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Abstract

Since its origins as a professional field of activity in North America in the 1960s, evaluation has grown dramatically and its concerns have broadened from a narrow focus on accountability to include program improvement, decision support, organizational learning, and the promotion of social justice, empowerment, and innovation. In recent years, more than 50 professional evaluation associations have emerged, and evaluations are now commonly carried out in public, private, and non-governmental organizations throughout the world. With a unifying body of evaluation theory, methods, and standards, evaluation has been characterized as a “transdiscipline” that, like statistics and measurement, can be applied across a wide range of other disciplines and fields of activity. Notwithstanding these developments, evaluation is still a relatively young field with many lively debates as to what constitutes credible evidence and good practice in the field. This paper describes the evolution of evaluation practice in one specific field – that of international agricultural agriculture. It explores the early motives for, and disciplinary roots of evaluation and impact assessment in, this field; and it charts the evolution of evaluation practice up to the present time. Recent developments, including use of the logical framework, establishment of a performance measurement system, and strengthened emphasis on economic impact assessment are highlighted. These developments are related to the evolving socio-economic and political context in which international agricultural research organizations operate and evaluation developments in other sectors. 

