
Evaluation and research

Anne Revillard
Policy evaluation and impact assessment



Evaluation and research

• How does evaluation differ from research?

• Developing evaluation within an academic setting: 
assets and challenges



Evaluation and research

How is evaluation connected to research?
Read document 1 (Suchman, 1967): evaluation as 

applied social science
How does Suchman distinguish between « evaluation » 

and « evaluative research »?
How do evaluative research and basic research differ in 

their purposes, according to him?



Evaluation and research

• Evaluative research : « the utilization of scientific research
methods and techniques for the purpose of making an 
evaluation »  « ’proving’ rather than ‘asserting’ the worth
of some social activity » (Suchman, 1967, p.7-8)

• Evaluative research differs from "basic research"by being 
more oriented towards its usefulness for policymaking 
“Unlike the basic researcher, the applied researcher must be 
constantly aware of the potential utility of his findings. Only 
rarely can he take consolation in the fact that 'the operation 
was a success but the patients died‘(Suchman, 1967, p.21).



Evaluation and research

How to modelize the relations between evaluation 
and research?
Working on the modelizations offered in 

document 2 (Wanzer, 2021):
How do you perceive the distinction between 

evaluation and research?
Comment on each model and its implications



Evaluation and research

In groups, discuss the areas of distinction between 
evaluation and research identified in document 3 
(Wanzer, 2021)

Do you see other possible areas of difference?

Do you see limits to this distinction?



How evaluation differs from research

Reflecting on how evaluation differs from research helps 
identify the distinguishing characteristics of evaluation, in 
terms of:
• Required skills 
• Purposes
• Definition of agenda
• Methods 
• Primary audience
• Timeframe
• Publication outlets
• Degree of generalization
• …



How evaluation differs from research: 
required skills

Evaluation requires methodological and theoretical 
social science skills, but not only:
Also « situational responsiveness » (Patton, 1988), 
« practical wisdom » (House, 2015; Hurteau et al, 
2018), « logic of evaluation » (Scriven, 1991), 
« interpersonal effectiveness, 
planning/management, political manoeuvering » 
(Wanzer, 2021)



How evaluation differs from research: 
purposes

Purposes of evaluation:
• Program improvement
• Accountability
• Increasing stakeholders reflexivity
• Increasing citizens’ information and reflexivity
• Improvement of « the public good » (Mathison, 

2017)…
(see section 5)



How evaluation differs from research: 
agenda-setting

Definition of agenda:
• Dominated by the relationship with commissioners 

in the case of evaluation
• More autonomous in the case of fundamental 

research (within limits: influence of targeted 
funding)



How evaluation differs from research: 
methods

Methods: mainly drawn from social science research, 
yet also original methodological and theoretical 
contributions from evaluation:
- RCTs
- Theory of change
- Realist evaluation
- Contribution analysis…



How evaluation differs from research: 
timeframe and external validity

• Timeframe: much more constrained in the case of 
evaluation (« shoestring evaluation », Bamberger et 
al., 2004)

• Degree of generalization: going beyond the specific 
evaluation/ general research distinction (Mathison, 
2008)



Developing evaluation within an academic 
setting: assets and challenges

Developing evaluation within an academic setting: many 
challenges…
• An often devalued practice (to various extents 

depending on the disciplines) because of its applied 
nature and connection to commissioners (Cox, 1990)

• Challenge of developing an interdisciplinary practice in 
the context of disciplinary silos (Jacob, 2008)

• Inadapted time frames
• Lack of availability of academics in a context of 

understaffing and increased pressures



Developing evaluation within an academic 
setting: assets and challenges

Consequences of those difficulties:

- Academics practising evaluation often do so on the side

- Lack of institutionalization of evaluation within 
academia as a collective practice, especially when 
interdisciplinary

- Lack of presence of academic voices as such in broader 
evaluation debates



Developing evaluation within an academic 
setting: assets and challenges

Developing evaluation within an academic setting: 
still worth it!
• More autonomy in the definition of the evaluative 

agenda (Revillard, 2020)
• Methodological strength
• More autonomy in the conduct of evaluations
• Useful connection to thematic areas of 

specialization in academia
 Hence potential input of combining professional 
evaluative skills with academic specializations
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