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ABSTRACT

Research on the utilizations of evaluations was based
on a followup of 20 Federal health program evaluations to assess the-
degree to which the evaluations had been used and to identify the
factors that affected varying degrees of utilization. Intervieuws were
conducted with project officers or people they identified as
decisionmakers who would utilize information in the evaluation

reports. Two major themes emerged from the study. First, it was fqund '

that much of the evaluation literature has considerably overestimated
the kind of impact evaluation research is likely to have. Second, the

‘importance of the personal factor in evaluation research,

particularly:-the utilization process, has been considerably
underestimated. The two themes are directly linked. The :impact of
evaluation research is most often experienced as a reduction in the

uncertainty faced by individual decisionmakers as they attempt to ...

-deal with the complexity of programing reality. It must.be

assimilated and fitted into a contextual whkole. Energetic and .
interested people in government can and do use evaluation research,
not for making decisions with immediate, concrete, and visible
impacts, but in a more subtle, clarifying, reinforcing, and
reorienting way. Evaluators, then, might do well to spend less time
lamenting their lack of visible impact on major decisions and more of
their time providing relevant information. to. those key persons whose

" thoughts "and actions, to & substantial extent, determine ‘the general

direction in the evolutionary process of program development. It is

.in copnsciously working with- such decisionmakers to answer their

questions that the utlllzatlon of evaluation research can be
enhanced. (TA).
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It is 7:30 A.M. on a cold November morning. . Some fifteen people in various

. states of wakefulness have come together to discuss a county evaluation program.
The evaluation staff is there; the evaluation advisory board repfésentatives; the
ebunty board representatives; the state repressntatives; and we represent the
‘aeademic community;

The evaluator explains what her staff has dqne-during the year, thé pf;blems
with getting started (fuzzy program goals, uncertain funding), the data ;olleééion
problems (lack of staff, little program cooperation, inconsistent staﬁe and county.
data processing-systemé), the management problems {(unclear decision-making
‘hierarchies, political undercurrents, trying to do too much), and the findings
despite it all ("tentative to be sure but more than we knew a year ago and some
solid recommendations'). | |

Then the ;insory board explains its frustration with the disappointing
results of the evaluation program (''the data just aren't solid enough'") and the
county board representatives explain why their decisions are contraéy to evaluation
récommendations ("we didn't really get the information wefneeded when we waqégd if
and it wasn'f what we wanted when we got {f”). The room is filled with.disapboint—
ment; frustration, defensiveness, cynicisﬁ, and moréH;han a little anger. There
are chérges; counter-charges, budget threats, mohents of planning and longer moments
of explaining away problems. Then the'&dvisory board chairpérson tﬁrns to us--
thé;néufral; academic observers, the evaluation experts who teach eQalpq;}pn
‘%ethodology at the University--and asks: "Tell us, what do we have to do to
produce good evaluation.research that actually gets used?"”

'How many times has that question been asked in tﬂé‘lgst several years?
Thereuis no shdrtage of advice. At program evaluation planning meetings: 'Make

sure your program goals are clear and operationally defined." At county, city,
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state board sessions and budget committees: '"Specify clearly your information

needs, make clear what information you really need to make decisions.' At

professional academic meetings: ''We need more rigorous methodologies, more

sophisticated scatistical analyses in evaluation research--and more fundirg to
conduct methodologically sound evaluation research." At evaluation training sessions:
"Make it clear to decision-makers what you can and can't do, be objective, maintain

your integrity, work closely with relevant decision-makers, get your work done

~on time, and do the best job you can.'" .

' .The increasing demand for evaluation research has been matched by a prolif-

eration of books on.how to db evaluation research (e.g., Weiss, 1972a and b;

R

Suchman, 1967; ngé, 1971; American Institutes for Research, 1970; Rossi and

Williams, 1972; Cherney, 1971, and'Tripodi, Fellin, and Epstein, 1971). Yet

'decision-makers continue to lament the disappointing results of evaluation research

complaining that thé findings don't tell them what they need to know. And
evaluators continue to complain about many things, ''but their most common complaint

is that their findings are'igﬁored” (Weiss, 1972a:319).

THE ISSUE OF NON-UTILIZATION

The problem of the non-utilization or the under-utilization of evaluation
research has been discussed frequently in the evaluation literature. There
seems to be a consensus that the impact of evaluative research on program decision-
making has been less than substantial. Carol Weiss lists under-utilization as
one of the foremost problems in evaluation research:

Evaluation research is meant for immediate and direct- use in'improving

the quality of social programming. Yet a review of evaluation experience

suggests that evaluation results have not exerted significant influence

on program decisions. (Weiss, 1972a:10,11.)

. Other prominent reviewers have reached a similar conclusion. Ernest House

(1972:412) put it this way: ”Produéing data is one thing! Getting it used is ;ﬂf‘a

quite,énofher.“ Williams angd Evans (1969:453) write that 'in the final\analy§;$4;




the test of the effectiveness of outcome data is its impécf on implemented policy,
By this standard, Fhere is a dearth of successful evaluation studies.'" Wholey
(1971:46) concluded that ''the recent literature is unanimous in announcing the
general failure of evaluation to affect decision-making in a significant way."
He goes on to note that‘ﬁis own study 'found the same aBsence of successful evaluations
noted by other authors (1971:48).' David Cohen (1975:19) finds that ''there i5
little evidence to indicate that government planning offices have succeeded in
linking social research and decision-making.' Alkin (1974) found that Ti%le VII
evaluations were useful to project directors but were not useful at the Federal
level\because the results were not timely in terms of funding decisions. Weidman
‘et al (1973:15) concluded that on those rare occasions when evaluation studies
have been used, '. ; . the little USé'that has occurred [has been] fortuitous
rather than planned."
The variety- of advice for increasing utilization that we found in  the
literature illustratqs'ghe complexity of the problem. It seems clear that no
single prescription for suécess will suffice. The issue at this time is not

the search for a single formula of utilization success, nor the generation of ever

longer lists of possible factors affecting utilization. The task for the Eyeseﬁﬁ ’

is to identify and refine a few key variables that may make a major difference in -

a significant number of evaluation cases (cf. Weiss, 1972a:325). The research on
utilization of evaluations described in -this paper is a modest effo.t to.move a

bit further along that path of refinement.
This paper is based on a.follow-up of twenty Federal health evaluations.

lrhis research was conducted as part of an N.I.M.H.-supported traininé program’

- in evaluation methodology at the University of Minnesota. Trainees worked through

the Minnesota Center for Social Research, University of Minnesota.  The following
trainees, in addition to the authors, participated in the project: -James Cleary, L
Joan Dreyer, James Fitzsimmons, Steve Froman, Kathy. Gilder, David Jones, Leah Harvey, . ..
Gary Miller, Gail Nordheim, Julia Nutter, Darla Sandhoffer;.Jerome-Sggal; and‘ R
John Townsend. In addition, the following. Minnesota faculty made helpful comments on =
an earlier draft of this paper: John Brandl, Director, School of Public Affairs;

) .
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We attempted to assess the degree to which these evaluations had been used and

pessimistic nature of most writings on utilization we began our study fully expecting

3

our major problem would be .to find even one evafuaifon that had had a significant
impact on program decisions. What we found was'considerabiy more complex and less
dismal than our oriéiﬁél impressions led us to expect. Evaluation research is
used but not in the ways we had anticipated. Moreover, we found that the factors
we had expected would be important‘injgipiaihing variations in utilization were
less important fhan a new factor that emerged from our analysis. After reviewing
our sample and methodology we shall report these findings and discuss their
impiicationg. | - -

Thé Sample
The twenty case studies which constitute the sample in this paper arelnational .
héalth proéram evaluations. They were seiected from among 170 evaluations on file
in the Office éf Health Evaluation, HEW.2 In sampling fhese 170 e?aluations we
first eliminated studies which did not examine an existing program of some kind
and studies which did not include some kind of systematic data colléction go as to 7

~exclude policy pieces, think pieces, and armchair reflections from our analysis.

(footnote 1 con't.) - - »
Martha Burt, Tom.Dewar, and Ron Geizer. Neala Yount transcribed over one hundred

hours of interviews with unusual diligence and care. \

oy

2The Office of Health Evaluation noordinates most evaluation research in the
"~ health division of HEW. 1In 1971 this Office designed a new record-keeping system
that collected abstracts of all evaluations coming through that office. 170 °
evaluations were collected during the period:1971-73. " This became the universe of "
evaluations from which we chose our final sample. As part of this project a
description and analysis of the content of all 170 abstracts were made. The
results of that analysis can be found in Fatricia Grimes, Descriptive Analysi: of
7170 Health Evaluations, unpublished thesis, School of Public Affairs, University of -
"Minnesota, 1976. We wish to express our thanks to HEW officials for their assist-
.ance throughout this research pro’ect, particularly Harry Cain, Director, Office
o€ Policy Development and Planning, Office of the Assistant Segretary for Heglth,
" and Isadore Seeman, Director, Office of Health Evaluation, Office of the Assistant

| .Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, DHEW.




We also eliminated studies that‘did.not é;amine~nationa1 progfams and any studijes.
~ completed before 1971 Q;‘after 1973. We did this to enable a folldw-ué of
evaluations which were recent éhough to be rememﬁered,vand at -the same time,
ev;luations yhich had been completed far emough in the past to allow time for
potential utilization to occur. These control variables reduced the numbér of
abst?acts from 170 to 76 and géve us -a more homogenous group of abstracts consisting
of (1) program evaluation studies of (Z)Lnational scope where (3) some Systematic'
data collection'ﬁas done and (4) where the study was completed no éérlier than 1971
‘and no. later than 1973.
A stratified random sample of twenty studies was then drawn from among the -
~remaining seventyQSiX'abstfacts. - Twenty was- the ngmBer‘of'studieg;wegfelt.we~cou1d~
iptensively,follow-up:wifh our limited resources. The fingl_sqqple‘yas sfratified

by '"mature of program,' as indicated in Table I, to guarantee a heterogeneous but

representative groub of health program evaluations.
Ll . .

TABLE I

4Sample Stratification By Nature of
Program Evaluated

Nature or Focus of the

Activity which : Frequency in - Percent in Frequency
‘was Studied = _Sample Frame  Sample Frame  in Sample -
1. 'Training Program PR 17 .o %?glﬁ , ' o 5 é},,
2. Program to Provide 3 3.9 1 v

... Education and General
~ Information to Public

‘3} ‘Medical Treatment and | . 29 - . 38.2 R 8
~_Health Care Program

4, 'Program of Basic Medical ., 4 . 5.3 L
and Health Research and - - ‘
‘Basic Research in General
5. Establishment, Imple- - 22 28.9 ) 5.
N mentation and Planning of-" - S -
" 'Health-Related Programs ) . et

,>9.'“theirprograms 1 1.3. 0
R 76 100.0 20
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_For reasons of confidentiality neither the actual programs evaluated nor the
titles of the evaluation studies can be reported. However,-we can present a
general description.of the sample. The twenty cases in thisvstudy consist of four
evaluations of various Community Mental Health Centers program activities, four
health training programs, two national assessments of laboratory proficiency, two
evaluations of Neighborhood Health Center programs, studies of two health services
,dellvery systems programs, a training program on alcoholism, a health regulatory’
program, a Federal loan forglveness program, a training workshop evaluatlon, and
“two evaluations of specialized health facilities.

Seventeen of the sample studies presented data in a way that alloued comparisons
“to'be'made‘between”projects‘or activities. Sixteen included‘some'type"of~quantitative‘m~;
analysis and eight included sone type of qualitative analysis. Nine_of the studies
included longitudinal data. Nineteen of the studies included outcome variables
and fifteen included examination of 1mplementation variables. Nine studies were
‘based on data from non-random samples, three sampled randomly, and e1ght gathered
‘data on an entire relevant population of projects or a unique proJect. Eighteen

of the studies concluded with recommendations or explicit judgments while two'only

-presented data findings without making judgments.

The/types of evaluation studies in- the final group of twenty cases range
from a three week program review carried out by a single internal evaluator
to a four year evaluation that cost a m11110n -and a half dollars. 3ix of the cases
were 1nternal evaluations and fourteen were external. -
vSince it is impossibie to specify the universe of evaluation research
“studies, it is not possible.to.speCify”the degree to which this sample of twenty
cases is representat1ve of eValuatlon research in general. The sample is diverse
in 1ts inclusion of a broad range of evaluations. We feel that this diverslty

?*and heterogeneity 1ncreases the meaningfulness of those patterns of utilizatlon

which actually emerged in our- follow -up 1nterV1ews because those patterns were:

u 8




not systematically related to specific types of evaluations. The importance
of this will become more evident when, after describing the nature of our data

.in the next section, we report our findings on utilization.

‘Data on Utilization: The Interviews
‘-wThe first purpose of this study is to examine thé“nature and degree of
utilization,of Federal evaluation research. Ideally such a study would require
exhaustive follow—up with any and all persons who did or could have used the
study. ‘With‘very limited resources it was-possible to interview only three key
informants about the utilization of each of the twenty cases in the final‘sample.
These key 1nformants were (l) the proJect officer3 for the study, (2) the person

‘ 1dent1f1ed by the proJect officer as being either the dec151on maker for the

program evaluated or the person most knowledgeable about the study s impact, 4
*and (3) the evaluator who had'major responsibility for the study.
Themproject-officer interviews were conducted primarily-to identify'informants,’
decision makers; and evaluators who would be 1nterv1ewed about the 1mpact and
utilization of the ‘evaluations in our sample. (The results of those interviews
will not be reported in this paper.) This snowball sampling technique resulted
-in considerahle yariation in who we interviewed as the "decision:makers“ in each

‘case. Most of these government informants had been or now are Office Directors™ . . -

(and Deputy Directors), Division Heads, or Bureau Chiefs.b 6yerall, theSe . . wagf'

3The term "project officer” refers to the person in the Federal government

* who was identified as having primary responsibility for administering the evaluation..
- For. studies which were done by organizations which are not a part of the Federal : -
_‘government, the project officer was™ the-person who administered the Federal govern-
{*ment's contract W1th that organization. : ,
- 4We 1dent1f1ed dec151on makers by asking the proJect officers to name a
- . person who would serve as an informant ''about how the study was used in the

.government or elsewhere,' a person who: :

' ”might be ‘called a.'decision- maker’ -viza-~ v1z the study and .its findings,bv

;T*i who could ‘tell us what deC1sions, if any, were made on the basis of 1nformat10n

ﬂhlcontained in the study o 9




decisron~makers each represent an average of over fourteen years experience in
the Federal government.5

The evaluators in our sample make for a rather heterogeneous group. Six of
the twenty cases were internal evaluations so that the evaluators were Federal
Jadministrators"or researchers. Ir one ease‘the evaluation was contracted from onel
unit of the Federal government to another so that these evaluators were also
Federal researchers. The remaining thirteen evaluations were conducted by private
organizariopsiorinon-government employeesuthough severalnpersons in this group‘had
either for;eriv worked in the Federal government or had“since come to work directly

- in the government Evaluators in our sample each represent an average of nearly

- fourteen '’ years exper1ence in conducting evaluative research. 6

Two . forms of the interview were developed--one for government decision-
~makers and one for evaluators. Each form was pilot- tested and revised before the
final format was established. Both interviews are open-ended with questions
covering the‘éoliowing areas: (1). Interviewee background, involvement in the
Vprogram, and inVolvemEHt in the evaluation;“(éj purpose and objectives of the
evaluation; (3) political context; (4) expectations during the study about how
the findings would bé used; (5) major findings from the evaluation; (6) ways in
which the study had an imoact on program operations, program planning, programk.'
policy, etc.; (7) non-program impacts, i.e., broader impae;s onﬁissues assogiated
with the evaluation, position papers, new legislation, etc.; (8) impuct and

'receptlon of specific study recommendatlons, (9) factors expla1n1ng the study's

1mpact including spec1f1c questlons on eleven factors (to be descrlbed 1ater) takeni'

e

" Sin two of our twenty cases we have no information on dec1slon maker exper-
ience; this average is based on eighteen respondents

6In four of our twenty cases we have no 1nformatlon on evaluator S experlence,
~.this average is based on sixteen respondents. v

10 -
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from the utilization literature on evaluation reséarch; and (10) general questions
onvinterviewee‘s observations about evaluation research and its utilization.

The interviews were taped and transcribed, andvranged in length froﬁhone to six
hours with an average of about two hours.

The analysis of the interviews began with general discussions in which the

"seventeen interviewers shared their perceptions about their own interviews.

Three staff members then independently read all interviews looking for patterns
and themes. These processes led to the formation of tentative hypotheses abolit
dominant'themes.' The interview traﬁscfipts were then examined again, seaféhing
for evidence supporting thése tentative hypotheses as well as looking for‘contra-
dictory evidence and counter-examples. Quotes extracted from ‘the interviews as
éxamples of particdlﬁr points were then independently examinéé by other staff
members to check for context and accuracy. Only those findiﬁgg about which ihore

was a high degree of consensus are reported here.7

IMPACT OF EVALUATION RESEARCH

The conceptualization and operationalization of the notion of research impact

' .

or evaluation utilization is no easy task. We began with an ideal-typical construct

of utilization as immediate and concrete effect on specific decisions and program
activities resulting directly from evaluative research findings. Yet, as noted

earlier, the consensus in the evaluation literature is that instances of such

-

impact are relatively rare..

FURR———

Given the dismal conclusions of most studies of utilization we began our

study anticipating that our major problem would-be finding even one evaluation

that had had a significant and identifiable impact on program decisions. Because

7This'paper represents the initial and general results of dur qna{yéi;.
A more extensive and detailed- description of the sample, methodology, and analysis

is presented in Nancy J. Brennan, Variation in the Utilization of Evaluation Research

" in Decision Making, unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, University of-Minnesota, forthcomiﬁg.

RIC .
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" we expected little evidence of 1mpact and because of our 1nab111ty to agree on
an operational def1n1t10n of utilization, we.adopted an open—ended strategy in
our interviewing which allowed respondents to defifie utilization in terms meaningful

to them. Our question was as follows: _ : o
Now we'd iike“tO\focus on the actual impact of this evaluation study.

We'd like to get at any ways in which the study may have had an impact --

an impact on program operations, on planning, on funding, on policy, on
decisions, on th1nk1ng about the program, and so forth.

From your point of view, what was the impact of this evaluation study on
the program .we've been discussing?

Following a set of probes and additional questions, depending upon the

respondents' initial answers, we asked a .question about the non-program impacts

.of the evaluation:

We've been focusing mainly on the study's impact on_the program itself.
Sometimes studies have a broader impact on things beyond an immediate
program, things like general thinking on issues that arise from a study,
or position papers, or legislation.

Did this evaluation have an impact on any of these kinds of things?

What we found in ‘response to these questlons on impact was con51derably

more complex and less dismal than our original th1nk1ng had led us to erpect.

We found that evaluatdon research is used by decision-makers but not in the

clear-cut and organization-shaking ways that social scientists sometimes believe

research‘should be used. The problem we have come to feel may well lie more in

many-social scientists' overly grand expectations aboatitheir own importance te

policy decisions than in the intransience of Federal bureaucrats. iThe resalts of
f . our inter;iews suggest that what is typically characterized as nnder—utilizatiqn,
or non-utilization of evaluation research can be attributed in substantial dégree

to a.definition of utilization that is too narrow and fails to take into consid-

' eration the nature of actual decision-making processes in most programs.
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The Findings on Impact

In response to the first question on ir~ fourteen of eighteen respondlng :

,Mdec1slon-makers and thirteen of fourteen responding evaluaﬂﬁrs felt that the

[

evaluation had had an impact.on-the progrém. (Two of the des wil rs and
six of the evaluators felt that they had too little dir ic " actual
luse-to comment.) Moreover, thirteen of sixteen responding ucciaion-makers and = -

nine of thirteen responding evaluators felt these specific evaluation studies had

had identifiable non-program impacts.

W The number of posltlve responses "to the questlons on 1mpact are qu1te str1k1ng

e B e e

Aconslderlng the predomlnanCe of the theme of non- utillzatlon in the evaluation

‘Mllterature. The main difference here, however, may be that the actual partiCipaﬁt§“~www

in each specific evaluation process were asked to define impact in terms that were

meaningful to them and their situations. Thus, none of the impacts described

 was of the type where new findings frbm an evaluation led directly and immediately

to the making of major, concrete prOgram decisions. The more typical impact was

~ one where the evaluatlon f1nd1ngs provided additional pieces of information in

the difficult puzzle of program action permitting some reduction in the uncertainty

within which any Federal decision-maker inevitably operates.

The most dramatic example of utilization reported in our sample was the

case of an evaluation of a pilot program. The program administrator had been

favorable to the program in principle,. was uncertain what the results would be,

but was '"hoping the results would be positive." The evaluation proved to be

‘(DM367;13)8 The program was subsequently ended with the evaluation carrying

negative. The administrator was ''surprised, but not alarmingly so. . . We had

¢

-expected a more positive finding or we would not have engaged in the pilot studies.'

. "about a third of the weight of the total decision.' (DM367:8)

8citations for quotes taken from the interview transcripts will use the .

-wf0110W1ng -format.,-(DM-367:13)-refers.-to.the-transcript.of.an.interview.with oo

EKC

wll Toxt Provided by ERIC
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This relatively dramatic impact stood out as a clear exception to the more_

‘typical pattern where evaluation findings constitute an additional input into

" which he was interviewed:

an on-going, evolutionary process of program action. One decision-maker with
twenty-nine years experience in the Federal government, much of that time directing - f

research, gzave the following report on the impact of the evaluation s: - about

It served two purposes. One is that it resolved a lot of doubts and

- confusions. and misunderstandings that the advisory committe had. .

‘'And the second one was that it gave me additional knowledge to support
facts ‘that ‘I already knew, 'and, as 1 say, broadened the scope more than
I realized. In'‘other words, the perceptions of where the organization
was going and what it was accomplishing were a lot worse than I had
.ant1c1pated . s but I was somewhat startled to find out that they were.

“'worse, yet it wasn't very hard because it was partly conf1rm1ng thlngs
that I was observing. (DM232: 17)

\

He goes on to say that following the evaluation, .
we changed our whole functional approach to looking at the identification of
what we should be working on. But again I have a hard time because“these

things, none of these thlqg__occurred overnight, and -in_an evolutionary
‘process it's hard to say, you know, at what point it made a significant
difference or what point did it merelz_verify and strengthen the resolve
that you already had." (DM232:17)

ihis decision-maker had become ﬁighiy involved in applied government
research, including his initiation of the study in our sample, because he believed
~esearch oaqnhelp‘reduce uncertainty in decisioo-making.

As time came on I more clearly recognized‘that I was not satisfied with

" having to make program decisions that I was making or that others
were making based on "professional judgment." Not that it's bad or anythlng,

W

footnote 8 con't.)
(foot

"--a decision-maker about evaluation study number 367. The quote is taken from

p. 13 of the-transcript. The study numbers and page numbers have been

- systematically altered to protect the  confidentiality of the interviewees.

The study numbers do not correspond to any codes used with in :-DHEW. Thus
(EV201:10) and (P0201:6) refer to interviews about the same study, the former
was an :interview with the evaluator, the latter was an interview with the

project® off1cer e
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~it's just that it's pretty shaky at times, and you know, you always sit
back and say, 'mow if I hadn't done that and done something else, what
would have been the result?" So it's nice to find that there are better
ways of doing it. (DM232:25) '

 Still his *assessment of*the actual impéct,of the evaluation was quite constrained:

- "It filled in the gaps and pieces that various ones really had in their orientation

‘to the program.' (DM232:12) "It verified my suspicions.'" (DM232:24).

Respondents frequently had d1ff1cu1ty assesc ~he ‘degree to which an

evaluatlon study actually affected declslons ..de at - completion of the

evaluat1on. Th1s.was true, for example, in the case of a large-scale evalu-

ation effort that had been extremely. expensive and had taken place over.several ..:--...
B L

years time. Tbe evaluation found some deficiencies in the program, but theA's v .

‘overall findings were'quite positive. Changes corresponding tc those recommended

in the study:occdrred when the report was published, but those changes could not’
be directly and siwmply attributed to the evaluation:

The staff was aware that the activities. in the centers were deficient
from other studies that we had done, and they were beefing up these budgets
and providing technical assistance to some of the projects and improving
mental health activities. Now I can't link this finding and that ‘activity.
* Again that confirms that finding and you say, eureka, I have found
deficient, therefore I will [change] the program.. That didn't
‘happen.  [The] def1c1ency was previously noted. A lot of studies like this
confirmed what close-by people know and they were already taking actions
before thé findings. So you can't link the finding to the action, that's just -
confirmation. . . The direct link between the finding and the program decision
* is very diffuse. [Its major impact was] confirming our setting,a: cred1b111ty,tju*fﬁ
a tone of additional credibility to the program. (DM361 12 lo) ' )

' Moreover, this decision-maker felt that additional cred1b111ty for'the

‘program became -one part of an overall process of information flow that helped

to some degree reduce the uncertainty faced by decision-makers responsible

'

for the program. "People in the budget channels at OMB were, I guess, eager

R AN

- for and interested in any data that would help them make decisions, and this

EKC
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was certalnly one usefu! bit of data." (DM361 13)
The kind of 1mpact we found, then,was that evaluatlon researuh prov1dcs

-some--additional information that.is.judged.and. used in the contgxt.of. other Nwmgmmmst
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d:avallable information to help reduce the unknowns in the making of d1ff1cu1t

: dec151ons. The impact ranges from "it sort of confirmed our 1mpre551ons; o

'proV1d1ng a new awareness that can carry oxdr into other programs‘
Some of our subsequent decisions on some of..our other programs were
. probably based on information that came out of this study. . . The
~most -significant information from this study that we really ‘had not -
realized. . .made an impact on future decisions with regard to
other programs that we carry on. (DM209:~

And ‘why d;d it have this impact?
Well I guess I'll go back to the points I've'alreédy'madé,‘thét'1t'

~-confirmed- some" 1mpre551onls§1c feelings and anecdotal~information- that
we had about certain kinds of things. At least it gave us. some hard data

_on which to base some future programming decisions. . It may not have. =~~~

been the only data, but it was confirming data, “and” I think that#s™
“important. . . And you know at the time this -study was conceived, and
even by the time it was reported to us, we really had very little data,
and you know, probably when you don't have any data, every little bit
helps. (DM209:15)

This reduction.of'unéértainty emerged as highly important to decision-
makers. In some cases -it-simply made them more confident and determined.
On the other hand, where the need fo: change is indicated an evaluation study
can help speed up the process of chsage or provide an impetus f?r finally
getting things rolling.

Well I think that all we did was probably speed up the process. I

think that they were getting there anyhow. -They knew that their

performance was being criticized by various parts of the government :

and the private sector. As I said earlier, we didn't enter this study

thinking that we were going to break any new ground, and when .we got

finished, we knew that we hadn't. "All we did was document what the people

have been saying for a long time-~that :are doing a lousy job,

so what else is new? But we were able to show just how poor a job they

were doing. (EV268:12)

Reducing uncertainty, speeding J%iings up, and gettimg things findlly_started
are real impacts--not revolutionary. @rganization-shaking impacts=--but real,
important impacts in the opinion of whe people we interviewed. One administrator

summarized this view both on the specific evaluation in question and about

”f“"é’i?‘-.li'i‘iiaf‘ion in general as follows:’ C 16 S

EKC
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Well, I've worn several hats. I've been on evaluation teams. I've
participated in extensive evaluation in-house of other organizational components.,
Myself 1 have a favorable view toward evaluating. If nothing else it precip-
itates activity many times that could not be precipitated without someone
taking a hard look at an organization. It did precipitate activity in
[this program]. Some of it was not positive. Some of it was. negative. At
least something. occurred that wouldn't have occurred if the evaluation hadn't

taken place. (DM312:21)

, Another evaluator made it quite clear that 51mply reduC1ng the enormous uncertalnty

- facing many program adm1nlstrators is a major purpose of evaluatlve research.

One of the things 1 think often is that the government 1tse1f gets
scared. . .of whatever kinds of.new venture *thut they want to go into, and
they're quite uncertain as to what steps they want to take next. So then :

" they say, okay, let's have some outside person do this for" .us, ‘or maybe ”““““:”MM
an-inside person do this, so-at least we have- some - M'data' to- base some’ of
;.our policies on. (EV283 34) : o

“The view of evaluatlon resSearch that emerges in our’ 1nterV1ews stands in®

stark contrast to the 1mage of ut1112at10a that is presentsd as the 1deal ‘in.the
bulk of the evaluatlon literature, or a. teast e impression with whlch that
literature left us. The ideal held forth im the literature we reV1ewed earlier

Is one of major impact on concreve decisimmms. Tie image that emerges in-our inter-

AT

views is that there are few major, direction-ahenging decisions in-most programming,. . . ~

and that evaluation research is used as one plsce of information'thatffeeds into -
‘aslow, evolutionary process of program {figwvelopment, Program development is a

process of "muddling through" (Lindblom, 198%; Allison, 1971; Steinbruner, 1974)

and evaluation research is part of the mudd®ming.

. Neither did we find much expectatios rhaf government decision-making would
oe or should be otherwise. One person wjith thirty-five years eXperience*iﬁzthe
Federal government (twenty of those years im ewvaluation) put it like this: "I

don't think an evaluation's ever totally used. That was true whether I was using

them as an administrator or doing them-mysalf, ™ (EV346:11) Later in the interview

he said:
P
oW

I don't think the government should go out and use every evaluation it gets.
I think sometimes just the insights of tue evaluation feed: over to the

17




next administrative reiteration, maybe just the right way to do it. That
is, [decisions aren't] clearly the result of evaluation. There's a
feedback in some way. . ., upgrading or a shifting of direction because
of it. [Change] it is, you know, small and slow. . ." (EV346:16)

An evaluator expressed a.similar View.

- I think t's just like everything else 'in 11fe, if you! re ‘at the right’

~place at the right time, it can be useful, but.it's obviously only probably :
one ingredient in the information process. It's rather naive and presumptuous .
on the part of the evaluation- community and also it presumes a’ rat10na11ty o
that 1n no way fits. (EV264: 18) . ~

*

Our'findings,‘then suggest that. the predominant 1mage of non- utilization
jthat characteriaes much- of the commentary on evaluation research can be attributedf’*

31~1n~substant1a1 degree~to~a definition“of“uti1ization that is” too narrow in,its'v

._emphasis-on seeing immediate, direct, and concrete impact-on ‘program decisions; :

Such a narrow definition fails to take into account the nature of most actual
program development processes. |

Perhaps many social scientists‘have come into appiied goverhment research
with high hopes‘of ratienalizing the system. Like the Peace Corps volunteers
ef‘the‘sixties who set off to change the world and endediup touching a few

~villages and a few individuals, many evaluators seem to have entered,the arena
of applied research expecting to make great policybwaves and,are disillusiqned
to'find‘that they'me only previded a few cogs in the great gearskofkprogram
change and development, helped - with a decision'here or there, made actiohs’more
certain for a few decision-makers. | _3-.

Yet the situation seems little different in basic research. Researchers
in any field of specialization can count the studies of major impact on one
handt Most science falls into that great amorpheus aetivity called '"normal
scienee " Changes come slowly. Individual researchers conribute a bit here
ane a bit there, reducing uncertainty gradually over time. Scientific revolutions

“are infrequent and slow in coming ' (Kuhn, 1972). - 'f,»4'f

18
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The situation is the same in applied research. Evaluation research is one

part of the normal "science' of government decision-making. Research impacts in

4

ripples not in waves. Occasionally a major study emerges with great impact.
But most applied research can be expected to make no more than a small and momentary
. splash in the great pond of government. The epitaph for most studies will read

something like this:

[We expected that it would be used] but in a way of providing background
information around the consequences of certain kinds of Federal decision- =
making options. But not necessarily in and of itself determining those
decisions. In other words you might have some idea of what the consequences
of the decisionare, but there might be a lot of other factors you'd take
into-account in how you would decide: . . (DM264:8) T e e

You know, impact in some of these things implies-that this one
“thing is going to affect things, [but] it's-part of a total atmosphere,

and in the balance of things ‘it's contributing another bit of information
about the importance of this particular process, but by no means is it
the only thing entering into what's going on in a policy review like that
at that time. LT

By

- i

[It had a particular impact in that] it contributed to.the general

information context of what was going on at the time, rather thanh in itself.

It contributes to that background of understanding one of the policy issues,

rather than resulting in one option versus amother of policy being adopted.

(DM264:11) n

FACTORS AFEECTING UTILIZATION

We began this paper with the observation that there is.no shortage of advice
about how to increase the utilization of evaluation research. At the same time,
it is clear that no single prescription for success will suffice. A fairly sub-
stantial list of variables or-factors that may affect the degree of research impact

‘has been generated by the literature on utilization of social science in decision-

making. These explanatory factors fall into three basic categories:

1. Characteristics of tiwe organization

a. The constraints @ decision-making in national-bureaucratic organ-
izations "(e.g., "Ehompson, 1967) -

b. New and innovatiwe agencies versus older, establisied agencies
(Weiss, 1972a)

1‘) e
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c. Communication patterns in organizations (Mitchell, 1973, Jain, 1970.)’.
d. Level in the organization where evaluation is done (Alkin, 1974).
e. The degree of politicization of the_organization (WeiSs, 1972b) .

2. Characteristics of Actors in the System: Evaluators and DeciSion Makers
a. Two-Communities’ Theory, different values, languages, reward systems,f,“

and affiljations. (Caplan et al, 1975; Halpert 1969; Engstrom, 1970).

Academic versus-private contract evaluators: (Bernstein and Freeman, 1975).

Experience in dOing and using research (Glock 1961)

. Leadership (Engstrom, 1970} ..

Internal versus external evaluators (Weiss, 1972a)

Repmration and . legitimacy .of the evaluator. (Archibald 1970)

-0 L0 O

3. Characteristics of the Evaluation -

Methodological QuaTity G&ernstein and Freeman, 1975 Weiss, 1972a,." .

a,
s e o= Goh enry 19755 Gla zerand-Fay lor ;--1969) - Rl
b. Relationship to original obJectives (Glazer. and. Taylor, 1969)
c. Bias (Mitchell, 1973). : ‘ N
" d] CompTexity (Glock, 1961). e L ,,w,} ;iuw,(”:;.waWMNWMM
e. .Degree of dissemination (Halpert, 1969) a :
f. "Relevance to agency.
" g. TFormat of the report (Alkin, '1974: Glazeirand Taylor, 1969)..
h. Positive versus negative findings (Weiss, 1972a).
i. Timeliness (Mitchell, 1973).
j. Formative versus summative (Scriven, 1967; Alkin, 1974).
k. Scope of recommendations for change (Weiss,.1972a).

This list of jpossible factnrs is-only meant to be snggestive not. exhaustive

!

f"It is unlikely ‘that any single study on utilization ‘will be able to examine the

| importance of all such factors. The task for the presemt is to identify and refine

a_few key variables that may make a major difference in a.significant number of

“evaluation cases (cf. Weiss, 1972a:325).

R g

©

“The: Data on Factors Affecting . Utilization ‘ v;ﬁ

In our own research<weitook‘a dual approach to this problem. of variable
specification. Once the respondents had..discussed their perceptions about the nature‘
and degree of utilization of the specific evaluation study under investigation:web
~.asked the following;open;ended.question: |
Okay, you've described the impact o the study Now we'd like you to think

about why this study was used in the ways you've just described. Some of this
you ve already done, but now we'd like to explore this in more detail




What do you feel were the 1mportant Teasons why this study had the level of
impact it did?

(CLARIFICATION, IF NECESSARY:)
The literature on evaluation studies suggests a lot of reasons why some
‘ evaluations are used while others.are ignored. Most of tire literature,
however, is based on speculation. A major objective of the interviews
Y doing is to find out directly from people who are in a position

w know, what factors they consider important in expldining how specific
'studies are used.

Following a set of probes and folléw-up quéstions,.depending on thkee initial
reéponse to the above question, we asked respondents to commentAon .the zelevance and.
| importance of eleven factors extracted from the literature on utilizatjon:
-methodologlcal quality,‘methodoloércal approprlafeness; timeldiness, lateness of
“'report, positive/negative findings,vsurprise'of‘findings, central/’péripherali'“““”““*ff
prograﬁ objectivzs evaluated, preseﬁce/absence of related studies, political factors,
government-evalwitor interactions, and resources available for the study. Finally, K
we asked respontents to ''pick out the single factor you feel had the greatest
éffect on how this study was used."

Two related factors emerged as important in our interviews: (1) a political
considerations factor an&:EES a factor we have called the personal factor. This

latter factor was unexpected and its clear importance to our respondents has, we -

‘believe, substantial implications for the utilization of evaluation research. None

of the other specific literature factors about which we asked questions emei;ed.as

S—

1mportant w1th any consistenAx, ‘Moreover, when these specific factors were important L

in explalnlng ‘the utilization or non-utilizatioa of a particular study it was V1rtually
always in the context of a larger set of circumstances and conditions related to the
1ssues and decisions at hand. e

In the pages which follow we shall brleflx review our findings with regard to
the importance of these specific factors and then examine in some detail the major
‘factor which did emerge as c;nsistently important to an understanding of variatfions -

in ut ilization‘ :af-evaluyation: res earch. . ‘ ) . e [
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;LateneSS‘of StudX>Completion

| There is a general impression from th. srature cited earlier tia: much
"evaluation research is under—utilized because studies are completed too late to
; be ‘used’ for mak1ng a specific deC1slon, partlcularlytbudgetary decisions. This

'problem is based to a large extent on the notlon that the purpose of evaluatlon

7'research is to serve as the basis for the mak1ng of speC1f1c, 1dent1f1able, and R

,:concrete decisions. Inasmuch as we have already - argued that most evaluatlon research

ldoes not serve such a narrow functlon and is not 1ntended to servebsuch a narrow ;
<tfunctlon, it is not surprising that’ lateness in the completlon of<stud1es was not”
ntanvdmportant-faetor in explalnlng‘utlllzatlon of the stud1es in our sample. |

‘*Injfourvof our twenty" cases“declslon-makers 1nd1cated that the‘flnal‘researéh“qm

reports were completed late, but in all four cases pre11m1nary 1n£ormatlon was

‘available to a suff1C1ent extent to be used at the time the. study should have. been -
‘completed. In no case was lateness considered the cr1t1cal factor in explalnlng
the limited utilization of the studies. Rather, the information was‘Viewed as

feeding into a longer term process of program development and declslon maclng :

AY
: Several dec151on makers commented that it was helpful to have the 1nformatlon on time,

'but had the final report been late the impact of the study would not 11kely have

: been d1fferent. This is partly because few 1ssuesvbecome_one-t1me dec1slons.' As

~

“one decision-maker put it: : ‘ o L ; - e
[The] study was too late for the immediate budget that it was supmosed to
impact on, but it wasn't too late in terms of the fact that the same issue-
was occuring every year after that anyway. (OM264:16)

Another decision-maker made it quite clear that the evaluation was aimed at
‘a broader 1mpact tkan the meet1ng of a specific deadline. - . ﬂﬂ

No, this had no timetable on it as far as I know. That we had to get this done
by such and such a time in order to make such a decision. I think it‘was-part
of a grand, overall plan, rather than as something specific in axder to do
something. I think it was in a bigger thing than for any onexdecision,
(DM366:13)
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fﬁMethodolog1ca1 Quallty and Approprlateness

The maJor factor most often 1dent1f1ed as the reason for non—utlllzatlon

érlb»the poor quallty of much evaluatlon research 0f the f1fteen deC1510n makers
;lwho rated methodologlcal quallty of the study about wh1ch they were 1nterV1ewed'L>‘
ﬁfflve rated the methodologlcal quality as ”hlgh o e1ght sa1d 1t was "medlum,ﬁ
_fand.only two gave the study a "low" rat1ng “Of . seventeen respond1ng evaluators“
"fthere were seven ‘"high'" ratings, six "medlum" responses, and four ”low" ratlngs;%;w:{
Q;No dec151on—maker and omly.one evaluator felt that the methodology used was
if1nappropr1ate for research1ng the questlon at issue.'_hlfWL =

| Moremto the point, .only four decls1on makers felt that methodolog1cal quallty
ffwas‘”very 1mportant" in.explainifig the’ study s ut1l1zat10n.‘ Further:prob1ng, f}:ff
:‘however, revealed that "methodologlcal quallty" meant d1fferent thlngs to d1fferent

'decrslon—makers. For some it meant the reputatlon of the evaluators, for others

it meant asking the right questlon.r In no case was. methodologlcal quallty 1dent1f1ed‘d

e

yas the most 1mpgrtant factor explalnlng 1ther utlllzatlon or non—ut1llzat1on.

The relevance of methodologlcal quallty must be understood 1n the full

:fcontext of a study, the molltlcal enV1ronment the degree of uncerta1nty w1th wh1ch

}Fthe declslon maker is faced and thus hls/her relat1ve need fol any and all

ifclar1fy1ng 1nformat10n. If 1nformat10n is. scarce, then new 1nformat10n of even g;;;‘

oy ublous quallty may be samewhat helprI For example,»one adm1n1strator admltted

S

f@that the evaluatlon s methodologlcal rigor could be serlously questloned but the

Afstudy was highly useful in pollcy discussions.
The quallty and‘the methodology were not even consldered ALl that was
_considered was that managemént. didn*t know what was going on, the ‘terms, .
the procedures, the program was fore1gn to their background " And they did -
not_have expertise imit, so they were- rely1ng on. somebody else who had: the -
’expertlse to translat= to-them what was g01ng on 1n terms that they would

’;'understand and what the problems were. (DM312 17) .

‘b‘ Soc1al sc1entlsts may lament thlS situation and may well feel that the

methodology of evaluatlon research ught to be of. h1gh qual1ty for value reasons,
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wiled, because poor quality studies ought not be used. But there is little in

”Lour'data to suggest that improving methodological quality in and of itself will

“ “have much‘effect on increasing the utilization of‘evaluation research . No matter

'g;how rigorous the methodology and no matter how sophlstlcated the statlst1cal
'Qémanlpulat1ons, ‘evaluation research in-most instances will st111 be only one p1ece
xof 1nformat10n in a‘complex and evolutlonary process‘of program declslon mak1ng

j‘and development.
| Aga1n, ‘the 1mportance of methodolog1ca1 qual1ty as a factor‘eXplalnlng ut11-

'7lzatlon is tempered oy the nature of the ut111zat1on we found Were evaluatlons [f7b

~be1ng used as the major piece of 1nformatlon in mak1ng critical one-time dec151ons,;1p

RO

"”methodologlcal rigor might be” paramountw But where evaluatlon researchf1s one
.part, often a small part, in a larger whole, decision-makers dlsplayed less than
burning interest in methodological quality. Indeed”“methodology was most-likely

_to be called into question if the evaluatlon was expected to play a central role in

the maklng of a decision or 1f the results were par+1cularly negatlve or surpr1s1ng
. One h1ghly experlenced administrator was qu1te exp11c1t about this from a program
" point of view.

Well, let me put it in another context. If it were negative findings R
programmatically we would have hit very hard on the methodology-and tried ' L
to discredit it. You know, from the program standp01nt.- But since it was

kind of positive findings, we said, 'Okay, here it is.! If anybody asked

" us- about the methodwlogical: deficiencies we were never reluctant to tell them

what we thought they were. Not many people asked. (DM361 13)

Polltlcal Factors

This last quote on methodologlcal qua11ty makes it clear that methodology,
like everything else in evaluation research, can become partly a pollt1cal
’huquestion.. The polltlcal nature of evaluatlon research has. been well-~ documented
‘;The declslon-makers and evaluators in our”sample demonstrated an acuts awareness
- of the fact that Soc1a1 science research rarely’ produces clear-cut findings.

F1nd1ngs must be 1nterpreted and 1nterpretatlon is partly a political process,

S zll%p“
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‘a value-laden process where truth is partielly a matter of whose ox is being gored.
Of the eleven specifie Eactofs about which we‘ésked respondents to commen?,

political consideratiqns were most often discussed as an important factor’ in"

explaining how study findings were used. Nine decision-makers and ten evaluators

~said that political considerations had affected how the study was used. In combin-

-

-ation, at least one person interviewed in fifteen of the twenty cases felt that - 7

‘politics had entered into the utilization process. Nine decision-makers and seven

evaluators felt that political considerations had been ''very important" as a factor

explaining utilization. On the other hand, nine decision-makers and five evaluators

, reported that political considerations Played no part in the utilization process..
P P - ae p , 1

" There is not space here to fully explore the nature and impact-of these .

political factors. They include intra-agency and‘inter-agency rivalries; budgetary

fights with OMB, the Administration, and Congress; power strugzies between Washington

administrators and local program personnel; internal debates about the purpose and/or.

v accompllshments of pet programs. ‘Budgetary'battles seemed to be thé moet'
‘polltlcal One eValuator_was partlcularly adamant about the polltlcal nature of
his eValuatlon from the initiation of the study to the final report: "mhls wae
a really hot political issue, and I think the political aspects were developlng

'and_ehanging, and I”think,tnat was the reelly'inportant fistggw[explainingf
‘utiliiation]." (EV264:17) The decision-maker concurred.

We did not find, however, that political factors suddenly and unexPectedly‘
. surfaced once a study was completed. In almost every case both the decisiOn;
makers and evaluators were well aware of the political context at the outeet.
Moreover, our respondents seemed to feel political awareness on‘the part of everyone
involved was the Best oneicould expect. 'Social scientists will not change the

political nature of the world, and while several respondents were quite cynical

on this point, the more predominant view seemed to be that government would not
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be government without politics. One particularly articulate decision-maker

- expressed this view quite explicitly:

This is not a cynical statement. . . A substantial number of people
have an improper concept of how politics works and what its mission is.
And its mission is not to make logical decisions, unfortunately for those
of us-who think program considerations are important. TIts m1551on is to-
"detect the will of the governed group and express that will in some-type
of legislation or government action. 'And that will is very rarely, when-

" it's pooled nationally, a rational will. Tt will have moral and eth1ca1
overtones, or have all kinds of emntional loads. . . : :

. It's not rational in the sense that a good scientific‘study would
‘allow you to sit down and plan everybody's 1ife, and 1'm glad it's not,
by the way. Because I would.be very tired very early of somethlgg_that
ran only by the numbers. Somebody'd forget part.of .the numbers,..so.1'm
not fighting the system, but I am 'saying that you'have to’be’careful” of -
what you expect from a rational study when you insert it into the system. L

. It has a tremendous impact. . . It is a political, not a ratlonal process..;Vf";
Life is not a very 51mple thlng_ (DM328'18-19) ‘ . BT

The importance of political con51derat10ns in much (though clearly not all)

‘evaluation research can be partly understood in terms of our emphasis on theL
role of evaluation in reducing'Unéertainty for decision-makers. Severhl'drgan—«~
izational theorists (e.g. Thompson, 1967; Crozier, 1964) have come to view power

and relationships within and between organizations as a matter of gaining control
through the reduction of uncertainty. French sociologist Michel Crozier has

summarlzed this V1ew as follows:

-. In such a context ‘the power of A over B depends on Ats ab111ty to pred1ct .
B's behavior and on the uncertainty of B about A's behavior. As-long as
the requirements of action create situations of uncertainty, the individuals:
who have to face them have power over those who_are affected by the results
of their choice (1964:158).

More directly, James Thompson (1967) describes -evaluation research as one
’maJor organlzatlonal mechanism for reducing internal as well as enV1ronmenta1

"uncertalnty He argues that the methodological design of much evaluation research

can be predicted directly from the polltlcal function that assessment plays.: We S

believe that our data directly supports thls v1ewp01nt. Evaluations are undertaken

as a mechanism for helping decision-makers cope with the complexity of thevprograms : fhﬁ
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: for which they have responsibility. As one weapon or tool in the struggle to gain
" control over organizational and program processes evaluation research can fully

',bé expected to take on a political character. Indeed, as Thompson argues, it is

. completely rational for decision-makers to use evaluations in a political fashion . '

. for control and reduction of unCeftainty.

It-would appear to us that it behooves social scientists to inform themselves

¢ fully about the'paiitical context of ‘the evaluations. ofi which they work. It is

- precisely through such a heightened awareness of the political implications and

: consequences of their research that Social scientists can reduce their own -

,»7uncertaihty about the uses to which their work is put without impairing their

ability to state their "truth'' as they see it,

x
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~Other Factors Affecting Utilization

None of the other factors about which we asked sﬁecific questions emerged .
~as consistently importanﬁ in explaining utilization. When these other factors
’wefé‘impbrtant their importance stemmed diréctly from the particular_éircum~

stances surrounding that evaluation and its purpose, pérti@ulafly i;sv§o¥§ﬁicéll
.pufpose.; Fdr example, the amount of resources devoted to a étud}Jhiéﬁguaéa to
~the credibility and clout of a study but more éostly evaluatidnéldid nbt*showv
Efany discernible patterns of ufilization different from 1ess*costlf evalﬁétioh.
- The resoufces avail#ble for the study were judged inadequate for_the‘tésk‘at*'~”W“
;hand‘by only two decision-makers and five evaluators.
Whetherfq;’ﬁot findings:wére positivé or hegativé had.no demgﬁsfrable effegt'.

©8

on utilization. We had studies in our sample in which the findifigs Were rated by

respondents as predominantly negative; other studies were predominantly positive
in.their conclusions; and still others had mixed findings. This variation was =
evenly distributed in our sample. Interestinglv enough, the decision-maker and

1 .

evaluator on the same study often differed on whether findings weze "positive"

or ''negative,'" but despite such disagreements neither rated the positive or

negative nature of the findings.as particularly important in explaining either

utilization or non-utilization of the evaluation.
The unimportance of this factor in explaining variations in utilization is

related to the fact that, as'noted earlier, the positive or negative findings of a

- particular study constitute only one piece of information that feeds into a larger pro- -
cess in such a way that no-singfe study is likely to have a dramatic‘impact on a
program. Negative or positive findings are thus interpreted in the larger context

" of other-available information.

Furthermore, the negative or positive nature of an evaluation report was
unimportant as a factor}explaining utilization because such findings, ‘in-either

direction, were virtually never surprising. Only four decision-makers expressed

'Q="rpriée'3t the findings of the study. Only one decision-maker felt this surprise
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had an important effect on utilization. There was considerable consensus that
surprises are not well received. Surprises are more likely to increase uncertainty
rather than reduce uncertainty.

One decision-maker took this notion a step farther and made the point that a '"good" .

[Pe——

evaluation process should build-in feedback mechanisms.that guarantee the relatiQé'
predictability of the content of the final report.

If you're a good evaluator you don't. want surprises. The last )
thing in the world you want to do is surprise people, because the. ...
chances are surprises are not going to be wecll received ... It isn't
‘a birthday party, and people aren't really looking for surprises. So
that if you're coming up with data that is different than the conven-
tional wisdom, you ought, &« good evaluation effort I would suggest, would
get those ideas floated during the evaluation process so that when the
final report comes out, they aren't a surprise. So my reaction was
that if you were dealing in the world of surprises you aren't doing a
very good evaluation. Now you could cor :up with findings contrary to
the conventional wisdom, but you ought Lo be sharing those.idcas, if
you will, with the people being evaluated during the evaluation process
to be sure that those surprises don't have any relationship to reality and
- again working during that process on.the acceptance that maybe..., but if
‘you present a surprise, it will tend to get rejected. See, we don't
want surprises. We don't like surprises around here. (DM346:30-31)

Tha evaluator for this project expressed the same opinion: '"Good

‘managers are rarely surprised by the findings. If there's a surprising finding

it should be rare. I mean, everybody's missed this insight except this great

o

evaluator? - Nonsense!' (EV364:13)
Surprises were occasionaliy.helpful‘if they related to relatively minor

aspects of jthe program where fine-tuning could take care of. the problem. But

there was a mafked emphasis through§ut‘the interviews oﬁ the importance?of?évéi-‘
uation as ; wéy of ”reinforcingﬁ already existing information, adding Ucréaibility”
and confirmation to existing or‘anticipated program directions, and essentially
making the already suspected more certain.

Surprises may have been especially minimal in our sample because most of

the studies examined central rather than minor or peripheral program objectives.

29
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It is sometimes suggested that evaiuarions aren't used because they concentrate on
. minor ii5ues, But only two decisimmsmszkers and one evaluator felt that the evaluation
in gee8%ron deelt with peripheral pruggram objectives. On tie other hand mime
decis: wrr-makers and eight evaluatmrs Felt that a mzip~ ZmS#%mr in utilitation was
WHether O not the evaluation exami=sd o -tral program obfstddves. Thc most useful
evr wtiofMss were those that focusea AN -rentral objectives-bmt these were alsoc
precs »&. the kinds of evaluatioms - +t would not produce'informationfthatAiz¢&nd
. of ist®4f could change a major poli:y #irection. This may have been beceuselﬁ9’
- focusiy:, on major objectives the strdjzs in our sample bamame one part in thf
larger policy process while at the same time reduc1ng the- potentlal for the more
1mmed1ate, concrete 1mpact,that a study might have had if it had been a1med at
some peripheral, easily-changed policy objective or program component. We
lacked sufficient cases of the latter type, however, to explore this possibility
more fully.
Another factor of interest to us concerned the point in the life of the program '
" when the evaluatipngtpok place. The interview question read as follows:
‘The next factor concerns the point in the 1life of a
program when an evaluation takes place. For example, some
_evaluations_are done so_early in the life of a program that :
the program is still changing a great deal and so the evaluation e
is already out-of-date by the time it is finished. Other o ' o
evaluations are done so late in the 1ife of a program that the
decision to terminate has already been made by the time the

evaluation is done. These examples represent the extremes, but - , bt
at. what point in life of your program did this evaluatlon take place?

Our sample contained stud1es that were done at all stages in the lives of
o programs. The key p01nt that emerged with regard to thlS factor was that d1fferent

B questlons emerge at d1fferent points in the life of a prOgram Early in the pro-

only become 1mportant after the program has been operating for a resonable perlod
'Budget and cost issues become central late in the program's life. Our respondents

" generally felt that in each case the questions examined had been appropriate to the
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point in the 1ife of the program when t' > cvalumtion had tahen place. The point
in the program's history when the eygil¥ r~m mccurred was mot a factor in explain-
ing utilization in our data. - Tiere wms - ® systusatic relationship betwees “his
factor and degree of evaluation utilZiguion,
A factor that did emerge as somewhz - ifipornz:mt was the presence or abmence
of other studies on the same issue. Stutdies fikef broke new ground were particularly
helpful because their potential for xweduc 3 r..: ‘rtainty was greeter. Nevertheless,
such studies were viewed with some cauti besiange our decision-makers clsarly
favored the accunulation ef as much info - e fzom as'many sources as bcssihle.
}'Thus,'those studies which could be relacz i#-.ffther studies had a clear cumunlative
impact. On the whole, however, studies thaw boaois new ground appeared to have
somewhat greater identifiable impact. A! .ut maTf of the studies in our sample
were of this latter type.
Finally, we asked our respondents about evaluator-government interactions.
The studies in our sample appeared to have bheen based on considerable interaction;
Interactions nere almost universally described as cooperative, helpful, and
efrequent Many respondents could offer'hemrvr stories about poor interactions on

other studies, but with regard to the specmiin,ﬂtudy on which we were conducting

'follow—up, there appeared to be few probLemew ikost evaluzxors and pro;ect officers

.reported that they had: 1nteracted regular&v Moreover, they rated their interactions'

raround these studies as at least average .and often above average compared to the1r

:other evaluation experlences There was no indication that utilization would have

:been increased by greater government- -evaluztor Imteraction-than that which actually
1occurred, though the degree of interactiecm whizh did occur was con51gered quite

‘impoftqnt.

Overview of Findings on Factors
We have reviewed eleven factors frequently identified in the-evaluation lit~
erature as affecting utilization. Lateness of completion was not a problem in our
21
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sample partly because of the mature of the impacts we indentified. Methodologic .
quality did not emerge as an issue in the utilization of the studies we examine:
amd respondents generally felt that the methodology employed was appropriate ‘to :hee
evaluation questions asked. Resources were not a problem. The content of finai
reports, i.e., negative or positiwve findings, was not predictive of utilization.
Bizst of our sample.evaiuations lomkea,at central program objeetiVeeyaﬁd revealed
ﬁEw,snrprises about.how programe were operating. The questions asked in‘these
=tudies were geQerally appropriate to the»pqint.in‘the life of the‘progrem when
systematic way. Studies that broke new ground appeared to have'semeWhat-greater
ﬂmpaet in reducing uncertainty in decision-making though the cumulative effect of
evaluatione.that related to other studies emerged as_important. Interaction be-
tween governmeﬁf”eahinistraters and evaluators was generally positive and occurred
with marked frequency. - | |

Only theyimportanceﬂof political considerations emerged clearly as a major factor
in tﬁe utilization process. Our study confirms the conventional wisdom that eval-
uation research can be highly politicel in nature--and fn'use. But ous respondents

felt that politics could work to either -increase or decrease utilization depending -

upon particular circumstances. Political considerations are a normal and probably

inevitable factor in the use of any information that can reduce uncertainty and

thereby affect power relationships within and between organizations. By being aware
‘of political considerations evaluators can reduce their .own uncertainty'aeoutithe
utilizaﬁioh of theie work. ”

None of these factors, at least as we were able to explore them, helped us ff
f;M;reat deal ;n explaining vafiations in utilization. This is_part;y'because, as
noted earlier, we had set out with a different concept of utilization then that
which emerged from the data. Nevertheless, there was one major factor that did |

consistently arise in the comments of decision-makers, evaluators, and project officers-- -

a factor so crucial that respondents repeatedly pointed to it as the

ERIC - 32 o T
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- single most important element Zn the mtilization procs:.

What we are about to discuss will come as no surp: se tocouc‘generous

A .

“nespondents and informants. Ysr, we did not anticipazz the importamce of this
factor. Perhaps we can fault ~the- structural emphasis in muchrof sociology; or
perhaps the'problem lies in the-evalz=tion literature, in the m=fiffcation of
rationality amd objectivity as mhe Iimks between research finﬁingssand their
ntilization. Whatever the source of our initial narrow vision;.ne helieve-
that these findings have profound implications forevailmative ==search and its
'utiliiation.

1What then is this factor that has emerged with such:striking clarity?
For ‘lack of a better term, we have called it 51mply the personal factor. It is
made up of equal parts of leadershlp, interest, enthusiasm, determination, commit-
ment, aggressiveness, and caring. Where the personal factor emeTges, evaioations
Jezwre an‘impact; where it is abment thewe is a marked absence off impact.

Social scientiSES do not generally feel very comfortable with such personal
Factors. They smack too much of the great person theory of history. -‘And so as
ssoon as the personaI“factor emerges the social scientist turns away; presumably

‘to search for the underlying structural;conditions‘that give rise to:this irritating

,personal phenomenon. And perhaps’ eventually sudh,underlylng cumﬁltlons will be ful]y

indentified and operatlonalrzed- But ~for the monent we want to mook d1rect1y at

v‘the factor 1tself--the effect of 1nd1,ﬂ”ual peopm211n.a‘system Wherealnd1V1duaLs
‘yfare supposed to be interchangeable in organizziamal woles and;pns1tlons, but where'
| hey aren't 1nterchangeable at =11. |

| - The personal factor emergeﬁ.mﬁsf dramatically im -@mmr 1nterm1ews -when,. ‘havimng
':;asked respondents to comment-om:the #Emportance of eacm<of’our el=ven: ut1llzat1am
factors, we asked them to idemtFfy the single factor that was most: 1mportant in

'explalnlng the impact or lack .of impact of that part1cu1ar study T1me‘after tIme

the factor they identified was not on our list. Rather they"responded in terms
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of the importamce of inczrvidual people.

. I womld rank #% the mest important factor this division director's
interest, [his] inmerest itz mvalwpation. Not all mamagers are that
motivated: toward evaluation. (DMS53: 17)

. [Thexssingle mest important Zactor that had the freatest -effect
.on how thestudy ger-used was] time principal’ 1nve5t§igator GIETT
have to-pick a single -factmr, Ii¥ pick people any ~time.- (DMSZB 20)

"That it came from the: @ 5w of the ‘Direc’to,:s*——smi"at_ s the most
important :factor...The proummislwcame from the:0ffZweof the Dir-
ector. Itihad had his attesmresn-and he was 1ntere"=:t1d in it, and he
implementsd: many of ithe thimg=. (BM312:21)

[Th&fz-single most importamt iEactor was that] time people at the
same lev=L of decision-makimg-in [the mew office] mazre mot interested
in making -decisions.of the kind that -the people [insthe old office] -
were, 1 think that probably had -the greatest impact:. "The. fact that
there was mno one at [the new:office] after the: transfer who was making
programmatic decisicns. (EVZ61:27) , S

Well, I think the answer there is:in the qualities“of the people
for whom it was made. That's sorr-of:a trite answer, but it's txue.
That's the- single most impoxrtant-Zacror in any study-now that' s ut1112ed
(EV.232:.22)

Probably the single factor that had tihe greatest effect on how
it was. used was the insistemce of the person repsomsible for the ini-
tiating -the study that ‘tigs Director of become familiar w1th
its findings and arrive:#fz a judgment 1i1::.. (DM369: 25)

i

[The ‘most: 1mportam: Factor:was] tthe real Imwolvement of the top
dec1510n-makers in the mmmceptualizatuen and ife=fgn ‘off the study, and
. their—commitment to the: r=.'=7.r.udy (DMZGB:Q) o ; I

IR

Wh11e these commenis cumcenn the 1mpc_1cze af zmrtt:erested and. commltted
1nd1v1duals in studles that we=me amally used, studies ‘that were not used stand. - #
“out in ‘that there was often iz <lear absencre of 'thes persmmmal factor. One evaluator
‘ w_ho was not sure abmxt how ?hms;"-suzﬂvaas wsed fmE suspected it had'not been used,.

remarked " think ihat sinece mhe:client wasn't terribly mterested ... and. the

‘:'""'.whole issue. had :shiFted “to auberimwpics; =ml simce:-weuwexren' t 1nterested in’ do;ng :

—: P

“jt from a research point of view ..., nobody was 1n‘tereszed " (EV264 14)

“Another evaluator was partizmlarly: adamant and artm:ulate on the theory that
the maJor factor affecting utilization .is the personal energy, 1nterests, abmllt:Les,

“:‘*ﬂ‘and contacts of specx,fuic imdividuails. Th15 person had ‘had th1rty f1ve yea‘x:s exanerlenee

Zii!
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in "‘gov\}émment, twent~- of those years directly involved iz research and evaluation.
‘He had.also worked “For se_iveral years as a private-evaluation research céntract‘ofr
rduring which time he had been }nvolved in evaluating some:eighty projects for HEW.
'J?lrbughout his- responses to our gquestions oﬁ the import=mce:of various 'speﬁ:ific
factors in affecting utilization he returned to the theme cf-individual z:ctlons.
When asked to identify the one factor that is most “mportant-in whether a study
gets used he summarized his viewpoimt:

The most zdimportant factor is desire on the parz of the managers,
both the central federal mzmagers and the site managers. I don't think
there's [any doubt], you.kmow, thmt evaluation sheuild: be responsive ‘to
their needs, and if they hzwe a r=al desire to get @m with wha:tever it
is they're supposed to do, they'lT apply it. Amnd iE the evaluaztimws don't
‘meet their needs they won't. About as simple as ymm:can get 11:. I think
. the .whole process is ‘far more dependent on the skilllis of the people who
‘use it than it is onthe sort of peripheral Issues:mf politics, Tesources...
Institutions are ‘tough as hell to change. You:.canht:.change an Institution
by coming and .doimg-an evaluation:with a ha¥o. Inszitutions are changed.
by people, in time; with. a constamt: plugging:away ‘@t :the purpose you
want ‘to accomplish. And if you..dom't watchoomt, it slides back. (EV346:15- 16)

Hi's view had emerged early in the interview when he ZFescribed how. evaluations:
were used in OEO.

In OEO it depended on who the program:officer was, on 1 the
program review officials, on program monitors for ‘each of these gramt
‘programs: ... Where they were-aggressive prograw people, ‘they: used tfese
evaluat1ons whether they understood ‘them or#L. 'Iihey mssed them to: a:ﬁfex:':
mprovements, different alloczirons of Fatads wWErEr )
nations “of why the recr,rds wiezetkept: tivgs way, Wiy t’me":t:eports ‘weren't
complete "OX” -whatever: - Where-they, wker= the program: off1c1als I - OEO-
were una@zess:we, passive——-‘mxdn:n A

3

Same thmg s true at the project: level. Where you-had:.a: program d1rector
who was:aggressive and understomd :what whe hell thesstructure was: dinternally;, -
“and he uwsed:it as leverage:to :Ghange what went on- w1:th1n hlS program
Those who- weren t——nothlng (EV346=5)

" Nor did%fh:e;view this emphasison the: individual as meaning evaAl'ixa?t'ic_m‘was
samply a political tool. When asked hew political comsiderations -affected @va-

Imations, . he:replied:

I don't think it's polirtiral -ar @ill. Oh, theess!s :some pressures L
: every once in a while to try=mmd ger more-efficiemt; maremmoney- attri- o
‘butes, but I don't think thats thewmain course. THie Basic thing is : =
~how the:administrators of tire: program view:- themselives,. their respon-
sibilities. That's the controllmgfam i I.don't think it's:political
“4in any way. (EV346 8) g5 : S
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"Later he commented:

- It always falls back to the view of the administrator andé his

view of where his perogatives are, his responsibilities. A good

manager can manage with or without evaluations and a poor one wam't,

with or without evaluations. It just gives him smme insights imto -

" what he should or shouldn't be doing, if he's a good manager. TI£-
.. they're poor managers, well ...(EV346:11) .

On his comments about each possible factor the same theme emerged.
MethodologicalVQuality, positive or negative findings, -the degféé7tcwWﬁiCh-the
‘findings were expected--he always eventually returned to the themeS'GE'mauagerial
interest, competence, confidence.

‘The good manager is aggressivé, open, confidemt, anxious to intexchange
ideas. He's not defensive. Rather, "he's interested in finding out wfat your
views are, not defendiné his....You know my sample is relatively small, but I'd

say propably there are a quafter (25%) of what I'd call good mamagers..."

(EV346:15) These, he believes, are the people who use evalumtion researci.

Our sample includes another rather adamant articulztion of this premise.
An evaluation of a pilot program involving four major pmojects was mndertaken
at the instigation of the program administrator. He wade @ special effort to

‘make sure that his question (Were the ppilot projects cammible of beimg axtended

et e b e o .

active interest in all parts of the study. The administrator had keen favorable
’fo the program in prihciple, was uncertain what the wesuilts woniﬂibéw'bum was:
thpingzihé results,Qoqld be positive." ‘The evafmation prowed toifbemegative. The ;é
.'éd;iﬁistrator'was "surprised,jbut_not alarmingly sw._...We had expeczed a more:pos:diare:
find;ng of we would not have engagea-in the pifiot: studies.™ (D¥EE7:A%) The: prog—

JIEEmMwWas thus ended with the gvaluation carryiggﬂ"abmut,a:thixd;of the weight of

fihe total decision." (DM367:8)

B

- ‘The evaluator'inferuiew,on this case céﬁpletemy~substantiatedxtmm administratar®s
v o

~ description. The findings were specific and.cleam. Theaprog?anﬂwasmmot:rernded,
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fAnd'thus the evaluation had a substantial, direct impact_on that decision. The
'question“then becomes why this study had such significant utilization. The
answer from the declslon—maker was br1ef and to the p01nt' ' ' oo

Well, [the evaluation had an 1mpact] because we de51gned the.
project with an evaluation component in it, so we-were. eXpected to
‘use it and we did .. Not just the fact that [evaluatlon] ‘was built’
in,. but the fact that we:built it in'on purpose.. This is| the agencz A
head and myself had broad responsibilities for thlSL Wanted the eval-"—
uation study results .and.we expected to use them.: Therefore they were
used. That's my point. If someone else had built.it in because they’
thought it was needed, and we didn't care, I'm sure the use of” the
study results would have been different. (DM367 12) ‘ -

. As the declslon maker tells the story it had taken a great deal of direct

1nteract10n to be sure that the right question was evaluated

"The initial desigm stages went round and round because they
[the evaluators] kept trying to answer a different question than
the one we wanted answered ...If we had dropped it with them r1ght
then and said go ahead @nd do your own thing with it, it would
not have been useful...L have a feeling I'm becoming redundant.
The greatest single: ‘facror [explaining ut111zatlon] was ‘that the
question we wanted :‘answered was the questlon they d1d at least try
to answer in the stody.™ (DM367: 16) :

The evaluator, (an:external agent’selected'through an‘open_RFP'pfoEeSS),‘

Vo

‘completely agreed that:

' "Thegprlnclple reason [for ut111zatlon1 was because the declslon—,
“maker was the guy who requested the evaluation and who used its: ‘results..
~That-is, the: organlzatlonal distance between the polity maker-and the™ SR

- .evaluator was almost zero in this instance.” That s, the most<1mportant RS
""”f""reason 1t had an impact." - (EV367 12)

, Well I guess the polnt is that the pro;ect was’ really mon1tored
' y the declslon—maker rather than the progect off1cer...It was the: fact

that the.guy who.was: asking the.question was the guy.who ' was: going’:to
make use of the -answer.... So it might be interesting to: eXper1ment w1th
.. . 'the -idea of having .the guy: who needs the ‘the answer . to the question actually
”‘.Mrun the contract M1ght be 1nterest1ng M1ght be chaos.w‘, o . '

‘jAn 1n1t1a1 problem arose because the- proJect off1cer had wr1ttenvthe RFP

he evaluator recalled the 51tuatlon, the RFP was h1ghly m151ead1ng

ng I had done ‘exactly what the REP asked for and turned 1n a r port
~“thatwas responsive to the RFP but not to what:I was’.very clear . were-
_.the kinds of questions. they wanted answered,’ they would have gotten a .
”’,dlfferent report. As a matter of fact, let me just: tell you'the essencef]ﬁ"x
Jﬁ_of)the th1ng I ‘had almost:no direction from the government cas  I've’ s(;w,v-‘
‘t'except that the gy kept say1ng, well here on polnt 8 you ve got to do 8

on:the contract , ‘ o
o S : N .“s,£;7




So when I turned in the draft of the. report I d1d po1nts
l through 9 and put that in the final report. Then T essentlally -
xg‘wrote another report after that and made that the last-half of the
report. It was a detailed. descrlptlon of the act1v1t1es of the
: - program, it came to very specific k1nds of conclu51ons.. It wasn't o
. -what was asked for in the RFP, but it was what they needed ‘to . .- '
- answer the question-in the- RFP [The dec151on-maker] ‘read it and
‘. /the comment back: was, | "It's a; good report, eXCept for all that
‘;crap 1n the front " L

- Okay, so I turned it around then 1n the f1na1 draft and put
“.all*that’ crap: in.the front into an append1x. ‘And- 1f .you look at:
- the réport, it has .a -big, seVeral ‘appendices. All ‘of that, Af: you'
- ..compare-that carefully to' the contract, .all- that crap in the.
. appendix is what.I was asked to get: All-the stuff. that const1tutes

kifthe ‘body of the report was aboVe and beyond the call (EV367 12)

H'What emerge< here is a p1cture of a dec1slon-maker who knew what71nformatlon

}.he wanted an evaluator commltted to answer1ng the dec151on~maker's questlon, and

ﬁ«a dec151on maker commltted to us1ng that 1nformatlon. The result was a h1gh leve :

}‘of utlllzatlon 1n making a decision contrary to the dec151on~maker s 1n1t1a1

{?personal hopes.‘ And in the words of thenevaluator;.the major factorrexp1a1n1ng;ﬂ:f'ﬁ*'
' utilization was -

"that the guy who's going to be making the decision is aware
of and 1nterested in. the findings of the study and has some hand -

in- des1gn1ng the questions to be answered that's a Very 1mportant
point." = (EV367:20) : P

The_decision-maker's-conclusion'iS‘so similar that‘it-sounds.likeﬁoollusion(j o

N

ST ‘Evaluation research. Well l,guess I would aff1rm that - in’

' many cases i* has no impact for ‘many of the reasons. that ‘the’ 11ter-v BT
ature has suggested. But if I were to pick out factors that made a = ~—n.
positive contribution to its use, one would be that the declslon-r : ~ ‘
makers themselves wanted the evaluation study results. I've said
‘that several times. -If that is not present, it is not‘surpr1s1ng
that the results aren't used (DM267 17) I A

' xThlS polnt was made often in the 1nterV1ews._ One h1gh1y placed and h1ghly Lr'

= exper1enced adm1nlstrator offered the follow1ng adv1ce at the end of a four hour_

”fW1n over the program people.~ Make sure. you 're hooked 1nto the
';person who s going to. make the: dec1s1on in six ‘months - from the
“time:you're doing the study, ‘and make ‘'sure that’ he feels 1t's hlS
1study, that ‘these are his: :ideas, and that- ‘it's focused: on hls ﬁf
'values....I m sure. 1t enters 1nto personallty th1ngs....,(DM283 40)

Aruitoxt provia



f‘ulhe:personalifactor applied not just to utilization'but'to'the whole
‘Levaluation process. Several of the studies in our sample were initiated:completely
‘by a single person because of his personal interests and information needs. One -
_-study in part1cular stands out because it was 1n1t1ated by a new off1ce d1rector .
;ﬁw1th no support internally and conslderable oppos1t10n from other affected |
fagencles. The director found an interested and committed evaluator" The two
“worked closely together. The f1nd1ngs were 1n1t1ally 1gnored because there was

no polltlcal heat at the time, but over the ensuing four years the.dlrector‘and . '}
jevaluator worked personally to get the attention of key Congressmen{ 'They were
“finally .successful in using personalocontacts. The evaluatlon contributed to the
"~ eventual passing of significant legislation in a new area of federal control.

From beginning to end the story was one of personal human effort to get evaluation

results used.

The specifics vary from study to study but the pattern is markedly clear:

Where the personal human factor emerges, where some individual takes.direct

ipersonal responslblllty for_gettlng the 1nformat10n to the r1ght4people evaluatlons;

Qhave an 1mpact. Where the personal factor is absent there 1s a marked absence of

’ﬁlmEact.metlllzatlon is not’ slmgly determlned by some._ conf1gurat10n of abstract

wfactors; it is determ1ned in large partAby real, live, car1ng human~be1ngs,

'fImB_lcatlons of the Personal Factor in Evaluation

If, 1ndeed utlllzat1on is to a large extent dependent upon the 1nterests,
. 1 =

B

| apab111t1es, and initiative of 1nd1v1duals then there are some profound 1mp11-;”""

atlons for evaluators. F1rst evaluators who care about see1ng the1r results
'tillzed.mu t take more serlously the1r responslb111ty for 1dent1fy1ng relevant
ec1s10n makers. Relevancy in the context of the personal factor means f1nd1ng

I ec1510n~makers who have a genu1ne 1nterest in evaluatlon 1nformat10n ~- persons""”
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who know what questions they want answered and whe -know how they can use
evaluation information ence findings are available. Such individuals are
,’willing to take the time and effort to imteract with evaluators about their'
information:needs and interests.
Secondly, formal.posltlon and authority are only partial guldes in 1dent1fy1ng‘

relevant deC1s1on makers. Evaluators must =ind a s‘rateglcally located person
‘(or persons) who is eHIhUSIaStlc, committed,. rompetent, interested, and aggresslve
"Our data suggest thatmore :may be accomplished by werking with a’ lower level
‘person displaying these characteristics thar in working with a passive,ddisintereSted
'person in a higher position.

| Third,.regardless of what an RFP caz#lIs For, the most va;uableainfornation N

with the highest potential for utilizatiiow ¥s that information that directly

answers the questions of the individual(s) Iident¥fied as the relevant'decision-
maker(s). Requests forfproposals (RFPs) may be written by individuals other than

the decision-makers who really need and wamt the -evaluation information. It behooves:

”evaluators to clarlfy the degree to whlch an RFP fully reflects the 1nformat10n needs

of interested government officials.

-~

e
Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

Fourth, attent3mn to the personal.:factor ‘may.assist not onlyfeyaluatorsfin .

‘their efforts to increase .the utilization of their research, but attentionfto“.Qf

the'personal factor can also aid decision-makers in their effort to findv

'rbevaluators who w111jprOV1de them w11h relevant pnd. useful 1nformat10n : Evaluators S
ﬁ{gwho are 1nterested in and knowledgeable @bout what _they! ‘e d01ng, and evaluators;:'
;f»who are,committed touseeing their find;ngs utilized.inxansWering dec1slon—makeris}¢g

quuestlons w111 prOV1de the most useful,lnformatlon ‘to dec1slon makers

Flfth there are political 1mp11cat10ns for both evaluators and deC1slon-v

;;’makers in exp11c1tly recagnizing and acting on’ the 1mportance of the personal

factorl To do so is also to accept the assumptlon ‘that dec1slon mak1ng in
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go vernment is like_y to continue to be a largely personal andgpolitical process

rather'than a rat1onalized and sC1ent1f1c process.: This assumption means that

ther the deC1sion maker nor the evaluator is merely a techn1C1an at any stage

evaluation process.' The personal’ factor 1s 1mportant from 1n1t1ation

of: the study through design and data collection stages as. well as in: the final

report and dissemination ‘parts-of- the process., If dec1sion makers have shown

‘3giittle 1nterest in the study in its earlier stages our data suggest that they are
jinot likely to suddenly show-an interest in using the findings at the end of the
fgstudy. Utilization considerations are important throughout a study not just at

the stage where study findings are disseminated.
Finally, the importance of the personal factor suggests thatmgne of the

maJor contributing reasons for under-utilization of evaluation research is the

.:;high degree of instability in. Federal program operations. . This.instability,

b :based‘on our data, is of three kinds: (1) high turnover rates among‘senior

= QOVernment staff so that the person initially”interested.in an evaluation may
“fbe”in~anMentirely different office before the'study is'completed (2) reorgan-s
$1zation of government offices so that dec151on-mak1ng patterns are unstable,

i' personnel are frequently rearranged, and responsibilities are almost constantly .

'changing; and (3) program mobility as programs move from office to.offioe
Eetg.,‘OHJto HEW) "even if no‘formal,-structural:reorganiZation occurs.
We found the instability of Federal organizationalvcharts andithe

mobility/turnover'among staff{ Lo be substantial.‘ In tryingﬂto'retrace the history
‘fﬁof evaluations we frequently got a response like the following:. "Ifve had so
f& many changes in organizational assignments sincekthen, I don't remember." (EV201:6) S
‘f;Asked about utilization of evaluation the same person responded: o
‘l,nwellusince.youlre not going”to“identifymmewand,my,name;_I{ll”tell you N‘HH“MWMQL

what I really think, and that is, I think these plans go up to the
planning office and the rotation of personnel up there in the 's
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.‘.office is so fast und so furious, that they never get a chance to react
L “to them. [It] just sits. We know that happens :sometimes, because the
y=\ guy who asked for it is gone by the time it gets up - there._ (EVZOl 8)

e 7The problem of 1nstability appears to be particularly cr1t1cal 1n actually

*wjimplementlng recommended changes.

It was ea51er ‘to get recommendations through W1th senior management o,
approval.’ I mean, they read it .and they could. easily. implement some. of n o
" the areas, “and they, "I ‘mean, at least "they could" ‘implement: ‘them™”in’ theory =~~~
~ anyhow. But still the problem, in any study or anything of’ this call .ber;, = .
it's up to the people in-the operating unit to make the. change. And ‘there's
no way for.senior management to measure. that change.. Tn0*°'s no 'way to
see that it was even .done.  You know it's the old thing, oi, you know,
‘they tell people to do things, but in areas that require'technical expertise
there's no way to see that the change was done. “And sogpeople in.the: . "~ - -
,op;rat1ng»area ‘many times would just wait out*the person, you know,* some | ; =
of these people have been. through -3 :'directors, 5 associate’ directors,“,“""
.you know, and, they don't want to do something.. They.have'tenure,:and
they know that if they sit'long enough that that person’will;pass”and”
someone’ else will come in W1th brand new 1deas” and "(DMSlz:lS)r

Another evaluator found the same problem in the field " have spokeni
with proJect directors who tell me they really have no one .to talk to because
at the regional level the project officers and program officersuchange jobs 50
frequently that there's no continuity." (EV346;7) Evaluators commented-that'

A‘r: ' . R
“~it was common ‘¢

‘experience to go through several project officers on an evaluation;
Qur own experience.in trying to locate the respondents in the sample.gavev
us a clear indication of this instability. Few of our interviewees were still
in the same office at the time‘oflthepinterview that they‘had been in at the time
‘of the.evaluation two to three years earlier. We still haven't‘been able to |
;construct a meaningful organizational chart of HEW locating the various office
'changes and agency reorganizations we encountered.
These struccural conditions of mobility and instability make application
of the personal factor in locating relevant decision-makers or evaluators a risky
business. That key person you locate may be gone by the time the study is

completed. Yet these same structural conditions of mobility and instabilitz‘may‘
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7fwellfhe the underlying reasons why the decision- mak1gg_process in the Federal

g_yernment has been-and continues to be a highly personal and p011t1cal process.

htConclusion
-Two major themes emerge from thls study of the ut111zat10n of evaluation
&

- research First, we found that much of the evaluatlon llterature has conslderably

[P

overest1mated the k1nd of impact evaluation research is likely to have. o
Second the 1mportance 6f the personal factor in evaluation research partlcularl}
. the utilization process, has been considerably underestimated.

The two themes arE'directly linked. The impact of evaluation research is
most often experienced as a reductlon in the uncestainty faced by 1nd1v1dual
decision—makers as they attempt to deal with the complexity of programming
reality. Evaluatlon 1nformatlon is one p1ece of data ava11able to deC1slon-

v'makers. It must be assimilated and f1tted 1nto a contextual whole. -"The results

are never self-explanatory.'" (EV209:9) The translation, ‘the interpretation;

the meaning, the relevance--these things are established through' the interactions. " -

’

‘over time of individuals who care enough to take the time to make the contextual =~

fit, and then are interested enough to act on the basis of that contextual fit.

”
—

It is an energy-consuming process. Energetic and interested people in

government can and do use evaluation research, not for the making of grand

dec1s1ons with immediate, concrete, and visible impacts, but in a more subtle
~clarifying, reinforcing, and reor1ent1ng way. Evaluators, then, might do well
to spend 1ess time lamenting their lack of visible impact onbmajor decisions and “;?
vmore of their time providing relevant information to'those key persons of energy
‘and vision whose thoughts and actions, to a substantial extent, determing thr
general d1rect10n in the evolutlonary process of program develOpment It is in
Wconsc1ously working with such dec151on makers to answr* their questlons that the

utilization of evaluation research can be enhanced.
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