting impact assessment studies is the expectation that the
findings will be used to bring about improvements in policies and programs and thereby

contribute to economic and social betterment. This paper addresses a number of issues
related to why impact assessments and other kinds of evaluations are not always utilized
in this way. Any particular impact assessment falls along a continuum between academic

research at one extreme and utilization-focused evaluation at the other. We argue that
impact assessment studies may enjoy greater use by decision makers if they are managed
as evaluations conducted towards the utilization-focused end of the continuum. Several

factors that influence the use of evaluations are discussed. These include the type of
potential use and intended users; the nature of decision-making; factors over and above
information that affect how decisions are made; and the various decision levels where

evaluations may be used. Direct, indirect and symbolic uses of evaluations are also dis-
cussed. Six trends within the professional evaluation community that tend to enhance the
use of evaluation are described. Finally, we offer some practical suggestions for enhancing
the usefulness and use of impact assessments and other evaluations within the agricultural

research and development community.
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1. Introduction

In this paper we address the concern expressed by organizations in the interna-
tional agricultural research community (Pingali, 2001; Horton, 1986, 1998), that
impact assessment studies have made less of a difference than might be expected and
much less than desired by those who conduct them. Undertaking impact assessment
studies is not enough. ‘‘The information obtained from them has to be utilized by
the stakeholders involved’’ (Rutherford et al., 2001: 45). We address the issue of
utilization from the perspective of the professional evaluation community, which
concerns itself with impact assessment along with other types of evaluation. Profes-
sional evaluators have already faced—and boast some success in addressing—the
challenges of under-utilization of evaluation studies.
After this Introduction, in Section 2, we discuss some distinctions between

research and evaluation and present the notion of a research-evaluation continuum.
We argue that to enhance use, impact assessment should be managed as a form of
evaluation rather than as a form of research. In Section 3, we discuss the potential
uses of impact assessment and of evaluation more broadly and identify a number of
interrelated factors that influence how information is used in decision making. In
light of a discussion of these factors, we suggest that impact assessors in the inter-
national research and development community may be looking for direct use of
their findings at levels where they are least likely to occur—the levels of strategy and
policy. By the same token, they may be failing to cultivate use at the operational
levels, where it is more likely to occur. In Section 4, we discuss six trends that reflect
how the professional evaluation community has responded, with some success, to
the challenge of promoting evaluation use. Section 5 suggests some practical ideas
that evaluators might consider to promote the use of impact assessment and eval-
uation in research and development organizations.
In this paper, evaluation in the CGIAR (Consultative Group on International

Agricultural Research) is used to illustrate many of the ideas discussed. The
CGIAR, created in 1971, is a group of 16 centres that work in more than 100
countries to mobilize cutting-edge science to reduce hunger and poverty, improve
human nutrition and health, and protect the environment. Readers are invited to
reflect on these ideas and their implication for the organizations within which they
work, or with which they are associated.
2. The research — evaluation continuum

Over the past 30 years, and particularly during the last decade, evaluation has
developed rapidly as a professional field. The origins and development of agri-
cultural research evaluation have been documented by Horton (1998). Evaluation
textbooks generally distinguish research from evaluation (e.g. Worthen et al., 1997;
Patton, 1997; Weiss, 1998). Research is viewed as systematic investigation in a par-
ticular field of knowledge that is carried out in order to establish laws or principles.
Scientific research typically involves an experimental design capable of discerning
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causal relationships, the collection of objective, reliable and valid quantitative data,
and the use of statistical analytical techniques. Research tends to be motivated by
the curiosity of the inquirer. It seeks a scientific explanation for relationships
between variables to draw conclusions and arrive at generalizations, hypotheses,
principles and laws. Research is typically judged by technical standards of reliability
and validity defined by the discipline in which it is carried out. Its results tend to be
directed at the researchers’ disciplinary peers. Researchers acquire their training
within their substantive discipline (Horton, 1998).
In contrast, evaluations are carried out to judge the worth, merit or quality of some

object (termed the evaluand)—whether it is proposed, ongoing, or completed—in
terms of its relevance, effectiveness, efficiency and impact. Evaluation is typically
motivated by the need to resolve practical policy and program related issues. It tries to
explain how specific policies and programs bring about their results within a given
context. Evaluation information is generated for and directed at decision makers and
time is of the essence. Particular evaluations are judged by the usefulness of their
findings, the practicality of their methods, their respect for propriety and the accuracy
of the data and results. Evaluation questions tend to cross disciplinary boundaries
and so demand mixing methods rather than disciplinary orthodoxy.
The distinctions just made between research and evaluation are, in fact, relative

rather than absolute, and for this reason it is useful to view ‘‘pure research’’ and
‘‘pure evaluation’’ as the extreme points of a continuum. Following this logic, spe-
cific research and evaluation studies can be located at different points along the
continuum.

2.1. Research-oriented evaluation

Research-oriented evaluation or ‘‘evaluation research’’ has been defined as the
systematic application of social science research procedures in assessing the design,
implementation and utility of policies and programs. At this extreme the principal,
and possibly the only, factor that distinguishes evaluation research from academic
research is the focus of the former on issues relevant to current policy. Evaluators
working at the research-oriented end of the continuum consider that ‘‘evaluation
may be successful even if the information provided is ignored, or even misused.
Once the findings are presented in a clear and accessible fashion, the evaluation is
over. What follows is certainly critical, but is essentially a political process. Inter-
ested evaluators are best off observing the action at some distance, preferably
through heavy lenses’’ (Rossi, 1987: 10). This extreme view is hardly helpful for
overcoming the limited use of impact assessments and their limited impact on
donors’ willingness to fund research and development projects and programs
(Bennett, 2001; Pingali, 2001; Ndiritu, 2000; Maredia et al., 2000).

2.2. Utilization-focused evaluation

At the other end of the continuum, utilization-focused evaluation is described as
‘‘evaluation done for and with specific, intended primary users for specific, intended
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uses’’ (Patton, 1997: 23). The practice of utilization-focused evaluation does not
limit itself to the application of methods prescribed by any one discipline. It
emphasizes systematic data collection but chooses the methods it employs so as to
address the information needs of the intended user. Hence, methods may vary from
evaluation to evaluation. Evaluation practiced from this perspective is described as
the ‘‘systematic gathering, analyzing and reporting of information about a policy,
program, service, or intervention for use in making decisions’’ (Hudson et al.,
1992: 2). The focus is on use to decision makers. This focus introduces what the
evaluation community refers to as the personal factor. Patton (1997), a leading
exponent of utilization-focused evaluation, argues that evaluation studies should
target specific users (clearly identified people), not faceless stakeholder groups or
organizations.

2.3. Implications for impact assessment in research and development organizations

The conclusion to be drawn from this brief discussion of research-oriented and
utilization-focused evaluation is that, if evaluations are to be useful and influ-
ential, choices about the approach and methods should reflect the information
needs and circumstances of identified, intended users, not the disciplinary con-
cerns of the evaluator. If an impact assessment is conducted as a research study
addressed primarily to the researcher’s disciplinary peers, it is unlikely to be
found useful by those charged with making policy and other decisions. In con-
trast, an impact assessment that is designed and conducted to meet the specific
information needs of specific decision makers is more likely to be of use to, and
used by, them.
3. Factors influencing the use of evaluations

Information use is often thought of in binary terms—‘‘use’’ and ‘‘non-use’’. In
fact, research shows that processes of information use are highly complex. In this
section we address some of the factors involved. These include: the types of potential
information users, the decision making processes, the multiple factors that affect
decisions (in addition to information), the differing types of use of evaluation and
the decision-making level at which evaluative information may be used. We close by
noting that involving stakeholders in evaluation processes may in some cases have as
great an influence on decisions as the dissemination of evaluation findings in formal
reports.

3.1. Potential or intended users

It is a commonplace to say that there are multiple audiences for impact studies. A
more precise identification of the intended user of a given set of findings, however, is
of paramount importance. Without knowing the intended user, it may not be pos-
sible to communicate the results of an impact assessment in a form that the target
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audience can readily understand and via a channel that they can readily access.
Professional journals may be suited to one audience but miss other important
potential users.
The papers presented at a meeting convened in Rome in May 2000 to consider the

future of impact assessment in the CGIAR (TAC Secretariat, 2001) refer to a wide
range of potential users of impact assessment, including donors and development
agencies, policymakers, managers and researchers of international and national
centres, scientific and professional peers, philanthropic organizations, taxpayers,
and consumers. However, the ‘‘personal factor’’, referred to above, insists that we
must target specific persons not abstract institutions, organizations or categories of
stakeholders. This means that the evaluator must make a concerted effort to locate
specific people who need specific information and who are also able and willing to
use it when provided. Targeting individuals, of course, does not necessarily commit
them to using the findings neither in the way nor to the extent that the evaluator
would ideally like. It does, however, ensure the relevance and accessibility of eval-
uation information to the intended user.
Moreover, as those active in the international research and development commu-

nity observe (Kumar, 1995; Bennett, op. cit.; Ndiritu, op. cit.), the potential for
utilization will be enhanced not only if the study is conducted for identified stake-
holders but also if the study is carried out with the active participation of these
identified stakeholders in one or more of its phases. We have more to say about
stakeholder participation in evaluation studies in Section 4.

3.2. Decision-making processes

Classical decision theory assumes that decisions are made rationally. It assumes
that decision makers seek the best possible alternative available in order to maximize
the achievement of policies, goals and objectives. The rational decision-making
model presents information use as being integrated within a series of sequential steps
(Fig. 1).
Research on decision-making indicates that the rational model is unrealistic,

assuming information processing capacities and a level of rationality that most
policymakers and managers simply do not and cannot possess. Decision-makers
tend to be more pragmatic than purely rational and seek, not the ideal or even
the best solutions to their problems, but rather ‘‘satisfactory’’ solutions. This is
because solutions are often ‘‘path dependent’’, in the sense that they are con-
strained by previous decisions. This more common kind of pragmatic decision-
making behaviour is referred to, without any pejorative connotations, as ‘‘suffi-
cing’’. This broader incremental strategy is widely practiced by decision makers,
especially when issues are complex, uncertain and have the potential to engender
conflict.
Most decision-making, following the incremental model, involves accretion-like,

risk-reducing processes of ‘‘muddling through’’ (Lindblom, 1980). In such a context,
evaluation findings are seldom used in the ways or to the extent that evaluators
would like them to be.
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3.3. Factors that influence decision-making

The political scientist and evaluator Carol Weiss (1999: 477) has identified four
key sets of factors that influence decisions, which she refers to as ‘‘the four Is’’—
interests, ideologies, institutions and information. Decision makers tend to seek
advantage for their own causes and constituencies. Hence personal interests can
have a strong influence on decisions. In many instances, executives, board members,
program staff or others attempt to put aside evaluation results that are not in accord
with their personal interests.
Ideologies are also powerful forces guiding policy makers. Most democracies are

made up of political parties that represent more or less distinct ideological positions.
Policymakers are expected to act within the ideologies embraced by their parties.
Similarly, research organizations have their ideologies. If, for example, an eval-
uation were to conclude that the goals of the CGIAR could be achieved more effi-
ciently if national research organizations were bypassed in favour of targeting
national politicians and producers directly, it is unlikely that this would affect deci-
sion-making in the system. The strong CGIAR ideological principle of partnerships
with national agricultural research organizations would prevail.
The history and culture of institutions exert a powerful influence on what and how

decisions are made. Decisions are never made in a vacuum, and are often dependent
upon how successions of previous decisions were made. The general direction has
usually already been established or constrained by other factors and so fundamental
changes in direction, based solely on information may not be possible. To continue
Fig. 1. Rational and incremental models of decision-making.
148 R. Mackay, D. Horton /Agricultural Systems 78 (2003) 143–165



with the CGIAR as an example, even though an evaluation at the system level of the
CGIARmight conclude that it would be most effective to merge two or more of the 16
independent centres, such a recommendation may not be acted on because of effective
opposition by the concerned centres, their boards or their host country governments.
The fourth ‘‘I’’, information, is of course also important, but one must keep in

mind that evaluation findings are only one source of information among many oth-
ers that are constantly pouring into decision-making processes. Interest groups,
advisors, think tanks and many others may also be providing information and opi-
nion to decision makers, and these sources may carry more weight than findings
from an evaluation study.

3.4. ‘The 4 Is’ in operation—a concrete example

Over the years, there have been many studies by ISNAR, the only CGIAR Centre
whose primary mandate is to strengthen the management capacity of NARS, that
have pointed out the problems of rate-of-return studies and the limitations of
mainstream economic impact assessments as a means of promoting organizational
learning. Relevant studies include Horton (1986,1998), Goldsmith (1993), Horton
and Mackay (1998), Horton et al. (1993), Mackay et al. (2002). However, these
studies and their findings appear not to have been taken on board.1 Weiss’ ‘‘four
Is’’—ideology, institutions, interests, and information—provide a framework that
helps explain why these arguments have been, by and large, ignored.

3.4.1. Ideology
The CGIAR has a deeply rooted ‘‘hard-science’’ culture and an unquestioning

belief in the value of applying modern, positivist scientific methods to the solution of
agricultural, environmental and related problems. In this context where science is
virtually synonymous with quantitative analysis the alternative approaches we have
been advocating, which include qualitative methods, participatory approaches and
constructivist logic, are regarded as highly suspect—‘soft science’ at best.
A second aspect of CGIAR ideology is an insufficiently critical view of the value

of the work of the CGIAR centres themselves, which are often referred to as ‘‘Cen-
tres of Excellence’’. A review of the CGIAR system conducted in the mid-1990s
(CGIAR Secretariat, 1998: 6) made the following assessment:

The CGIAR has established a universally acknowledged record of success in
international agricultural research. Indeed, investment in the CGIAR has been
the single most effective use of official development assistance, bar none. There
can be no long-term agenda for eradicating poverty, ending hunger, and
ensuring sustainable food security without the CGIAR.

This view is echoed in numerous CGIAR-related documents and supported by
numerous economic impact assessments commissioned by CGIAR centres and
1 Stephen Biggs, personal communication, 8 January 2003.
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donors. The strong belief in the central value of bio-physical research and the
excellence of the work of CGIAR centres, which has prevailed within the system
over the years, discourages openness to learning and to broader types of evaluation,
which question basic assumptions and premises and seek to learn from errors and
failures as well as from successes.
This tendency to cling to a single disciplinary perspective can be explained in

terms of what is currently known about organizational learning. Organizational
learning does not occur automatically when new information becomes available,
irrespective of how well-founded the new information may be. For new information
to be shared throughout a community of practice it must be given a commonly
understood meaning by the concerned individuals and groups. All communities of
practice possess prior mental models which influence their interpretation and formation
of new information. Before new information can ‘‘make sense’’ it is compared with
existing belief structures and found to be either compatible or incompatible.
Compatibility between existing mental models and new information is essential for
individual, group and organizational learning to occur. Individuals, groups and
organizations learn only to the extent that their existing belief structures are open to
admit new information and permit varied interpretations. If the mental models are
so rigid that they are impervious to change, little or no new learning can occur
(Huber, 1991; Dodgson, 1993).

3.4.2. Institutions
From the beginning, impact assessment and evaluation in the CGIAR have been

associated with accountability and public awareness, and these links have been insti-
tutionalized. External reviews are a key component of the CGIAR’s accountability
system (Özgediz, 1999) and the main focus of the Standing Committee on External
Reviews (EPMRs) is accountability, not learning or change. Similarly, the Standing
Panel on Impact Assessment (SPIA) is charged with ex post impact assessment, pri-
marily to meet donor needs related to accountability.2 The establishment of SPIA
(formerly the Impact Assessment and Evaluation Group) in the mid-1990s grew out of
efforts of the CGIAR’s Public Awareness and Resource Mobilization Committee to
obtain better evidence of the value of the CGIAR’s work for use in public awareness
activities. As a result, neither of the two institutional bodies responsible for system-
wide evaluation and impact assessment is concerned formally with the use of eval-
uation to promote institutional learning and change within the CGIAR system.

3.4.3. Interests
The third group of factors that discourages the introduction of alternative eval-

uation approaches in the CGAIR relates to the personal and professional interests
of key stakeholders. Over the years, most of those outside the CGIAR system who
have pressed for impact assessment and evaluation have been donors who sought
information to satisfy their own accountability needs, and these groups promoted
2 Personal communication from Hans Gregersen, Chair of SPIA, 2 April 2002.
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the use of economic impact assessment and expert reviews (the traditional method
used in EPMRs). More recently, some donors are promoting the application of
indicator-based performance measurement systems. Within the CGIAR, impact
assessment and evaluation activities have generally been assigned to agricultural
economists, who for obvious professional reasons, have tended to perpetuate the use
of economic frameworks and quantitative methods. Key positions, both in indivi-
dual centres and in system-level bodies (such as the Technical Advisory Committee,
the interim Science Council, the CGIAR Secretariat, and the Executive Council)
have been occupied by economists, who have fostered the use of economic methods
in planning, priority setting and evaluation.

3.4.4. Information
Finally, decision-makers in the CGIAR and in the donor community are influ-

enced by many sources of information. It is unlikely that the studies we have pub-
lished in professional journals influenced many of these individuals. Indeed our
publications are unlikely to have reached most decision makers. This underlines the
limited role that academic journals, each with its relatively narrow professional
readership, may play in influencing policy and management decisions.

3.4.5. Prospects for the future
A number of current trends may be creating more openness to innovative eval-

uation approaches in the CGIAR. The accelerating processes of social, economic,
political and institutional change and the emerging new modes of production of
knowledge and technology (Gibbons et al., 1994; Gibbons, 1999) are undermining
traditional beliefs in the Newtonian model of science and in the CGIAR centre as an
ideal structure for organizing international agricultural research and development
activities. As a consequence, there are moves, both within CGIAR centres and in the
donor community, to foster new forms of evaluation that promote institutional
learning and change. In recent years, a new generation of researchers has also
entered the CGIAR with training and expertise in such fields as sociology, ecology,
science and policy studies, and political science. These new professionals have begun
to experiment with new types of evaluation, as evidenced in the other papers in this
issue of Agricultural Systems.
At the same time, as the CGIAR system finds it more and more difficult to

fund its programs and is subject to expanding demands for accountability, the
challenge will be to develop both types of evaluation and balance the demands
for accountability against the need for evaluations that foster institutional
learning and change.

3.5. Uses of evaluation findings

We typically think in terms of the direct influence of evaluations on decisions, but
evaluation findings are used in many other ways as well. Weiss (1998) and others
have identified three basic types of use of evaluation findings: direct, indirect and
symbolic. Direct or instrumental use occurs when information or findings are
R. Mackay, D. Horton /Agricultural Systems 78 (2003) 143–165 151



applied directly to change an action or alter a decision. Indirect or conceptual use
refers to a more intellectual and gradual process in which the decision maker is led
to a more adequate appreciation of the problems addressed by the policy or pro-
gram. Symbolic use refers to situations where the evaluation results are accepted on
paper or in public pronouncements, but go no further. Many evaluations are sym-
bolic in that they are carried out simply to comply with administrative directives or
to present an image of ‘‘modernity’’. Research on evaluation use indicates that
symbolic use is quite common. Indirect use, often through processes of what Weiss
terms ‘‘enlightenment’’ are also common. Direct use of evaluation findings in deci-
sion-making is rather infrequent, especially where politically sensitive issues—such
as funding or continuation of a program—are at stake.

3.6. Decision-making levels

Evaluation findings can have an influence at different decision-making levels
within organizations and administrative systems. Balthasar and Rieder (2000) define
three key levels as the operational level of day-to-day activities and procedures, the
structural level where organization-wide decisions are made and organizational
arrangements are determined, and a higher strategic level where overall policy deci-
sions are taken.
Research on evaluation use and organizational learning carried out by these

authors suggests that the main direct use of evaluation findings is at the operational
level. Uses of findings at the structural and strategic levels are generally indirect
(Fig. 2).
Direct use at the operational level can be promoted by involving program staff

and other interested parties in planning and conducting the evaluation. Promo-
tion of indirect use of evaluation findings at the structural and strategic levels is a
much more complex process, which requires keeping in touch with decision
makers at these levels, and exploiting ‘‘windows of opportunity’’ when they occur.
Such opportunities may occur during an evaluation or long after it has been
completed.

3.7. Process use

Evaluators generally think in terms of enhancing the use of the evaluation findings
presented in their reports. But recent studies and experiences indicate that eval-
uation processes can also have strong influences on decisions and actions. This phe-
nomenon has been defined as ‘‘process use’’ (Patton, 1997: 87–113). A growing body
of evidence and experience indicates that participation in one or more of the phases
of evaluation—planning, design, data gathering, analysis, interpretation, and write-
up—can have significant and lasting effects on the knowledge, attitudes and skills of
people and on their actions. Horton et al. (2000) and Mackay et al. (2002) refer to
the advantages of process use observed in self-assessment exercises undertaken by
managers and staff members in several agricultural organizations in Cuba, Vene-
zuela and Panama.
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3.8. Summary

Many factors influence the use of evaluations in decision-making. Evaluation use
cannot be reduced to the simple dichotomy ‘‘use’’ or ‘‘non-use’’. Information from
an impact assessment may serve to enlighten those charged with policy and strategic
decisions in ways that are difficult to predict or detect. On the other hand, eval-
uation results may have a more direct use at the operational level. Involving pro-
gram staff in an evaluation may also have a significant influence on future
decisions—in many cases such ‘‘process use’’ may be more important than the use of
findings distributed in a formal evaluation report.
4. Trends within the evaluation community

In this section, we briefly describe six on-going trends within the evaluation com-
munity that tend to promote the use of evaluations.

4.1. Professionalization of evaluation

For over two decades, there has been a strong movement to professionalize eval-
uation. Numerous professional evaluation associations have been established. The
largest is the American Evaluation Association (AEA) which currently has more
than 3000 members from 54 countries. The Canadian Evaluation Society has some
1500 members. Regional and national evaluation societies have also been estab-
lished throughout the world.3

A primary role for professional evaluation associations is to promote good prac-
tice by establishing standards, principles and guidelines for evaluation practice. The
most thoroughly elaborated and influential standards are the Program Evaluation
Standards endorsed by the AEA (Joint Committee, 1994). They have been refined
Fig. 2. Principal types of evaluation use at strategic, structural and operational levels.
3 Information on the professional evaluation organizations and related information can be found on

the websites of the American Evaluation Association (www.eval.org), the International Organization for

Cooperation in Evaluation (home.wmis.net/�russon/ioce/) and M and E News (www.mande.co.uk/

news.htm).
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over a 25-year period. The standards were prepared for the evaluation of education
and training programs, projects and materials, but they have broad applicability to
evaluation efforts in other sectors. Hence, they have formed the basis for standards
and complementary principles adopted by other evaluation associations.
The Program Evaluation Standards include seven utility standards that are inten-

ded to ensure that an evaluation will serve the information needs of intended users.
Three feasibility standards are intended to ensure that an evaluation will be realistic,
prudent, diplomatic and frugal. Eight propriety standards are intended to ensure
that an evaluation will be conducted legally, ethically, and with due regard for the
welfare of those involved in the evaluation, as well as those affected by its results.
Twelve accuracy standards are intended to ensure that an evaluation will reveal and
convey technically adequate information about the features that determine worth or
merit of the program being evaluated.
The order in which the four groups of standards are listed is significant. The 12

groups which sponsored the standards felt that evaluators were placing too much
emphasis on measurement and technical accuracy at the expense of propriety, fea-
sibility and especially utility. The standards make a point of emphasizing that an
evaluation study that is technically excellent but is not useful, is deficient. The
information generated by an evaluation must be useful for the intended users.
Professional evaluation associations also seek to enhance the professional devel-

opment of their members with a view to establishing standards of expertise for pos-
sible future professional certification4—in much the same way as other professions
grant accreditation. Numerous universities now offer courses in evaluation and some
grant advanced degrees in this field. There has also been a proliferation of profes-
sional journals and books. Evaluation is emerging as a ‘‘transdiscipline’’ (Scriven,
1993; Worthen et al., 1997) and many professionals with academic roots in various
disciplines now consider themselves to be evaluators.
To sum up, the field of evaluation is rapidly growing in ways that strengthen its

professionalism, and one of the profession’s main concerns is enhancement of the
use of evaluation results.

4.2. Expansion of formative, participatory, empowerment and developmental
evaluation

The second trend is the expansion of formative evaluation, including its participa-
tory, empowerment and developmental branches. Until the late 1950s, evaluation in the
public sector used mainly experimental or quasi-experimental designs to focus on pub-
lic programs for accountability purposes. It was expected that results of these rigorous
studies would lead to decisions for continuing or eliminating various programs (Russ-
Eft and Preskill, 2001: 43). This expectation was often frustrated, as results proved
inconclusive and decisions continued to be influenced more by political considerations
4 A report (Long and Kishchuk, 1997) commissioned by the Canadian Evaluation Society on the pros

and cons of professional certification for evaluators can be found on the CES website (http://www.eva-

luationcanada.ca).
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than by evaluation findings. Some evaluators began to question the utility of large-
scale impact studies and pointed out that evaluations could also provide useful
information for improving on-going programs.
The terms formative and summative as applied to evaluation were coined three

decades ago (Scriven, 1967) to distinguish between two of evaluation’s main pur-
poses or functions. Formative evaluation is aimed at providing information to the
staff of a program on how to improve the program and its results. It is typically
undertaken during the implementation phase of a program. In contrast, summative
evaluation produces a summary statement about a program’s effectiveness, value, or
impact. A summative evaluation is conducted after completion of a new program, or
after stabilization of an on-going program, for the benefit of an external audience or
decision maker. A recent survey of AEA members confirms that formative eval-
uation is much more prevalent today than summative evaluation (Russ-Eft and
Preskill, 2001: 21–22).
Formative evaluation is often carried out with the direct involvement of those

responsible for the program being evaluated. Involving program staff and stake-
holders in an evaluation can improve the quantity and quality of information gath-
ered as well as improve the analysis and interpretation of results. Involvement of
program staff also contributes significantly to the understanding and acceptance of
evaluation results and their use in improving programs and their results. Thus, for-
mative evaluation is increasingly used as a training ground to build the capacities of
individuals and organizations to employ evaluation logic and the discipline of eva-
luative thinking in the service of learning how the policy or program they are
responsible for actually works and how it can be improved (Picciotto, 1995; Scriven,
1998; Horton et al., 2000).
Formative evaluation has evolved into several different practices. These include

‘‘participatory evaluation’’ (Whitmore, 1998), ‘‘empowerment evaluation’’ (Fetter-
man, 2001) and ‘‘developmental evaluation’’ (Patton, 1997). While each has its own
characteristics, they all usually involve some form of partnering relationships
between an evaluator and clients who are engaged in policy or program develop-
ment over time. In participatory evaluation, empowerment evaluation and develop-
ment evaluation, the interaction and involvement of program staff in evaluative
activities may be as important as the preparation of a traditional evaluation report,
or even more so.
Formative evaluation and the novel practices mentioned have led to many new

uses of and users for evaluation far beyond those present in traditional summative
evaluation, carried out to meet the accountability requirements of external stake-
holders.

4.3. Shift from method-oriented to theory-driven evaluation

The third trend is the shift from method-oriented to theory-driven evaluation.
Initially, evaluators typically worked within the scientific discipline they had been
trained in, and employed the theories and methods of that discipline to determine
the merit and worth of programs. This disciplinary orientation led to a simple input/
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output or black box type of evaluation. Chen (1990: 18) summarizes this approach
as follows:

‘‘This type of evaluation is characterized by a primary focus on the overall
relationship between the inputs and outputs of a program without concern for
the transformation processes in the middle. Such simple input-output or black
box evaluations may provide a gross assessment of whether or not a program
works but fail to identify the underlying causal mechanisms that generate the
treatment effects, thus failing to pinpoint the deficiencies of the program for
future program improvement or development. A black box evaluation is
usually not sensitive to the political and organizational contexts of input and
output, and it neglects issues such as the relationship between the delivered
treatment and the planned treatment, between official goals and operative
goals, or between intended and unintended effects.’’

Since the mid-1980s, many evaluators have argued that evaluations should be
driven not by the theories and methods of particular scientific disciplines but by the
theories and assumptions underlying the programs being evaluated. Program theory
refers to the set of beliefs that underlie action. Program theory is ‘‘a plausible and
sensible model of how a program is supposed to work’’ (Bickman, 1987: 5). It
identifies ‘‘program resources, program activities, and intended program outcomes,
and specifies a chain of causal assumptions linking program resources, activities,
intermediate outcomes, and ultimate goals’’ (Bickman, 1987: 78).
As a general rule, the policy or program being evaluated will not have a well-ela-

borated theory, and an important task of the evaluator will be to work with pro-
gram staff to reconstruct and develop consensus on a program theory that can then
help guide the design of the evaluation and the interpretation of results. In many
cases, the exercise of developing a policy or program theory helps staff members
recognize weaknesses in the design and implementation of the intervention, even
without the further collection and analysis of information on the program’s oper-
ations and results (Patton, 1997: Chapter 5).
A program theory often takes the form of a flow chart with a series of steps, and

accompanying assumptions, leading from resources and activities to outputs, inter-
mediate outcomes and ultimate impacts. The evaluator can organize the evaluation
to collect data and test assumptions at various points along the anticipated chain of
cause/effect relationships.
The expanding practice of theory-driven evaluation has contributed to the use-

fulness and use of evaluations for both program staff and external stakeholders who
need to understand the programs they support, the results they produce, and how
these results are achieved.

4.4. Development of internal evaluation

The fourth trend we identify is the development of internal evaluation. Internal
evaluation is ‘‘a systematic process for collecting and analyzing reliable performance
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data and interpreting the results to inform and clarify issues that will illuminate and
facilitate the decision-making process within organizations’’ (Sonnichesen, 2000: 3).
Internal evaluation covers self-evaluation as well as assessments conducted by or
with the assistance of external consultants working to terms of reference that origi-
nate within the institution or organization.
Experience in a broad range of organizations confirms that those responsible for

policy and decision making are more likely to understand and use evaluation results
if they have been directly involved in the evaluation process.
There is a strong trend to develop evaluation capacity within organizations. Internal

evaluation is growing rapidly in response to disenchantment with external evaluation,
funding cuts for large-scale evaluations and widespread concern with the poor utili-
zation of external evaluations. Private firms, government departments and NGOs are
aware of the potential value of internal evaluation not only to monitor activities but
also to promote system-wide learning and continuous improvement of internal pro-
cesses, products and services (Love, 1991). Some of the challenges encountered in
developing capacity for participative internal evaluation in agricultural research
organizations are discussed in Horton et al. (2000) and in Mackay et al. (2002).
Sonnichesen (2000) notes that with the rise of internal evaluation, lengthy pro-

gram evaluations are being replaced by shorter, management issue-oriented studies.
Evaluators are becoming more aware of the information needs of clients, and client
focus is driving the internal evaluation process. Analysis, not compliance or
accountability, is becoming the focus of evaluation. A growing diversity of eval-
uation approaches is being applied, as ‘‘the extraordinary complexity and ambiguity
of many modern organizational problems hinder resolution using a single
approach’’ (Sonnichesen op. cit. p.11). Additional tasks, such as planning and per-
formance measurement are also being undertaken by internal evaluators.

4.5. Diversification and mixing of methods

The early method-oriented evaluations generally employed quantitative, experi-
mental or quasi-experimental designs to assess program results. However, as the pur-
poses and users of evaluation broadened and evaluators attempted to answer more
questions associated with the design, underlying theories and results of programs, they
have found it necessary to employ a wider range of methods to collect and analyze data
and interpret findings. Russ-Eft and Preskill (2001: 46) describe this trend:

‘‘Over the last 35 years, evaluation has grown from being monolithic in its
definition and methods to being highly pluralistic. It now embraces multiple
methods, measures, criteria, perspectives, audiences, and interests. It has shifted
to emphasizing mixed method approaches in lieu of only randomized control
group designs, and has embraced the notion that few evaluations are value-free
and, by their very nature, are politically charged.’’

Evaluators must be able to make appropriate, selective use of a wide range of
evaluative techniques to assess processes and results at the level of individuals,
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organizations and larger systems. The use of multiple methods to collect both
quantitative and qualitative information is made necessary because no single data
collection method or data set is sufficient to provide an adequate account of the
complexities of a program or wider system as it operates in a rapidly changing
environment.
In the 1970s and 1980s there was considerable debate within the evaluation com-

munity on the validity and utility of quantitative versus qualitative methods. In the
1990s, the so-called ‘‘paradigms debate’’ diminished considerably. The strengths and
weaknesses of both quantitative and qualitative methods have been acknowledged.
The consensus is that no single method or data set is capable of capturing ade-
quately the complexity of relations among policies, organizations, programs, and
people. A more mature view has emerged which emphasizes matching evaluation
methods to the questions directing the evaluation and the information required by
the intended users. In order to provide intended users of evaluation with adequate
information and sound conclusions, leading evaluators now generally recommend
the use of mixed method evaluation approaches employing both quantitative and
qualitative data (Greene and Caracelli, 1997; Patton, 2002).
Restricting or distorting questions to those which can be answered by an evalua-

tor’s preferred method is not a valid option in today’s utilization-focused evaluation
community. The practice of mixing methods has broadened the range of questions
and issues that evaluators can systematically address and has improved communi-
cation between researchers and intended users.

4.6. Attention to the ‘‘soft side’’ of evaluation: communication, negotiation and
facilitation

As the questions that evaluators address and the roles they play have diversified,
there has been increased interest in the ‘‘soft side’’ of the evaluation enterprise—
communication, negotiation, and facilitation of evaluation processes. Inadequate
consideration of target audiences, excessive length and complexity of reports, poor
timing, obscure technical jargon, and limited distribution of evaluation reports have
long been recognized to discourage the utilization of evaluation findings (Worthen et
al., 1997; Winberg, 1992; Guba and Lincoln, 1981). Evaluators now emphasize the
importance of two-way communication between the evaluator and potential users, to
ensure mutual understanding throughout the evaluation process, from the formula-
tion of evaluation questions all the way to the design of potential solutions to pro-
blems brought to light by the evaluation.
Several measures have been suggested in the evaluation literature to enhance

communication in the interest of making evaluation processes and findings more
relevant and therefore more likely to be used (Torres et al., 1996). Evaluators are
urged to:

� seek opportunities for active, long-term involvement with programs and
organizations, to build trust and committed relationships with those who
make policy and management decisions;
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� work with clients and stakeholders in order to learn who needs what infor-
mation, when and for what purpose;

� engage in multifaceted forms of inquiry in which any and all data that will
shed light on a question are pursued;

� spend time working with clients and stakeholders in order to encourage them
to take ownership of the evaluation process and results;

� communicate in a number of ways, including informal one-on-one and group
meetings, in addition to formal reports;

� match the format and communication style of their reports to the char-
acteristics and needs of each of their audiences.
5. Suggestions for enhancing the use of impact assessment and evaluation

We end this paper by suggesting a few practical ways in which evaluators might
enhance the utilization of impact assessment in the agricultural research develop-
ment community. In doing so, we continue to use the CGIAR as an example. Many
of the characteristics of the CGIAR are shared by other international agencies, in
which the same or similar lessons may apply.

5.1. Manage impact assessment as an evaluation activity in support of decision-
making

To date, impact assessment has been largely separated from other types of
evaluation and only weakly linked to planning and management decision-making
in the international agricultural research community. There is also an unfortu-
nate association of impact assessment with public awareness and fund raising.
There are few evaluation units within the 16 international centres that comprise
the CGIAR. The role of impact assessor or ‘‘research evaluator’’ tends to be
adopted by agricultural economists on an ‘‘as needed’’ basis. Consequently,
impact assessment tends to be seen as a specialized task of agricultural econo-
mists, aimed at producing information to promote public awareness and to
satisfy external accountability requirements. It is less often viewed as an on-
going function in support of management and decision-making. Experience in
the broader evaluation community indicates that for impact assessment to make
more of a difference, it should be managed as a type of evaluation rather than
as research. For this to occur, there would need to be a concerted move within
the agricultural research community to develop more integrated management
systems in which evaluations supported decision-making at various levels (Hor-
ton and Dupleich, 2001). The CGIAR’s Standing Panel on Impact Assessment
and the Standing Committee on External Reviews might be well placed to foster
such an initiative. The recent CGIAR initiative to determine how the poor have
benefited from agricultural research may represent a step in this direction (iSC
Secretariat, 2002: 9–11).
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The idea of having an independent evaluation function—the current SPIA of the
CGIAR—within the international agricultural research community dates back less
than 10 years. It may be instructive to examine other experiences with the estab-
lishment of evaluation units or groups to see what might be learned. One lesson
seems to be that unless they rapidly establish their usefulness and credibility within
the system they are intended to serve, their survival is far from guaranteed.
Based on experience within the Government of Canada, Mayne reported

(1992) that a constructive way to start up an evaluation unit is to clarify and
systematically build upon the most useful role that the unit may play within the
larger system. An environmental scan can help the unit to situate itself within
the system-wide management and decision-making structures. Mayne suggests
that the manager and staff of the evaluation unit must, at the outset, seek
answers to such questions as: What is the role envisaged for the impact assess-
ment function? How are decisions taken within the larger system? What kinds of
program and policy decisions are taken, by whom and when? Who are the key
players in the system? What are the kinds of issues they are likely to have to
deal with over the next year or two? What kinds of information are they likely
to need? With well-informed answers to questions like these, it is possible to
sculpt the most useful role or roles that the unit might play within the system.
Chelimsky (2001) and Picciotto (2002) discuss similar issues for evaluation units
within foundations and the World Bank.

5.2. Attend to practical use

Impact assessment in the international agricultural research community is located
toward the research end of the research-evaluation continuum. Impact assessors
generally prize technical merit over practical utility. Experience has shown that to
rely solely upon technical merit to win support for evaluation is unwise (Mayne, op.
cit: 308). Thoenig (2000: 223) warns that ‘‘there is no surer way of stifling evaluation
at birth than to confine it to the ghetto of methodology’’. Initially, potential users
may give impact assessors the benefit of the doubt. But to prove its worth, over time,
impact assessment needs to shift towards the ‘‘utilization-focused’’ end of the
research-evaluation continuum. Patton (1997:58) suggests that impact assessment
practitioners can build greater concern for practical use into their studies in the fol-
lowing concrete ways:

� identify intended users and intended uses at the outset of the impact assess-
ment study;

� include intended users in the initiation and execution of the evaluation study;
� target specific persons as users, as opposed to abstract institutions, organi-
zations or categories of stakeholders;

� question the assumption that the evaluation’s funder is automatically the
primary stakeholder;

� overcome the tendency to remain above or outside the fray of people and
politics.
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There may be inertia among many evaluators to change the ways in which they
currently conduct research evaluations for the more challenging, less elegant and
more participatory steps just suggested. Those willing to pick up the challenge and
experiment with change, however, are likely to enjoy considerable rewards in terms
of increased interest in, and appreciation for, the processes engaged in and the
findings arrived at.

5.3. Attend to the pathways through which impacts are achieved

As is the case in most international development agencies, those engaged in agri-
cultural research seeks to accomplish their goals via numerous and highly complex
pathways. These involve many organizational levels within the system, including
international, regional and national research and development organizations, var-
ious governmental and non-governmental bodies, agricultural producers, market
agents, and consumers. In such a complex setting, evaluations need to provide
accounts not only of success, but of how and why both success and failures have
occurred. Useful accounts cannot be produced by input–output evaluations that
obscure processes within black boxes. From a study designed to assess the impacts
of the broadbed maker plough in Ethiopia, using economic surplus methodology,
Rutherford et al. (2001) conclude that the entire range of adoption constraints
(including farmers’ risk-management strategies, the role of extension, changes in
household labour demands, farmer modification of the technology, and inter-
dependencies within and between households) all need to be understood if effective
means are to be found to help alleviate rural poverty and hunger.
When the findings of impact assessments show that anticipated impacts have not

been achieved, it may be unclear where the fault lies—in the policy, the program or
in the implementation process (Mayne, 2001; Berk and Rossi, 1990). As noted by
Pingali (2001) and Bennett (2000), the impact assessment methods currently used in
the field of international agricultural research are not always able to provide con-
vincing evidence of attribution.
If the international agricultural research centres, and other development agencies,

were to undertake more theory-based evaluation, interested stakeholders and
potential information users would learn why specific policies and programs, or the
activities undertaken to implement them, do or do not work as intended. They
would acquire insights into how to improve both the design and the implementation
of policies and programs. Finally, they would learn whether, and to what extent, the
policy or program was responsible for the outcomes.

5.4. Address organizational and institutional issues

It follows from the discussion of pathways in the previous section that insti-
tutions and organizational arrangements play key roles in accomplishing the
results sought after by international development agencies. To date, that role is
poorly understood, and there has been little methodological and practical work
in the area of institutional impact assessment in the context of agricultural
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research (IAEG, 2001). Within the CGIAR, it has been noted that ‘‘research
methods and institutional aspects of research organizations tend to escape any kind
of impact analysis’’ (IAEG, 2001: 23). Maredia et al. (2000: 17), referring to the
recent interest in ‘‘institutional impacts’’ within the CGIAR, report that ‘‘none of
these efforts has been successful in putting economic values on the outcomes of
capacity building’’. The authors of this paper are not familiar with any studies that
have attempted to do this. However, putting credible economic values on outcomes
may not be feasible without a better understanding of the ways in which capacity
building takes place.
Attempting economic impact assessment at this point may be putting the cart

before the horse. There is uncharted ground separating institutional and organiza-
tional assessment from economic impact assessment. From the perspective of an
economic impact assessment specialist, institutional impact studies are often con-
sidered deficient in their concepts, methods and data sources. On the other hand,
organizational and institutional specialists are dissatisfied with economic impact
assessment methodologies which treat organizations as black boxes or reduce their
complexity to ‘‘assumptions of stability and equilibrium, of linearity in the rela-
tionship between variables, and of proportionality of change in response to causal
influences’’ (Sanderson, 2000: 442).
Multidisciplinary teams, involving specialists in economic impact assessment,

institutional analysis and organizational science could explore new and more
useful ways of examining and understanding capacity development and the role
of organizations in international research and development. Porter (1990), writ-
ing about his approach to understanding the competitive advantage of firms,
governments and nations, has said that in studying national economic success,
there has been a tendency to limit the disciplinary perspective so as to ‘‘gravitate
to clean, simple explanations and to believe in them as an act of faith’’ (p.29).
He suggests that it would be advantageous to ‘‘cut across disciplines and
examine more variables in order to understand how complex and evolving sys-
tems work’’ (p.30). By being more open to interdisciplinary impact assessments
and other kinds of evaluations, international development agencies would be
able to address a broader range of questions of direct interest to a broader
range of potential users and thereby increase the practical relevance of their
evaluation work to interested stakeholders.
6. Concluding remarks

Impact assessment and other types of evaluation are costly endeavours. It
might be argued that adoption of the approaches discussed in this paper to
enhance the utility and use of impact assessment and evaluation would be too
complex and costly to be practical. However, we also need to consider the costs
of not engaging in utilization-oriented evaluation as well as the benefits that
could accrue from doing technically sound evaluations that serve the needs of
identified users.
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