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Far more than a contractual step, commissioning shapes what is evaluated, whose 
voices matter and how evidence informs democratic governance. The Power of 
Commissioning: Enabling Democratic Evaluation brings long-​overdue attention to 
this influential yet often-​overlooked dimension of evaluation practice.

Positioning commissioners as civic and political actors, the book shows how 
their choices, from problem framing and terms of reference to team selection, man-
agement and use can either reinforce technocratic routines or actively promote 
inclusion, transparency, equity and meaningful public learning. Drawing on com-
parative empirical cases, it offers one of the first integrated frameworks for demo-
cratic commissioning, complete with practical principles, rubrics and clear “dos 
and don’ts” that commissioners can apply directly in real systems. The volume 
also advances a pioneering competency model for commissioners and documents 
innovative capacity-​building initiatives that treat them as knowledge brokers and 
democratic agents, an area largely absent from existing evaluation guidance.

Featuring contributions from leading scholars and practitioners in the field, The 
Power of Commissioning provides both conceptual depth and actionable tools. It is 
an essential resource for researchers, policymakers, evaluators and commissioning 
professionals committed to strengthening democratic practice through evaluation.
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Foreword

Ray C. Rist

This book is profound and potentially groundbreaking. It calls on the evaluation 
community to reframe itself with a single message: to restructure as a democratic 
process. How? By means of democratic commissioning.

The authors –​ speaking from three continents –​ point to a large and important 
gap in the evaluation architecture. Traditionally, evaluation has concentrated on 
just four main topics: (1) the evaluator and his/​her values or ethics; (2) the focus or 
design of the evaluation; (3) the methodology used for the study; and (4) the final 
use or dissemination of the report. What’s missing is attention to the process of 
democratic commissioning.

As the editors state in the introduction:

Commissioning is a relationship between two parties –​ the commissioner and the 
evaluator –​ that unfolds along a process: from decisions about what to evaluate, 
to Tors (terms of reference), selection of evaluator, budgeting, contract, up to 
final use. The contract is a consequence of that relationship, and its rules should 
not dominate the relationship itself. The object of the commissioned evalu-
ation… is an intellectual and practical service referred to as an intervention 
aiming at the improvement of a situation.

They go on to analyze the three headings in the encounter between commissioning 
and democratic principles: exertion of agency, approaches to evaluation and evalu-
ation systems.

Throughout the book, the role of the commissioner is elaborated as follows:

Commissioners must define priorities, ensure methodological relevance, 
engage stakeholders, and promote the use of evaluation results. In the end, 
commissioners are not passive managers, but active agents of change who influ-
ence evaluation quality, independence, and democratic contribution.

The 13 chapters by multiple authors who contributed to the book, in addition to 
the introduction and conclusion provided by the two editors, flesh out a discus-
sion of “democratic” evaluation, distinguishing it from both “bureaucratic” and 
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“autocratic” forms of evaluation offered by MacDonald (1977). Specifically, it is 
a bureaucratic evaluation when the evaluator acts as a “management consultant”; 
autocratic when the evaluator “offers external validation of policy”; and demo-
cratic when the evaluator “acts as a broker in exchanges of information between 
different groups of informed citizens”.

All in all, this is a tightly reasoned book that is clear, concise and adds to our 
knowledge. And it absolutely addresses the profound gap in our understanding 
about the commissioning process.

Reference

MacDonald, Barry. 1977. “A Political Classification of Evaluation Studies in Education.” 
In Beyond the Numbers Game: A Reader in Educational Evaluation, edited by David 
Hamilton, David Jenkins, Christine King, Barry MacDonald, and Malcolm Parlett, 105–​
108. London: Macmillan.

 

 

 

 



Preface

This book was conceived in 2023, a whole geological era ago. At that time, the 
world was fighting against climate change, the growing social divide and the uneth-
ical use of technological innovations. The evaluation community was striving to 
rise to such challenges, by devising tools to empower marginalized people, and 
ensure the success of sustainability policies aimed at the public good. There was 
a global consensus on the 17 SDGs, although their difficulty of achievement was 
well recognized.

In that context, our attention had been devoted to the very process by which 
evaluation takes its rationale, that is, commissioning. Believing that democratic 
principles should characterize the entire evaluation process, we realized that 
commissioning was a highly relevant yet overlooked area. To overcome this, we 
concluded that studies of the institutionalization of evaluation (a process that had 
been accomplished almost universally) were insufficient. We wanted to look at 
commissioners’ agency, how they collaborate with other partners and stakeholders, 
and what are their strategies to make commissioning a democratic process.

The result is the book that you have in your hands.
Yet, in the meantime, the world has changed. The current situation is 

characterized by the spread of autocratic, not to say dictatorial, political regimes, 
that suppress programs for improvement (like the SDGs and development aid) and, 
consequently, any evaluation activity.

In this new situation, is our motivation still valid? Are we an outdated nostalgic 
group of people with no sense of reality? Or might our understanding of the topic 
help us to navigate the current predicaments?

As Schwandt & Gates (Evaluating and Valuing in Social Research, 2021: 1) 
wrote, “individuals, organizations, and communities hold values implicitly and 
make them explicit only when challenged”. These are challenging times and we 
need to discuss, elaborate on, and make explicit the democratic values surrounding 
evaluation and the commissioning processes it entails more than ever.

Indeed, we believe that our collective research into the relationship between 
evaluation (in all its aspects and components) and democracy, and the range of 
differences proposed by various typologies and rubrics, as set out in the book, 
have offered clues even for facing situations where democratic values are under 
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attack. Furthermore, as will become clear in the Conclusions (Chapter 15: Bustelo 
& Stame, 2027), we believe that our approach can encourage those who live in 
democratic societies to support those less fortunate, as well as inspire those in auto-
cratic regimes to devise strategies for expanding their own range of action.

The place of this book in the INTEVAL collection

Many of the themes dealt with in this book are not new to the INTEVAL com-
munity. As a function exercised by public officials within an institution, or by 
managers within an organization, commissioning has made the object of previous 
books devoted to the institutionalization of evaluation.

In The Evaluation Enterprise (Furubo & Stame, 2019), a chapter devoted to 
the industry of evaluation (Bohni-​Nielsen et al.) analyzes the various forces that 
shape the market for evaluation services: commissioning acts on the demand side 
alongside buyer power, supplier power, competitive rivalry, the threat of substitu-
tion and the threat of new entry. In Changing Bureaucracies (Perrin & Tyrrell, eds., 
2020), a chapter by Raimondo and Leeuw is devoted to the bureaucratic capture of 
evaluation, that is, on the perverse effects of institutionalizing evaluation: “distor-
tion” and “undermining” of evaluators work, thus “preventing evaluation systems 
from solving the issues for which they were created in the first place” (p. 148). In 
this latter book, commissioning is considered only as part of the bureaucracy that 
supports –​ and conditions –​ the evaluation systems. Indeed, the book is premised 
on the idea that evaluation can help bureaucracies adapt to the uncertainties and 
challenges in current policies. Its focus is on improving bureaucratic performance 
of bureaucracy, that is, on evaluating bureaucracy.

Our book takes a different approach. Firstly, it delves deeper on the specific 
tasks and characteristics of commissioning, distinguishing it from other bureau-
cratic and managerial roles, and exploring its connection with other stakeholders. 
In a sense, it emphasizes on the autonomous role that commissioners may play 
within the organization as a whole, on their agency. Secondly, and perhaps more 
importantly, it shifts the focus from evaluators’ overt search for infusing demo-
cratic principles into a collaborative process with commissioners, who might other-
wise drift toward conservatism.
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1	� Commissioning matters
Challenges for evaluation commissioners 
who intend to promote democracy1

Nicoletta Stame and María Bustelo

Flexibility and diversity are preferable to the rigidity written in too many evaluation 
contracts.

Cronbach (1980), thesis 42

The motivation for this book

This project began due to concerns that evaluations had become routine exercises, 
disconnected with the primary challenges faced by programs and policies. Faced 
with global policies such as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and socio-​
ecological transformation, on the one hand, and evaluation approaches that address 
complexity and uncertainty on the other, we were concerned that the demand for 
evaluations was unable to benefit from these new sensibilities, which we consider 
to be linked to the democratic mission of evaluation. There was a sense of useless-
ness in the rigid, repetitive way evaluations were often requested –​ as Cronbach had 
already signaled earlier on –​ and a missed opportunity for collaboration between 
commissioners and evaluators (Brousselle, 2022; Rogers, 2022).

We think of evaluation and democracy as closely connected, from Chelimsky 
(2006)’s “purposes of evaluation in a democratic society” to Schwandt (2023)’s 
“democratic purpose of evaluation for the public good” (where evaluation is 
considered as a “civic science”, working as a “a resource for civic agency”). 
Evaluation is an expression of a democratic society, and is rooted in democratic 
values (independence, transparency, fairness, trust, inclusiveness: see below for 
definitions and distinctions). Following Jennifer Greene in her 2006 chapter on 
“Evaluation, Democracy, and Social Change”

From almost the beginning of the contemporary history of program evaluation, 
there have been theorists and practitioners who (…) fully embrace the inter-
twinement of values with evaluative practice. Moreover, these evaluators go 
beyond a value relative stance, which acknowledges and engages the plurality 
of values that inhabit evaluation contexts, to a value committed stance (…). The 
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most defensible values to promote (…) are those intrinsic to political demo-
cratic ideals, namely, social justice, equality, empowerment, and emancipation.

(Greene 2006:118)

Therefore, democratic principles should underpin evaluation practice, and 
evaluation can clarify the values that characterize democracy in the practice. 
However, if we conceive evaluation to be a strong supporter of democracy, then 
all the actors involved in the evaluation process should be included.2 Having 
identified the flaws in the demand for evaluation, we have decided to focus 
on the commissioning process to determine the scope of influence, and the 
space of leverage, of evaluation commissioners who intend to promote democ-
racy. Through examples and reflections on practice, we aim to encourage their 
initiative.

Starting from the assumption that commissioning matters, we realized that 
not enough attention had been devoted to the way commissioning took place, 
not to speak of good commissioning, and we inquired into what was needed for 
the commissioning process to be embedded into democratic principles. This, 
by the way, led us to a never-​ending interrogation about what idea of democracy 
could match the commissioning process we had in mind, each chapter providing 
definitions contextually relevant.

First, however, we must consider why commissioning is an overlooked topic 
in evaluation literature and education. Despite the foresight of Cronbach’s (1980)  
“Ninety-​five Theses” on evaluation, seven of which were expressly devoted to 
commissioning,3 very few scholars have devoted more than a brief mention to the topic. 
Rare contributions have taken commissioning seriously (Perrin & Boschen, 1991, 
Catsambas & Davidson, 2024, Cox & Barbrook-​Johnson, 2021). Even the interesting 
literature on politics and evaluation (see Datta, 2011) has developed without considering 
the relationship between policymakers and commissioners.4 Similarly, few evaluation 
guidelines refer to commissioners, and when they do, it is mostly from the evaluator’s 
perspective. Few professional training courses are devoted to commissioning.

Cronbach’s 95 theses

9-​	 Commissioners of evaluation complain that the messages from 
evaluations are not useful, while evaluators complain that the messages 
are not used.

35.	 “Evaluate the program” is often a vague charge because a program or a 
system frequently has no clear boundaries.

37.	 A good evaluative question invites a differentiated answer instead of 
leaving the program plan, the delivery of the program, and the response 
of clients as unexamined elements within a closed black box.

42.	 Flexibility and diversity are preferable to the rigidity written into many 
evaluation contracts.
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48. Nothing makes a larger difference in the use of evaluations than the 
personal factor –​ the interest of officials in learning from the evaluation 
and the desire of the evaluator to get attention for what he knows.

73. In typical federal contracting, many basic research decisions are made 
without consulting the evaluators who will do the work.

76. Evaluation contracts are increasing in size, but tying many strands into a 
single knot is rarely the best way to get useful information.

There are different reasons that may account for this lack of attention. One is that 
the role of commissioning may be considered unimportant, a mere administrative 
task to contract the evaluation, disregarding the responsibility that commissioners 
have to take on, all along its process. Another is that commissioners may be 
considered as conditioned by the evaluation systems they are embedded in, as in 
the idea of “evaluation capture”, reducing the possibility of commissioners’ strat-
egies of resilience to that trend.5 Both resent of a pessimistic vein.

Our perspective is different. When we talk about commissioning, we want to 
focus on the commissioning process, referring to the way in which an organ-
ization or institution (a department or someone who has been given the compe-
tence to do so) develops an idea or a frame for doing an evaluation and starts 
a process in which that evaluation is asked, ordered, mandated, requested. It is     
a relevant process of decision-​making, not a simple administrative task of signing a     
contract. “Commissioning” is broader than “contracting” although they are often 
confused (and in legalistic parlance the policymaker is called “the client” and the 
evaluator “the contractor”). Commissioning is not only about preparing Terms of 
Reference (ToRs) and contracting out evaluation’s teams: it starts much earlier 
and goes beyond the act of contracting. In this process, different actors, such as 
commissioners, evaluators, evaluation users (policymakers) and other stakeholders 
interact, and they can do it in different ways, which can (or cannot) promote those 
principles that, from our perspective, make evaluation develop in its full potential 
and democratic mission. This differentiation between a more ample concept of 
commissioning and contracting, this one being only a part of the commissioning 
process, allows us to consider internal commissioning processes too. Therefore, we 
make it clear that if there is no evaluation’s outsourcing, this does not mean that 
there are no commissioning processes.

Commissioning usually takes place internally, within the organization; less 
frequently, it may be contracted out, the whole process or part of it, as we see 
in Chapter 10 (Laaksonen & Palenberg, 2027). If done internally, commissioners 
may be operatives internal to the organization who add this function to other ones, 
or members of evaluation units. If outsourced, commissioners are members of 
research centers to which the evaluation has been externalized. These differences 
also account for differences in commissioning personnel, that Cox & Barbrook-​
Johnson (2021) have identified as social scientist (interested in methods), policy 
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(organization people), procurement people, the latter having a comparatively greater 
impact on the fate of the evaluation (see Chapter 9: Marra & Buscemi, 2027).

Not all evaluations are contracted out. Big international agencies where 
evaluations are mandated have their own “independent evaluation units”, which 
manage the evaluation. The World Bank, for example, has a tripartite system of in-​
house evaluations, wholly outsourced evaluations, hybrid (in-​house and outsourced) 
evaluations.6 These differences may affect the possibility for commissioners to 
interact with external stakeholders, discussing the assumptions of the theory of 
change, and in general influencing the process started with the original evaluation 
demand.

On the methodology used for editing this volume, apart from the literature 
review and the comparative analysis of the different chapters in this volume, we 
prepared a written questionnaire with open questions for our INTEVAL colleagues 
who have had experience as commissioners.7 Each chapter adds a methodological 
note about how the chapter was constructed.

What is relevant about commissioning

Commissioning is a relationship between two parties –​ the commissioner and the 
evaluator –​ that unfolds along a process: from decision about what to evaluate, to 
ToRs, selection of evaluator, budgeting, contract, up to final use (Chapter 2: Perrin 
& Stame, 2027). The contract is a consequence of that relationship, and its rules 
should not dominate the relationship itself.8

The object of the commissioned evaluation (and therefore of the contract in case 
the evaluation is contracted out) is an intellectual and practical service referred to 
an intervention aiming at the improvement of a situation. It is not comparable to 
the procurement of an infrastructure or a service, for which the quality standards 
are known in advance. It is an activity for the public interest, taking place among 
complexity and uncertainty, whose results (what works) are never totally predict-
able in advance through pre-​determined standards and indicators. To suit these 
conditions, the evaluation should be situationally responsive; this would imply an 
attitude of commissioners to be open to interact with an evolving context and situ-
ation, allowing the evaluation team to choose, and possibly modify, approaches 
and methods of inquiry in order to better grasp what has been found to work better 
for what groups of population, in what circumstances, and why, be it expected or 
unexpected, and what can be potentially improved.

However, this is not the prevailing situation, which often tends to be molded 
on the market relationship of demand and supply, client-​service: rigid, usually 
repetitive, ToRs define objectives, methodology and deliverables that fit simple, 
linear projects, not complex policies that unfold through time; tenders privilege 
contractors that assure the lowest price, and better financial warranties; time and 
budget limitations condition the search for sustainable changes. It is not uncommon 
the situation where “dialogue and discussions are not permitted. Everything has 
been decided ahead of time by the contracting agency”, such as “a 86-​page EC 
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contract where the contractor must agree to in its entirety, and changing even a 
comma is grounds for disqualification” mentioned to us by Burt Perrin.9 In another 
case mentioned by Tessie Catsambas10 we have been informed of “evaluations 
commissioned by the US Federal Government that require you to run a national 
survey with no changes and have it up and running within two weeks of being 
awarded the contract”. As she commented: “That is not really evaluation, is it? It is 
just running a survey and handing it to the client”.

All this reflects a situation in which the commissioners act as pure mirrors 
of policymakers, feeling no autonomous responsibility. Being part of the policy 
organization, and at the same time managing an evaluation, commissioners may 
live the contradiction –​ that Wildavsky (1993: 220) outlined for the self-​evaluating 
organization –​ between, on the one side, “administration” that implies stability and 
generates commitment and, on the other side, “evaluation” that suggests change 
and breeds skepticism. However, one should consider that while policymakers tend 
to act and think at the level of the project, according to a pre-​established theory 
of change, to be translated into “goal > metric > result”, commissioners should 
act at the level of how the evaluated program or policy is actually implemented. 
And implementation is a complex and political phenomenon during which “much 
can go wrong” (Hill & Hupe, 2009: 7), or in a more positive vein, which “may 
often mean in fact a long voyage of discovery in the most varied domains, from 
technology to politics” (Hirschman, 1967: 32). And since most current policies 
are about “transformation” (addressing climate change, social inequalities, rights 
denials, etc.) commissioners would hopefully see beyond the linear logic of the 
program and feel responsible for exploring, promoting and allowing the actual 
changes that are in sight.

This implies a more open attitude toward the influence/​”conditionality” of 
context. As Catsambas (Chapter 6: Catsambas, 2027) writes: “The same factors 
that may be perceived as weaknesses or challenges may also be used to advan-
tage for the government evaluation commissioner who wishes to promote dem-
ocracy through evaluation. This paradox really underscores the individual power 
and responsibility of an evaluation commissioner to map the context and think 
strategically about how to promote democracy from wherever they sit”.

Our perspective and aspiration for democratic commissioning imply two main 
imperatives for the commissioning processes of evaluation of current programs 
and policies:

1	 a collaboration between commissioners, evaluators and other stakeholders, so 
that democratic and ethical principles of inclusion, empowerment, effective-
ness, and lastly use, may prevail.

2	 a determination that the rules of the market regulating the contract (time, budget, 
risk aversion, etc.)11 do not prevail in the relationship12; finding out ways of 
signing flexible contracts allowing to adjust to the uncertainties and complex-
ities of the implementation, and to look at the findings of the evaluation without 
blinders.
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How “commissioning matters” can match the “democratic” inspiration of 
evaluation

Here, we want to refer to two streams of evaluation literature about the democratic 
inspiration of evaluation. First is the tradition inspired by Barry MacDonald’s 
(1977) typology, which distinguishes democratic evaluation from bureaucratic and 
autocratic evaluation. This tradition originated in the field of educational evalu-
ation and has been enriched by the work of authors such as Lee Cronbach, Ernest 
House, Jennifer Greene and Thomas Schwandt, who emphasize values such as 
deliberation, participation and inclusiveness. Second is the tradition of government 
evaluation pioneered by Eleonor Chelimsky’s experience at the PEMD (Program 
Evaluation Methodology Division) of the US-​GAO (General Accounting Office). 
This tradition emphasizes the value of fairness in the public interest (Chelimsky 
2006).13

Lois-​Ellin Datta (2011) labeled these two ways of conceiving democracy by 
evaluators as “populist”14 and “public interest” and has argued for the need of an 
encounter between them. This is what has actually happened in the Handbook of 
Evaluation,15 and in influential works such as Julnes (2012), Schwandt (2017), 
Schwandt & Gates (2021). And we can say that both streams are utilized by our 
authors. For example, Chapter 6 (Catsambas, 2027), in the first tradition, focuses 
on “safe and open dialogue, engagement of marginalized voices, considerations 
of environmental sustainability, increased capacity for uncensored scientific dis-
course and free press”. Chapter 7 (Lahey & Lucks, 2027), in the second tradition, 
emphasizes that the Sustainable Development Goals “are about democracy –​ 
among other things –​ as they relate to freedom of speech, tolerance for diversity 
and differing opinions, equity and justice. This ensures that, where balance is 
required, the necessary protections are in place to guarantee the safety of the most 
vulnerable in the decision-​making process”.

In what ways does this literature on democratic evaluation impact on 
commissioning? How can we conceptualize commissioning as based on demo-
cratic principles, regardless of how the term is defined? We will analyze the inter-
section of commissioning and democratic principles under three headings.

The first heading (“agency”) deals with the responsibility of the commissioners, 
their way to act in a proactive mode and exert their “agency”. It is a matter of 
becoming aware of the leverage they may have on the conduct of the evaluation, and 
of learning how to get the necessary competences (Chapter 12: Bustelo, Crespo &     
Ligero, 2027). In other words, how to be a “good” evaluator (and, thus, a “good” 
commissioner).

The second heading (“approaches”) admits that commissioning is indeed tacitly 
treated in different ways according to the different approaches to evaluation. This 
refers to the relationship between commissioner, evaluator and other stakeholders. 
In the so-​called “evidence-​based” approaches commissioning may be seen as 
simply formulating a demand (does the program work?) to which evaluators supply 
an answer: this is the typical client-​service relationship. In participatory, realistic 
or complexity-​compatible approaches commissioning is seen as a process in which 
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different actors collaborate from their respective roles to inquire into the ways 
change may happen (Gates, 2017, Cox & Barbrook-​Johnson, 2021). This refers to 
the need for flexibility in evaluation contracts, ToRs admitting interactive theories 
of change, etc.

The third heading (“evaluation systems”) refers to the context within which 
evaluation takes place.16 We are well aware that evaluation systems may mainly use 
evaluation for institutional self-​reinforcement, as we are have been alerted since 
Power’s (1997) “audit society”,17 Dahlen-​Larsen’s “evaluation society” (Dahler-​
Larsen, 2011) and Raimondo & Leeuw’s (2020) “evaluation capture”. True, 
commissioners face many pressures –​ timing, cost, a limited market of providers, 
and administrative obligations to deliver evaluations. Our focus is on how evalu-
ation systems could be more open to receive unforeseen inputs from society, and 
commissioners might turn conditioning rules into opportunities for promoting 
democratic processes (Chapter 6: Catsambas, 2027). Indeed, like all things, evalu-
ation systems can be used for different aims: supporting democracy or supporting 
command and control.

First: the responsible role of commissioners: exerting their “agency”

As early as in 1991, Perrin & Boschen wrote a chapter entitled “Getting the best 
from consultants” in the book Evaluation Methods Sourcebook, edited by Arnold 
Love and the Canadian Evaluation Society, which guided on what they defined 
as the four basic stages in a commissioning process: pre-​selection and defining      
what the commissioner wants; selection of the evaluator; managing the process 
while the evaluation is under way; and follow-​up action and utilization. As Perrin-​
Stame note in their chapter about that 1991 publication,

the main message (…) was the stress on the main responsibility of the com-
missioner in getting a useful evaluation. Rather than dismissing the role of 
commissioning, the authors enhanced it, and invited commissioners to feel 
responsible for clarifying what they want (what are their needs), and for working 
with the evaluators, in a collaborative relationship, to produce something that 
may be used. In other words, to use their power and authority in a proper way.

(Perrin & Stame, 2027)

However, except for the recent book by Catsambas & Davidson (2024) 
on Evaluation Management that also acknowledges the role of responsible 
commissioning, there has been little attention to the commissioning process by the 
evaluation community, specifically overlooking the role played by commissioners.

Not only do we find a gap in the evaluation literature; also, a major part of the 
evaluation guidelines (standards, guidelines, norms or principles developed by the 
professional associations and other organizations),18 and consequent frameworks 
of evaluation competencies19 have been developed from the evaluator’s perspec
tive. Among the rare treatment of commissioners in evaluation guidelines we can 
mention the Australasian Evaluation Association guidelines, the IDRC Manager’s 
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Guide to evaluation, the United Nations Evaluation Group competencies, and the 
UKES Guidelines for Good Practice in Evaluation, developed in 2003. The latter 
case is significant. These are guidelines for evaluators, for commissioners, for insti-
tutional self-​evaluation, and for evaluation participants. But curiously enough, this 
attention to other stakeholders vanished in the “UKES Framework of Evaluation 
Capabilities” this same evaluation society developed in 2012, in which, as in other 
frameworks developed by other societies and organizations, what is presented are 
evaluators’ competencies or capabilities. Especially, the commissioner’s role is 
completely overlooked.

As we said above, the commissioning process involves various stakeholders, 
each one playing crucial roles singularly and in collaboration with each other. As 
Chapter 12 (Bustelo, Crespo & Ligero, 2027) mentions,

although the complex and diverse contexts in which evaluations are conducted 
are well-​recognized and addressed by evaluation theory and practitioners, much 
of the literature and guidance focus on the role of evaluators, who are often 
seen as the central figures ensuring the success of the evaluation through their 
expertise and interaction with commissioners and policymakers. However, as 
evaluators having research and practical experience, we know that no matter 
how well an evaluation is designed and performed, that if the commissioning 
process goes wrong or gets difficult, the evaluation will not manage to be fully 
successful.

In the same line, one of our INTEVAL colleagues interviewed in their capacity 
of having executed a double role of evaluators and commissioners, Kim Forss, 
told us:

when I started out in the evaluation business, I was lucky to encounter a few 
good commissioners. That was very important for the development of my 
career. About the same time, I also met some very bad commissioners, and I was 
perceptive enough to see the difference. I understood that if I wanted to have a 
successful long-​term career, it would be very important to stay clear of incom-
petent commissioners and to recognize and get to work for good commissioners. 
I would say that is a key competence for anyone who wants to build a career 
in evaluation (but –​ to my knowledge –​ that is not part of any competencies 
framework).

In her turn, Catsambas added:

In my experience, I have worked with some excellent commissioners who 
think strategically about the evaluation function in their organization, and 
who see the strategic implications of every evaluation. As I think of them, 
they are tough and demanding customers, sometimes making unreasonable 
demands, but their intention to make evaluation an instrument of learning and 
change is clear, and their intelligence at navigating the politics to get there 
is impressive.
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Other definitions of “good” commissioner are scattered all over the book.20 It 
implies acting responsibly, acknowledging their role, authority and power, taking 
responsibility for enhancing evaluation use (Chapter 2: Perrin & Stame, 2027); 
having a strategic thinking and overview of the whole process (Chapter 12: Bustelo, 
Crespo & Ligero, 2027; Chapter 3: Rogers & Montague, 2027), developing a 
more strategic role that goes beyond the purely technical (Chapter 14: Olejniczak, 
Strzęboszewski & Stępień, 2027), using and encouraging critical evaluative 
thinking (Chapter 13: Bastøe, Høydal & Fossestøl, 2027), and balancing account
ability with learning purposes (Chapter 11: Lindkvist & Lloyd, 2027); “focusing 
on getting the best, in all respects”, through a “collaborative rather than an adver-
sarial approach, and dealing with bureaucratic rules and requirements” (Chapter 2:  
Perrin & Stame, 2027); developing a partnership and a good collaboration with 
evaluators and other stakeholders, not only policymakers’ mandates, building trust 
among those stakeholders, including a responsibility for listening and including 
voices not usually heard (Chapter 4: Ling & Milliard, 2027); mastering flexibility 
and adaptation during the process (Chapter 13: Bastøe, Høydal & Fossestøl, 2027), 
that is, “taking a bespoke (made-​in-​measure) approach to evaluation” and “using 
standards, criteria and guidelines intelligently rather than mechanically” (Chapter 2:  
Perrin & Stame, 2027); working through transparency (Chapter 3: Rogers & 
Montague, 2027), in open dialogue with evaluators throughout the process 
(Chapter 9: Marra & Buscemi, 2027), establishing clear communication protocols 
that foster transparency and democratic participation throughout the evaluation 
process (Chapter 5: Koleros, Liston & McGhee, 2027), and investing in strategic 
dissemination (Chapter 11: Lindkvist & Lloyd, 2027); Overall, a “good” commis
sioner is the one who contributes to enhance, follow and implement democratic 
principles in evaluation, in a process the steps for which have been designed in 
Chapter 4 (Ling & Millard, 2027)

Some experienced colleagues might be somehow skeptical about the need to 
educate commissioners in evaluation. After all, as Forss continues, “those early 
‘good’ commissioners (…) did not have any experience as evaluators, but they 
still did a very good job in commissioning”. However, one should recognize its 
potential: “Having a background as an evaluator is neither necessary nor suffi-
cient to become a good commissioner, but it can be very useful”. That is, not only 
evaluators, but commissioners should also receive an education in evaluation, and 
one that stresses the need for their collaboration based on democratic principles. 
The third section of this book deals with the possibilities of specific evaluation 
education of commissioners.

Bustelo, Crespo & Ligero (2027), based on their experience in the Master 
on Evaluation at Complutense University of Madrid, where both professional 
evaluators and commissioners have been educated since 2002, identify a com-
prehensive framework of competencies, which considers not only evaluators, 
but also commissioners and users of evaluations. They stem from the idea that 
“understanding the competencies needed by these groups is crucial for enhancing the 
commissioning process and, consequently, the overall effectiveness of evaluations” 
and discuss on a specifically active and responsible role for commissioners which 
can better contribute to a commissioning process that enhances democratic values.
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Second: different approaches

Democratic principles may be present in various instances of commissioning: a 
matter of research methods, values and relationships.

First, methods. Confronted with evaluation questions mostly concerned with 
causality (does the program work? Can it be scaled up?), evaluation designs have 
spanned between contribution vs. attribution analysis. As all the discussion about 
contribution analysis and the Theory of change (Koleros et al., 2024) has shown, 
approaches that are limited to demonstrate whether the planned causal pathway is 
valid may miss other occurrences: un-​expected and positive, un-​expected and nega-
tive, for different groups. And, in case of recognized failure of attaining the expected 
goal, the fear has been expressed that a program may be phased out even if it might 
have had otherwise favorable results for groups not previously considered. All this 
past wisdom has taken a more urgent traction with the discourse about complexity, 
emergent traits of eco-​systems and reverse causality, that are hardly considered in 
causal models, but are concretely experienced in the course of an evaluation. In 
Chapter 7, Lahey & Lucks (2027) offer a pertinent example when they note “the 
complexity created by the various tradeoffs across SDGs” that needs to be unpacked.

In the tight relationship outlined above, a positive breakthrough could happen if 
commissioning would openly acknowledge as its goal the benefits to the concerned 
people and situations, with a particular attention to the more marginalized among 
them, not the mere accomplishment of the program as planned. In Chapter 4, Ling 
& Millard (2027) write: “commissioners ensure that evaluation contributes to the 
public good, provides opportunities for enhanced public debate, and is clear about 
its reach and validity”. This would imply that ToRs invite to revisit the Theory of 
Change in interaction with the other actors (evaluator, stakeholders, operatives); 
allow for a choice of methods suited to the situation (and not following a hierarchy 
of methods, or imposing metrics and standards, that disregard the chances offered 
to different groups of population); and focus on change as it happens.

This point is raised in Chapter 3 by Rogers & Montague (2027) who, surpris-
ingly, pick up a controversial view about democracy in evaluation. “Despite the 
claim that ‘carrying out randomized trials can help strengthen our democracy’ 
(Leigh, 2023) through increased transparency, [these authors] think it can actu
ally undermine it”. And this is because the focus on the average effect, such as 
with Randomized Control Trials (RCTs), “ignore the differential effects that all 
interventions produce. Implementing what works on average often does not work 
well for the most marginalized individuals and communities”. What is needed is a 
careful attention to heterogeneity.,

These considerations underscore the request for bespoke ToRs, avoiding the 
boilerplate effect (Chapter 6: Catsambas, 2027; Chapter 2: Perrin & Stame, 2027), 
and flexible contracts.

Second, and related to the above, a democratic approach is concerned with values 
of inclusion, that various authors identify as implying safe and open dialogue, 
representation, equity, sustainability, engagement of marginalized voices. This 
may refer to letting evaluated parties and beneficiaries (right holders) participate 
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in judgments and not only in providing information, and to considering the values 
of different actors and groups affected by the evaluation. In Chapter 2, Perrin & 
Stame (2027) refer to the wide set of actors that must be engaged (intended bene
ficiaries, community, civil society). All these aspects should be considered at the 
time of commissioning. For instance, in Chapter 3, Rogers & Montague (2027) 
stress the need that the commissioning process should allow time and resources for 
individuals and communities to be engaged in deliberative processes.

In Chapter 4, Ling & Millard (2027) provide a rubric through which it is pos
sible to assess to what extent, at any stage of the evaluation, through inclusivity 
and transparency, right holders and beneficiaries have been considered in 
commissioning, i.e.: accessibility, engagement in data interpretation, access to 
results, operationalization of results.

Some authors outline the opportunity offered to democratic commissioning by 
the Sustainable Development Goals. In Chapter 7, Lahey & Lucks (2027) consider 
the SDGs as “an immense effort in global democracy” to identify diverse needs 
across multiple peoples and conflicting priorities. In a similar vein, in Chapter 6, 
Catsambas (2027) suggests that “Evaluation commissioners need to remain alert 
to current changes that offer new opportunities for evaluation and democracy. For 
example, in 2015, countries signed a UN resolution to promote evaluation of the 
SDGs at country level, which offered an in-​the-​moment opportunity for evaluation 
commissioners to push for evaluation of progress toward the Global Goals”.

Third, relationship between commissioner and evaluator. If commissioning is 
seen as a mere client-​service relationship, the process may be affected by distrust. 
This may be documented in the kind of contract (full of cautionary clauses) and 
may be revealed by the behavior of the partners, each acting according to his/​
her own logic (the administrator’s and the researcher’s). However, as Lahey & 
Lucks (2027) suggest in Chapter 7, “building a relationship between evaluators and 
‘commissioners’ of evaluation is critical in helping ensure that evaluation actually 
plays a meaningful role in support of the SDGs ”-​

Trust between commissioners and evaluators is considered the key for a 
successful evaluation.21 As Kim Forss says:

It is necessary that commissioners actually trust the teams they have appointed to 
do a good job. It is equally important that evaluation teams trust commissioners 
and feel that they can be open about problems that come, and that commissioners 
are able to help them solve it, or at least fundamentally understand the issues.

Moreover, trust has to be “established and maintained”. Hur Hassnain, in his 
turn, considers how to build trust the main lesson he learned in his experience as 
commissioner.

In Chapter 11, Lindkvist & Lloyd (2027) testify on a decade-​long collaboration 
between the Norad Evaluation Department and external evaluators from ITAD. 
Through the lens of four major evaluations commissioned by NORAD’s Evaluation 
Department between 2014 and 2024, the authors (one a commissioner, the other an 
evaluator) highlight how commissioners exercised agency, fostered organizational 
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learning, and built trustful partnerships with evaluation teams, at each stage of the 
evaluation process –​ scoping, design, implementation and dissemination.

In Chapter 5, Koleros, Liston & McGhee (2027) present a specific experience 
where the principle of collaboration is foremost: the platform for equitable evalu-
ation, which has been subscribed by various philanthropic societies. These authors 
review how critical domains such as time, cost, giving and receiving feedback, 
self-​reflectivity, equity at every step can be conceived differently in the relation-
ship between commissioners and evaluators: and document how “over time, the 
commitment to consistent virtual meetings and detailed documentation helped 
build trust, fostering more open and honest conversations about the evaluation’s 
goals and challenges”.

In Chapter 3, Rogers & Montague (2027) in their turn elaborate on how the 
principle of transparency, a hallmark of all democratic regimes, may affect the 
commissioner-​evaluator relationship. “Transparency refers to openness of informa-
tion about intentions, plans, rules, processes, actions and results. Transparency in 
evaluation includes both the products of an evaluation and the processes, including 
contracting and commissioning processes”. It refers to what information should be 
shared, methods, findings, protection of anonymity.

Third: evaluation systems

One of the ways in which the bureaucratic capture of evaluation, or evaluation 
drift, takes place is the subordination of commissioning to the interests of bur-
eaucratic, administrative or inflexible preset policymaking: limits to what can be 
asked, short-​term results and budgetary constraints, selective use of results fitting 
the idea of success of the decision-​maker (Raimondo & Leeuw, 2020: 145–​7). 
Inversely –​ as Catsambas (2027) suggests in Chapter 6 –​ evaluation commissioners 
may influence the use of evaluation to contribute to democracy if they critically 
consider the institutional (government and organizational) context where that 
evaluation takes place and develop strategies to be effective within that specific 
context. To grasp this possibility, attention should be given to “how evaluation 
commissioners perceive their assigned role and how they choose to step into that 
role in relation to promoting democratic processes”. This implies understanding 
“their risk tolerance, especially in cases where strengthening democracy involves 
deviating from assigned roles and job expectations, and possibly putting at risk 
their career and livelihood”.

On the other hand, one should also consider that most (Western) governments are 
now organized (or, at least, pretend to be organized) according to principles of the 
New Weberian State, which –​ as Pollard (2027) teaches us in the Appendix –​ incen-
tivize “understanding and meeting citizens’ needs to support democratic account-
ability and responsiveness”, and may even set aside a traditional top down attitude 
and “focus on the value and role of citizen engagement and ‘bottom up’ influ-
ence from citizens and civil society”. If this inspiration prevails, commissioners’ 
role becomes critical: they can be pivotal in “supporting public administrations 
to understand the value, relevance and impact of results for different groups of 
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citizens as well as exploring design, process and context”: from conceiving the 
demands for the evaluation of single policies (“ask critical evaluative questions 
and contextualize analysis of results rather than focus on traditional results-​based 
questions”), to building evaluation capacities in beneficiaries (as in the example of 
citizens panels).

An interesting case of putting the evaluative questions at the core of the evalu-
ation thrust is offered in Chapter 8 by Olejniczak, Kupiec & Park’s (2027) account 
of the Learning Agendas (LA), promoted by the Office of Management and Budget 
(OMB) in the United States and also utilized in Poland. An LA is a tool in the hands 
of commissioners. It addresses directly our concern for the “repetitive exercise”. It 
brings together two important trends: overcoming the “tendency to focus on oper-
ational, short-​term, and technical issues that occupy the current agenda for program 
implementation” and asking “the right questions”, based on previous knowledge, a 
creative way of utilizing the concept of streams of evidence (Rist & Stame, 2006). 
A LA is the product of an iterative process. It affects (democratic) commissioning 
“at two decision points and negotiation processes: (a) LA formulation” –​ know-
ledge needs and evaluation questions are identified and discussed between the 
evaluation unit and a plurality of actors whose voices are heard and listened to; “(b) 
[the content of] the evaluation study commissioned” (the chapter lists examples of 
LAs based on questions about citizens’ rights and other democratic goals).

When speaking of commissioning within evaluation systems, we are interested 
in the various aspects in which the evaluation function is organized, and their 
ability to favor/​ hinder democratic commissioning. We may think at differences in 
political orientation (as presented by Pollard); differences in the institutional con-
text, be it the administrative level (Chapter 7: Lahey & Lucks, 2027) or the nature 
of the institution, as between government ministries and agencies and research 
institutions (Chapter 13: Bastøe, Høydal & Fossestøl, 2027); or differences in the 
scope of the evaluations conducted (Chapter 10: Laaksonen & Palenberg, 2027; 
Chapter 9: Marra & Buscemi, 2027).

It is a matter of challenges (being dependent on rigid decision-​making) and 
opportunities (exploiting the latitude of conceiving the evaluation questions and 
interacting with the evaluation implementation). To this purpose, in Chapter 6, 
Catsambas (2027) draws a table where she crosses context levels (government, 
United Nations, foundations22) with aspects (organizational values, organizational 
priorities, placement of evaluation) that could be used by the evaluation com-
missioner to justify, leverage and encourage the democratic process. But such 
mapping –​ she cautions us –​ “is not intended to identify barriers and give up, but to 
assess what is feasible, determine the effort change will take, and develop the best 
path to achieve it”.

Taking the example of the United Nations, Catsambas notices that an obstacle 
to evaluation to serve democracy is the weight of bureaucracy and internal pol-
itical complexities (and consequential self-​protective defensiveness on the part 
of the evaluation unit). In contrast, she found that “there are UN/​IFI evaluation 
offices that have furthered evaluative thinking and action by embedding methods 
that broadened the scope of evaluation to new underrepresented actors, invited 
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open dialogue, and expanded capacity in their organizations to commission and 
use evaluation at country level”, as in the case of the leadership of UNICEF that 
invested along with the Government of Finland in a global network of evaluation 
organizations to promote the voice of civil society in country-​level evaluation.

While dealing with a particular national evaluation system, the Italian evaluation 
of EU structural funds of cohesion, Chapter 9 (Marra & Buscemi, 2027) illustrates 
the undemocratic shortcomings of keeping commissioning to a mere logic of 
contracting. The financial requirements for large procurement contracts with 
numerous deliverables have favored a market concentration on a few big centers 
with strong economic capacity and good political connections, which acted as a 
barrier to the entry of smaller, diverse and geographically representative consultan-
cies. This produced standard evaluations, showing a scarce “ability to address core 
research questions, collect primary data, and analyze diverse information sources” 
thus raising serious concerns regarding the quality of evaluations”. On the other 
hand, this has not prevented that good organizational arrangements in the manage-
ment of evaluations, with steering groups addressing thematical, methodological 
and use issues, have in some cases shown the potential for “commissioners’ cap-
acity and willingness to foster a constructive relationship with evaluators”.

A different solution to issues of large evaluations is provided in Chapter 10 by 
Laaksonen & Palenberg’s (2027) case of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) of 
Finland. Here too there is a concern for large central evaluations due to increasing 
staff shortages and lack of internal needed competence. The MFA has created a 
system by which the internal Development Evaluation Unit (DEU) commissions 
the evaluations to the Evaluation Services Management, which is composed of 
two consortia, who alternatively perform the evaluation. While taking the main 
decisions, and following its evaluation plan with continuing overall decision-​
making authority, the DEU is supported by other figures, issued by its interior, by 
the ESM and intermediary. The rationale for this elaborated system is increasing 
the quality of the evaluation, and supposedly also the flexibility in planning and 
commissioning; moreover, it intends to favor the creation of new capacities in 
“emerging evaluators” working inside the consortiums. At the same time, it has 
created a kind of duopoly in the market for evaluation.

How this book is organized

The chapters that enter into this volume alternate theoretical thinking with reflections 
on practice. All of them contribute to highlight some issues of our three headings.

The volume is divided into three parts, each of which is focused on a main 
question about the nature of commissioning, and its practical relevance:

1	 Commissioning (with democratic principles) matters, about the rationale for 
this volume

2	 Experiences of commissioning in different institutional contexts, which deals 
with the strategies for democratic commissioning that can be envisaged in 
different evaluation systems
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3	 Educating the commissioner, through a dialogue between commissioners and 
evaluators, where the specific competences for commissioners who understand 
the responsibility of their role are spelled out.

Part I. Commissioning (with democratic principles) matters

Chapter 2 (Perrin & Stame, 2027) lays the foundations of the often-​underestimated 
role of evaluation commissioners in complex, fast-​changing contexts. It 
explains how commissioners shape relevance, quality and democratic value by 
defining scope, budgets and teams, guiding implementation, assuring quality and 
enabling meaningful use of findings that respond to citizens’ needs throughout all 
evaluation stages globally.

Chapter 3 (Rogers & Montague, 2027) examines how evaluation commissioning 
can strengthen or undermine democracy. Using typologies of democracy and 
evaluation, it highlights transparency, meaningful stakeholder engagement     
and attention to heterogeneity. The authors warn against average-​effect designs 
and advocate learning-​oriented questions, inclusive participation, and reporting 
differential impacts on marginalized groups.

Chapter 4 (Ling & Millard, 2027) argues, drawing on deliberative democ
racy, that evaluation commissioning can empower democratic spaces through 
inclusion, dialogue and accountability. It emphasizes intentionality amid power 
relations and proposes guiding questions and a rubric to ensure inclusivity, trans-
parency and accessibility. Meaningful engagement of rights holders reframes 
evaluation as participatory knowledge production.

Chapter 5 (Koleros, Liston & McGhee, 2027) explores shifting equit
able evaluation from external actions to internal, shared practices between 
commissioners and evaluators. It traces equity across all evaluation stages and 
discusses challenges commissioners face, illustrated through a case study of an 
equitable evaluation of the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation’s housing justice 
work in the United States.

Part II. Experiences of commissioning in different institutional contexts

Chapter 6 (Catsambas, 2027) argues that evaluation commissioners possess 
greater power than often recognized to influence democratic outcomes. 
Emphasizing political, institutional and organizational context, it presents a 
framework to map constraints and enablers across sectors. Real-​world examples 
illustrate ethical and strategic commissioning in fragile or politically sensitive 
environments.

Chapter 7 (Lahey & Lucks, 2027) links SDG evaluation to democratic gov
ernance, highlighting the SDGs as a participatory, country-​led framework. It 
explores how commissioners navigate political and technical complexity across 
levels and sectors, arguing that SDG evaluations can engage diverse actors, 
inform trade-​offs and support coordinated, evidence-​informed and democratic 
decision-​making.
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Chapter 8 (Olejniczak, Kupiec & Park, 2027) presents Learning Agendas as 
a strategic commissioning approach to bridge gaps between evidence produ-
cers and users. It shows how Learning Agendas support democratic policymaking 
through participation, institutional learning and integration of expertise and values, 
offering an eight-​step framework based on US and EU empirical cases.

Chapter 9 (Marra & Buscemi, 2027) analyzes how market-​based evaluation 
commissioning in Italy’s Cohesion Policy affects democratic outcomes. It iden-
tifies risks related to procurement, market concentration and regional disparities, 
and advocates inclusive commissioning practices, theory-​driven collaboration 
and management strategies that enhance evaluation quality, utilization, informed 
decision-​making and democratic debate.

Chapter 10 (Laaksonen & Palenberg, 2027) examines Finland’s Ministry for 
Foreign Affairs’ Evaluation Management Services model, assessing how partial 
outsourcing reshapes democratic commissioning. It discusses professionaliza-
tion, knowledge management and participatory decision-​making benefits, along-
side trade-​offs such as intermediary structures and altered commissioner roles, 
drawing on firsthand implementation experience.

Chapter 11 (Lindkvist & Lloyd, 2027) illustrates commissioning as a relational, 
strategic practice beyond contract management, drawing on a commissioner-​
evaluator collaboration in Norway. It shows how commissioners exercise agency, 
build trust and foster learning through all evaluation stages, offering practical 
lessons to strengthen quality, use and democratic impact of evaluations.

Part III. Educating the commissioner, through a dialogue 
between commissioners and evaluators

Chapter 12 (Bustelo, Crespo & Ligero, 2027) highlights commissioners as central 
yet often overlooked actors in democratic evaluation. It frames commissioning 
as an exercise of agency and identifies key competencies –​ knowledge, manage-
ment, interpersonal, ethical and transformative –​ needed to shape priorities, engage 
stakeholders, ensure quality and promote use, positioning commissioners as active 
agents of democratic change.

Chapter 13 (Bastøe, Høydal & Fossestøl, 2027) presents a Norwegian training 
initiative designed to strengthen evaluation commissioning and use through crit-
ical evaluative thinking. It emphasizes dialogical skills, reflection and evidence-​
based practice, highlighting the need for strategic anchoring and systematic planning 
to improve evaluation use and promote democratic values in public administration.

Chapter 14 (Olejniczak, Strzęboszewski & Stępień, 2027) analyzes 
Poland’s Academy of Evaluation, a long-​term capacity-​building initiative for 
commissioning authorities. It traces its shift from technical training to developing 
knowledge brokers, showing how sustained academic programs improve 
commissioning quality, collaboration and networks, and offering lessons for demo-
cratic, adaptive evaluation capacity development.

The Appendix (Pollard, 2027) applies the Neo-​Weberian State model 
to evaluation commissioning, arguing for participatory citizen engagement, 
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context-​sensitive results frameworks, and professional leadership that supports 
delegation and agility. It emphasizes commissioners’ responsibility to align 
evaluations with human rights, equality and democratic public value.

The concluding Chapter 15 (Bustelo & Stame, 2027) reframes democratic  
commissioning through theory and practice. It argues democratic commissioning  
depends on process and agency, not fixed rules, and provides practical guidance,  
including “dos and don’ts”, to help commissioners assess risks, seize opportunities  
and pursue the public good (Table 1.1).

Table 1.1 � In the guise of an index of contents, to help readers navigate the book’s chapters

What commissioning is 
about

Chapter 2 –​ the power of commissioners
Chapter 4 –​ the commissioning process
Chapter 6 –​ the managerial tasks
Chapter 8 –​ framing the evaluation demands
Chapter 9 –​ contracting

Commissioning and 
democratic theory

Chapter 3 –​ democratic principles
Chapter 4 –​ deliberative democracy
Chapter 15 –​ democratic commissioning

Tools for democratic 
commissioners

Chapter 4 –​ a rubric of the commissioning process
Chapter 12 –​ competencies for democratic commissioning
Chapter 13 –​ training for critical evaluative thinking
Chapter 14 –​ training as knowledge brokers
Chapter 15 –​ dos and don’ts

Overcoming power 
unbalances

Chapter 3 –​ accounting for heterogeneity
Chapter 5 –​ challenges of equitable evaluation

Contextual factors Chapter 5 –​ philanthropies
Chapter 6 –​ differences between international agencies /​ 

governments /​ nonprofit
Chapters 8 & 10 –​ government
Chapter 9 –​ government –​ EU
Chapters 13 & 14 –​ public administrations
Appendix –​ theory of government

Topical relevance Chapter 7 –​ SDGs
Chapter 9 –​ EU cohesion policy
Chapters 8, 10 &11 –​ international aid

Relationship between 
commissioners and 
evaluators

Chapter 5 –​ shared practice for equitable evaluation
Chapter 10 –​ the Finnish experience
Chapter 11 –​ positive collaboration in Norway
Chapter 12 –​ both roles sharing and exchanging experiences in 

master’s program
Geographical area Chapter 3 –​ Australia, Canada

Chapters 4, 6 & 7 –​ International
Chapter 5 –​ United States; Chapter 8 –​ United States & 

EU cases
Chapter 9 –​ Italy & EU
Chapter 10 –​ Finland
Chapters 11 & 13 –​ Norway
Chapter 12 –​ Spain
Chapter 14 –​ Poland
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A starting platform, not a definitive closure of the topic

Although we are proud to have entered an uncharted territory, we do not pretend to 
have said the last word about it. Rather, on the contrary, the more we inquire into 
the democratic dimension of commissioning, the more aware we become of the 
limits of our own treatment of the topic that need to be overcome.

First, we must deepen our understanding of the tacit reproduction of power 
asymmetries. Beyond acknowledging the power of commissioning, we must fur-
ther interrogate how commissioners reproduce or contest structural inequities 
based on race, gender, or colonial legacies. We must also consider how they can 
link their practice to trends in decolonizing evaluation, Indigenous perspectives 
and intersectional analysis.

Second, in our attempt at a comprehensive treatment of commissioning within 
formal institutional systems, we primarily drew our empirical and conceptual bases 
from European, North American and Australian settings. We acknowledge that 
important bodies of practice and scholarship –​ particularly from community-​based, 
Indigenous and Southern contexts –​ are underrepresented here. Therefore, we 
invite readers from other regions to adapt the framework to situations embedded in 
different administrative traditions, political cultures and community accountability 
logics beyond the scope of this volume.

We hope this book will be seen as a significant step in an ongoing conversation, 
not the final word on commissioning.

Notes

	1	 We thank Tessie Tzavaras Catsambas, Tom Ling, Burt Perrin and Patricia Rogers for 
savvy comments to the first version of this chapter.

	2	 Karlsson and Conner (2006: 234) speaking of the democratization of evaluation say that it 
“occurs in the central components in the evaluation process (…) deciding on the aims of 
the evaluation (…) determining the resources for the evaluation (…) selecting the evalu-
ation questions and methods”.

	3	 See box. Thanks to Emily Gates for reminding us about Cronbach’s relevance.
	4	 Datta’s article never mentions commissioning. Moreover, that literature is premised on 

a negative bias against politics, therefore dismissing any possibility of independence 
among commissioners.

	5	 Leeuw & Pleger (2023) in their article on evaluation capture and ways of resistance are 
interested in the evaluator’s qualities of resilience, but do not address our concern with 
commissioners themselves. However, Leeuw, in his testimony as a commissioner with 
evaluation experience, considers behaviors of commissioners that he once held good (like 
detailed ToR and other ways to constrain evaluators) as expressions of evaluation capture.

	6	 See correspondence with Rob van den Berg and interview with Jos Vaessen.
	7	 Thank you very much to the selected group of Kim Forss, Hur Hassnain, Frans Leeuw, 

Jos Vaessen for thoughtfully answering our questionnaire about their experiences as 
commissioners.

	8	 See Marra & Buscemi’s Chapter 9 for understanding the flaws of limiting commissioning 
with contracting.
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	 9	 Comment by Burt Perrin to the first version of this chapter.
	10	 Comment by Tessie Tzavaras Catsambas to the first version of this chapter.
	11	 See Cox & Barbrook-​Johnson (2021) for a detailed analysis of the legal rules of 

contracting, that are barriers to utilizing complexity-​appropriate evaluation approaches.
	12	 Of course, this does not mean ignoring the risk of fraud or misuse of the public money 

spent for the evaluation. But that risk would be better averted if the money were spent 
in a purposeful evaluation, while the rigid application of an unfitted method could be a 
greater waste of money, not to say of a better way to hide misappropriation.

	13	 This tradition is reflected in some Evaluation guidelines. The Australasian Evaluation 
Society (AES) has in its Code of Ethics the principle of “Public interest” which is 
explained as “Members should consider the interests of the full range of stakeholders 
in their evaluation work, including the broader public interest, and in particular, the 
potential impacts of differences and inequalities in society”. The American Evaluation 
Association (AEA) Guiding principle E is “Common Good and Equity: Evaluators strive 
to contribute to the common good and advancement of an equitable and just society”.

	14	 “Populist” is a US label that would be misunderstood in a European, and perhaps world
wide, context, where it means a method of constructing a political consensus based on 
demagogy and supporting the worst feelings of the masses, by a charismatic leader. In 
our case, we would use the word “inclusive”.

	15	 In a chapter of the Handbook Karlsson and Conner (2006: 229) define the public interest 
as opposed to specific power holder interests.

	16	 We are also aware that not in all countries the evaluation function is institutionalized 
enough, so the evaluations and, therefore, the commissioning process for those 
evaluations, might be anecdotical or not occur in sufficiently organized evaluation 
systems. In these cases, though, the pressures that commissioners suffer might be 
even worse.

	17	 Power (1997) suggests that the “rituals of verification” can take a dysfunctional quality 
by imposing values and have unintended negative consequences.

	18	 Apart from the codes developed by the professional associations of evaluators, see the 
Joint Committee on Standards of Educational Evaluation, the OECD or the UNEG 
standards.

	19	 See the EES, UKES, CES, or others such as IDEAS, DFID and UNEG.
	20	 In Chapter 15, we propose a re-​elaboration of practical guidance based on the lessons 

learned by the authors in their studies.
	21	 Wildavsky (1993: 234) goes as far as declaring “evaluation as trust”.
	22	 The relationship between philanthropies and democracy has been broadly analyzed by 

Reich & al. in Philanthropy in Democratic Societies (2016).
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2	� How to make commissioning matter 
in times of complex fast-​changing 
reality

Burt Perrin and Nicoletta Stame

Introduction

The current movement toward more democratic policies able to address the great 
upheaval of climate change, huge social differences and new conflicts, at the same 
time of great technological innovation and new movements for social justice, puts 
under pressure not only evaluation approaches, but also the whole fabric of evalu-
ation management.

What is at stake is the way evaluations can take into account and address 
challenges and opportunities linked to the complex reality that is changing fast 
during the implementation of program, providing evidence and insights that can 
guide future directions.

This new task requires the contribution by all parties to the evaluation: those 
who perform the evaluation (with all the potential approaches, methodolo-
gies and ethical guidelines) together with those who ask for an evaluation, the 
commissioners, who have the power to launch an evaluation and may have the last 
word over its use. It is a matter of responsibility on both sides, as has been stressed 
in a few far-​sighted interventions that have called for a change in attitude largely 
shared by evaluators and commissioners alike (Brousselle, 2022, Rogers, 2022, 
Valters, 2014).

Yet, while one can get inspiration from the abundant literature on evaluation 
approaches, that has recently been enriched by debates spanning between Theories 
of Change and big data, not to forget artificial intelligence, there is a stunning 
silence about the role of commissioning, and its potential role to be played in 
the current situation. This is perhaps the legacy of an old attitude of dismissal. 
Commissioning seems to be viewed as separate from evaluation, with the contract 
seen only as a starting condition and a source of blame if issues arise.

Commissioning of evaluation comes under the area of evaluation manage-
ment, and in most textbooks, it often culminates in guidelines for the preparation 
of a good contract, from proposal, selection of evaluator, legal arrangements for 
privacy and independence, deliverables. A challenge is that evaluation services are 
not the same as the production of goods or infrastructure, where the technique of 
production can be established in advance and the contractor has only to abide with 
them. A good evaluation contract should consider what is inherent in evaluation, 
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the immateriality of the activity of providing information, the values involved, the 
changes in implementation that should be expected, etc., something that is particu-
larly cogent in the current situation.

There are a few exceptions to the traditional textbook treatment that are a good 
guide for undertaking the change in perspective that we are promoting.

Perrin & Boschen (1991) in a publication entitled Getting the best from 
consultants, showcased what would be the “best” kind of relationship between 
two parties –​ commissioner and evaluator who are bound together by a contract. It 
was a guide on how to deal with all aspects that frame the task of commissioning, 
along four basic stages: 1. Pre-​selection: defining what the commissioner wants; 
2. Selection of the evaluator (various ways and criteria); 3. Managing the process 
while the evaluation is under way; 4. Follow-​up action and utilization.

This contribution had been prompted by the experience of the authors who had 
observed failure by some commissioners to think through what they want out of the 
evaluation study and why, problematic selection processes, minimum involvement with 
the evaluator, Terms of Reference (ToRs) that intrude on methodological matters, etc.

The main message of that chapter, and what strikes us for its continuous rele-
vance, was the stress on the main responsibility of the commissioner in getting a 
useful evaluation. Rather than dismissing the role of commissioning, the authors 
enhanced it, and invited commissioners to feel responsible for clarifying what they 
want (their needs), and for working with the evaluators, in a collaborative relation-
ship, to produce something that may be used. In other words, to use their power and 
authority in a proper way.

Thirty years later, Catsambas & Davidson (2024) in a book entitled Evaluation 
Management devote an entire chapter to ”Commissioning great evaluations” that, 
again acknowledges the role of responsible commissioning, moving between 
avoiding pitfalls and promoting good practices.

Keeping the lessons of these contributions in mind, we now turn to the challenge 
we raised at the beginning: changes in the context where policies are implemented 
(complexity, uncertainty) call for new kinds of programs, seen as part of larger 
strategies of “transformation” (SDGs), in the “public interest”. Consequently, 
evaluation questions need to move from attainment of desired results by a spe-
cific program, to openness to alternatives and opportunities for change that may 
materialize in the getting together of multiple initiatives. Not everything can be 
established in advance, and commissioners should envisage new kinds of collabor-
ation with stakeholders and larger communities, and undertake iterative processes 
to review theories of change and logical frameworks in order to grasp changes in 
the context and in the larger situation: and take responsibility for it, also through 
flexible contracts that allow for reassessing the situation when needed.

In the following sections we will touch on a series of issues, summarized in  
Table 2.1, that refer to how commissioning fares with respect to these challenges.  
In the first place we will return to the suggestions for good commissioning in order  
to identify what problems still trouble their accomplishment (I. Overall imperatives  
and guiding principles for action). Next, we will review some updated ways in  
which serial ToRs, wrong questions, inappropriate use of guidelines, bureaucratic  
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rules for selection of evaluators, are still practiced, and propose ways for how to  
overcome these (II. Good practices, albeit not always practiced so well). Lastly  
(III. Opening the perspective), it will be a matter of how to innovate, addressing the  
new challenges put by the political landscape of the programs.

Steps commissioners could take to enhance the relevance, quality and use 
of evaluation

I. Overall imperatives and guiding principles for action

Acknowledge the role, authority and power of commissioners

It is the commissioner who arguably has more power and authority than anyone 
else to control what will happen with an evaluation. But commissioners often do 
not fully appreciate this, nor act accordingly.

A corollary of this is that, as Catsambas & Davidson (2024) discuss, the 
commissioner’s role requires significant knowledge and expertise, responsibility, 
judgment and taking of decisions. This is far more than a simple administrative task 
that can be passed on to an underling, at least not without significant guidance, as 
happens all too often. And with predictable results. Are commissioners always aided 
in acquiring the necessary competences to be able to fulfill this role appropriately?

Given the power and authority of a commissioner to determine the direction of 
an evaluation, how it should be undertaken and by whom, then it is appropriate that 
credit or blame for how well the evaluation has been undertaken fall mainly with 
the commissioner, rather with others engaged in the evaluation process.

Focus on getting the best in all respects

When undertaking an evaluation, presumably one would want the best in all 
respects –​ the best possible evaluation design, undertaken in the best possible way, 

Table 2.1 � Steps for commissioners to take

I.	 Overall imperatives and guiding principles for action
Acknowledge the role, authority, and power of a commissioner role
Focus on getting the best, in all respects

II.	 Good practices not always practiced so well
Take a bespoke (made-​in-​measure) approach to evaluation
Use standards, criteria, and guidelines appropriately
Be sure that stakeholders are engaged in all aspects of the evaluation
Ensure quality of evaluation undertakings
Focus on evaluation use and influence

III.	 Broadening the perspective
Consider the bigger picture
Use a positive, strength-​based approach to evaluation
Keep an open mind
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undertaken by highly qualified experts, the best possible collaboration between 
the evaluation commissioner/​manager and the evaluator, with appropriate engage-
ment of stakeholders to ensure the relevance and use of the evaluation (Perrin & 
Boschen, 1991).

Again, this guidance strikes us as self-​evident. But why does this so often just 
not happen? We will just briefly touch upon two important considerations: the 
importance of a collaborative rather than an adversarial approach and dealing with 
bureaucratic rules and requirements.

When the evaluation is viewed as a partnership, there should be a close working 
relationship between the evaluation consultant and the commissioner. Such a rela-
tionship can provide a good idea how the evaluation is progressing, and emerging 
findings and any issues at the earliest possible opportunity. It also provides oppor-
tunities for maximum input, and for discussion of how best to deal with the inevit-
able uncertainties as they arise.

Thus, it is helpful to be aware of the best possible approach that would result 
in the best possible evaluation. Invariably there may be need for compromises, as 
virtually all organizations have procurement rules and requirements that must be 
followed, even though many of these rules have not been imposed with evaluation 
in mind. But as we have identified in an earlier book in this series (Perrin, 2021, 
p. 202), “No system is perfect, and every good bureaucrat who gets things done 
knows how to ‘work the system’ to their advantage…. Effective bureaucrats indeed 
know how to get around rules and requirements, without quite contravening them”.

When characteristics of procurement rules appear problematic, might it appro-
priate for these procedures be the subject of an evaluation? Nevertheless, as we have 
discussed elsewhere (Perrin, 2021), there can be strong resistance to evaluation of 
internal bureaucratic processes, and even “independent” evaluation functions often 
seem loath to undertake such evaluations.

II. Good practices, albeit not always practiced so well

Take a bespoke (made-​in-​measure) approach to evaluation

Evaluations need to be made to measure in order to be able to address the spe-
cific information needs of the potential users of the specific evaluation, taking into 
account the context in which it is being undertaken. The mantra of utilization-​
focused evaluation (Patton, 2008) is: intended use for intended users.

This seems to be a no-​brainer. If an evaluation is not focused around the infor-
mation needs of the stakeholders, how likely is it that it will be useful? Yet this 
does not always happen. In what we might refer to as “serial evaluations”, evalu-
ation approaches seem to be replicated from one situation to another. There are 
numerous Terms of Reference issued by the same agency that all sound much the 
same, mandating a very similar approach to evaluation.

A bespoke approach to evaluation has numerous implications,. Firstly, this 
implies use of some form of a needs analysis, where stakeholders have an oppor-
tunity to identify what they could learn and use from an evaluation. This also 
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implies evaluation tailored around these questions and information needs, rather 
than something predetermined. For such an approach to be meaningful, most likely 
to address the real information needs of stakeholders and to be used, there would 
be a need for considerable engagement throughout the evaluation process with the 
key stakeholders.

A bespoke approach contrasts with a template, or standardized approach that 
treats programs as essentially alike and requires all evaluations to adhere to a very 
similar or even identical approach. Such a one-​size-​fits-​all approach runs the risk 
of not being relevant or useful to anyone, with, at best, limited buy-​in and interest 
to the evaluation process and in its use. Sometimes well-​intentioned guidelines 
concerning what every evaluation should cover become, inadvertently, barriers to 
more targeted, and more appropriate evaluation approaches.

This does not mean that one should reinvent the wheel every time one designs 
an evaluation. One, of course, should learn from similar approaches that have been 
used elsewhere –​ but then, rather than taking a cookie-​cutter approach, engage 
stakeholders in designing an evaluation approach that addresses the unique needs 
of the specific situation, questions and priority issues.

This might, perhaps, require more effort, and expertise, than applying a 
readymade design (or following a predisposed table of contents for the report). 
Certainly, more effort will be required up front in the evaluation planning. But a 
bespoke approach can help refine and focus the scope of the evaluation on the spe-
cific considerations of concern in that context, rather than requiring each evaluation 
to address a multitude of imposed questions that may distract from an evaluation 
focus. Thus, a bespoke evaluation potential can be more streamlined. And, given 
engagement of stakeholders in agreeing on the right questions, it is much more 
likely to result in use, representing increased effectiveness and value for money of 
the evaluation.

Use standards, criteria and guidelines intelligently rather than mechanically

Are standards, criteria and guidelines a help –​ or a hindrance in planning and 
undertaking an evaluation? In practice, they could be either, depending upon how 
the commissioner approaches and manages the evaluation.

There are various iterations of evaluation standards and guidelines, too numerous 
to list here. These can be immensely helpful, to a commissioner in planning an 
evaluation, and to all involved in evaluation during its various stages. For example, 
the OECD/​DAC (2010) Evaluation Quality Standards identify general categories 
of quality that can be very helpful when planning and undertaking an evaluation 
and in considering deliverables and findings. Most major evaluation associations, 
as well as many large organizations, have identified various ethical norms and 
standards that would be helpful to bear in mind. Guidelines are more useful when 
used as guidelines, to help suggest questions and considerations that an evaluation 
should address.

The OECD/​DAC evaluation criteria for development evaluation are a case 
in point. These are intended to be used intelligently rather than mechanically or 
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rigidly, such as highlighted in the revised Criteria of 2021 that states that: “When 
evaluating development co-​operation programs and projects it is useful to consider 
[these] criteria” (OECD DAC, 2021; emphasis added).

Principle One: The criteria should be applied thoughtfully to support high-​
quality, useful evaluation.
Principle Two: Use of the criteria depends on the purpose of the evaluation.
(…) Different methodologies can be used when evaluating based on the criteria, 
recognizing that the criteria form just one part of the full spectrum of evaluation 
norms and standards.

(OECD/​DAC, 2021: 10)

Not all criteria might be applicable, in the same way, in every evaluation context.
Unfortunately, too often DAC criteria are mandated, and used, mechanically 

rather than intelligently, as intended. Applying standards and criteria in a rigid 
manner is a sign of lazy management. This replaces thinking about what is really 
important and which criteria would matter most in a particular evaluation context.

Rigidly structuring evaluations around standards and criteria can lead to a 
sameness across many evaluations that does not do justice to any of them, yet 
another example of serial evaluations. For example, one of us was involved in the 
review of evaluations carried out by a large international agency. The evaluations 
reviewed had budgets ranging from $20,000 to $2M, with the evaluations taking 
between three months to multi-​year. But the reports, irrespective of significant 
differences across the scope and foci of these evaluations, all mainly sounded 
much the same, likely due to a similar organization of all reports around the 
DAC criteria. Without otherwise being aware of the budgets and timeframes 
for these evaluations, the reader might be forgiven for wondering what the 
differences were.

It is within the power of the evaluation commissioner to ensure that evaluation 
make use of guidelines, standards and criteria appropriately rather than as rigid 
“rules”. And, that as we have suggested above, with each evaluation focusing on 
questions of specific importance.

Be sure that stakeholders are engaged in all aspects of the evaluation

There are many reasons why stakeholders should be engaged in the evaluation 
process. For one thing, for stakeholders who might be in position to act upon the 
evaluation in some way (or conversely, to inhibit or even block this), engagement in 
the planning process can enable these stakeholders to identify what they would like 
to get out of the evaluation, what questions or concerns are of primary relevance.

While engagement might seem most pertinent to the actual evaluation than 
to the role of commissioners, it is commissioners who set the tone for what is 
expected, or might even be considered acceptable, and it is commissioners who 
have lead responsibility for the early planning stages of the evaluation, as well as 
for later follow-​up action.
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There is general, if not quite universal, recognition of the need to engage key 
stakeholders in some way in the evaluation. But engagement, to be meaningful, 
needs to go beyond just providing key stakeholders with an opportunity to comment 
on drafts. This minimal level of engagement rarely is sufficient for stakeholders to 
feel any part of the evaluation, or to develop buy in.

Similarly, engagement should include, but go beyond, just those stakeholders 
within the part of the organization most directly affected by the evaluation. 
Invariably, there are other departments, and partners, who also might be affected 
by the evaluation, who also need to be engaged in a meaningful way. Beyond this, 
it is also important for the community affected by the initiative, including intended 
beneficiaries and maybe the larger civil society, and who also should be meaning-
fully engaged in the evaluation process, at a minimum, to be given an opportunity 
to indicate how the evaluation can take into account their concerns and issues that 
may well differ from those of the funding agency.

The commissioner has a major role to make sure that appropriate engagement 
does take place. All too often, involvement with a broader group of stakeholders 
is limited, indeed often of a token nature with no real opportunity to influence the 
focus of the evaluation. For example, external stakeholders may be interviewed or 
even invited to meetings to comment on evaluation plans, but usually after these 
have more-​or-​less been determined.

If one cares about how evaluation can support a democratic approach, then 
meaningful involvement of civil society is essential, and that evaluation addresses 
the interests and needs of civil society including potential and actual beneficiaries. 
But it is important to bear in mind power imbalances. Otherwise, it is inevitable 
that the evaluation will instead serve the interests of those with the power. In an 
earlier book in this series, one of us (Perrin, 2018) differentiated between the most 
common form of accountability –​ up to the funder/​donor who already holds the 
power, rather than accountability down to the community.

Enabling meaningful involvement of the community in evaluation can be chal-
lenging, indeed threatening, for evaluation commissioners who most often are part 
of the system. Nevertheless, most public service organizations and governments do 
say that they support democracy and addressing interests and needs of the commu-
nity, including those most marginalized. Various statements of evaluation standards 
also make this point. Thus, there is much that a commissioner can do to make true 
engagement of the community in evaluation possible.

Ensure quality of evaluation undertakings

The evaluation commissioner has a critical role in ensuring quality, which should 
be a key consideration throughout all phases of evaluation, right from the planning 
stages. A good process, involving a collegial relationship, with ongoing contact, is 
most likely to enable discussions, and as need be, modifications, to support quality.

For example, as we have discussed, Is there a high-​quality evaluation design 
and Terms of Reference, with appropriate engagement of stakeholders? Has a com-
petent evaluator, with the requisite expertise, been chosen, using a process that 
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prioritizes competence and a track record for ensuring a quality approach over other 
possible criteria, for example, price? Sure, one can always find someone willing to 
work for less, nominally promising the same form of outputs. But rarely would this 
lead to a high-​quality evaluation undertaking. And without this, any evaluation will 
be useless, at a minimum not representing good value for money; worse, leading 
to faulty policies and programs. To emphasize, quality refers to all aspects of the 
evaluation, including but by no means limited to technical considerations.

An increasingly common way of ensuring quality is to use one or more forms 
of quality assurance. In a larger organization, informal discussion among internal 
staff, as well as a more structured review by other staff, could be seen as a valuable 
peer support process.

Increasingly, an expert quality assurance reviewer external to the organization 
is engaged to review and comment upon draft deliverables. Such reviews often 
are restricted to draft reports. But often there could be opportunities for a more 
constructive approach, with at least some engagement during the evaluation pro-
cess that might help suggest ways of enhancing quality. While many organizations 
employ rigid templates, we have found that it is generally most useful to keep 
these to general categories rather than rigid criteria or rating systems that might not 
necessarily apply to all evaluations.

Again, the commissioner has a critical role to play in ensuring quality, for 
example, being aware of any real or potential or even perceived concerns about 
quality, while the evaluation still is under way and there still is time as needed to 
address these.

Focus on evaluation use and influence

The evaluation field is increasingly recognizing the importance of a focus on how 
evaluations can exert influence and be used. Evaluation is a practical undertaking, 
and without use of some form, there is little point to it. As utilization drives, or 
should drive, most evaluation, this is a critical consideration.

Most of the better-​known evaluation standards and guidelines identify the 
importance of a focus on use as part of an evaluation, with an extensive literature 
on evaluation use, well beyond our scope to discuss here (e.g., Alkin & King, 2016; 
Alkin & King, 2017; King & Alkin, 2019; Patton, 2020).

Rarely does evaluation use happen just in response to a formal final report. This 
has implications for design, methods, engagement and more. This has important 
implications for how evaluations should be planned and undertaken –​ and for the 
role of the commissioner. In particular, the commissioner needs to build in consid-
erations regarding utilization from the beginning of the evaluation planning pro-
cess. Waiting until near the end to start thinking how an evaluation could be used 
invariably is too late.

Much use, and influence, happens informally throughout the evaluation process. 
This is one of the reasons why we have highlighted the importance of a collabora-
tive approach and engaging stakeholders. It is a main responsibility of the evalu-
ation commissioner to ensure that an evaluation is focused on being used.
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While some form of use, even on an informal basis, hopefully starts early in the 
evaluation process, the commissioner needs to take a lead role, after the evaluation 
is formally completed and the final report accepted, to help encourage and facilitate 
meaningful use of the evaluation.

III. Broadening the perspective

Consider the bigger picture

An earlier book in this series: From Studies to Streams (Rist & Stame, 2006) 
observed that most useful information comes not from individual evaluation 
studies, but rather from a multitude of sources and rarely all at once such as in a 
standalone study. Nevertheless, this still largely seems to be the main way in which 
evaluation is being undertaken. This limits the potential for greater learning.

For example, is it really necessary for the same agency, such as seems to occur 
often in the development aid area, to commission many separate evaluations of 
different but similar programs, so often taking very similar approaches? Could 
there be ways of taking a bigger picture approach, where specific evaluations 
are complementary rather than carbon copy duplicates of one another, the serial 
evaluations we referred to above? This requires a different mindset, looking at 
ways of complementarity rather than seemingly unthinkingly copying what’s being 
done elsewhere.

While this might seem inconsistent with the bespoke approach we proposed 
above, the contrary might be the case, where individual evaluations need not be 
copies of what has been done elsewhere, while still providing opportunities for 
mutual learning across different evaluations and different programs. This is con-
sistent with a realist synthesis approach (Pawson, 2013).

To be sure, evaluation syntheses, drawing upon themes from multiple studies 
and sources of information, can help (e.g., chapter by Perrin in Rist & Stame, 
2006). Planning in advance, with an open mind, can create even more opportunities 
for learning out of the box.

Use a positive, strength-​based approach to evaluation

Evaluation is often viewed as focusing on the negatives, on identifying the inevit-
able weaknesses in most any program or endeavor. There now is increasing interest 
in positive thinking approaches that highlight what is going well, as well as what 
might be improved to result in even more positive effects (e.g., Stame, 2014; Stame 
& Lo Presti, 2015; Preskill & Catsambas, 2006; Perrin, 2014). Positive thinking 
approaches do not ignore the inevitable problems or “the bad stuff”, but frame 
these in a positive, constructive context that is more likely to encourage buy-​in to 
an evaluation and action on its implications.

A positive thinking approach to evaluation makes use of positive dynamics that 
are more likely to lead to positive effects. This is consistent with a utilization-​
focused approach to evaluation, where the stakeholders are energized to discover 
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ways to make things better. Stame (2014) and Stame & Lo Presti (2015) list a var
iety of possible approaches; perhaps the best known of these is appreciative inquiry. 
Working within this latter approach, Catsambas & Davidson (2024) show how the 
positive consequences of upholding such approach extends also to commissioning.

Keep an open mind

During the course of most evaluations, things can change, in small and not-​so-​
small ways. For example, key managers and other influential stakeholders and their 
interests can change, as well as policy priorities, key interests of stakeholders, and 
the context is likely to change in at least some way. To remain relevant, evaluations 
need to adjust to changing needs and priorities. Good evaluation also should take 
an iterative approach, making adjustments to the evaluation approach based upon 
emerging findings. Early evaluation feedback also may elicit questions or consid-
erations that were not anticipated initially.

Thus meaningful evaluation should take an intelligent, emergent approach 
and be open to adaptation during the evaluation process, especially when unex-
pected consequences may offer, as Rogers (2022) noted, an “effective leverage of 
emerging opportunities to contribute to important wider impacts”, which implies 
a change in the commissioners’ approach, going beyond intended outcomes and 
exploring how change actually can happen. This has major implications for the 
commissioner’s role, going beyond checking compliance with the original theory 
of change to reflect new developments and changes from the initial context and 
assumptions.

Particularly with evaluations of complex or multiyear initiatives, the commis-
sioner might anticipate the possible need for eventual modifications. Some evalu-
ation designs are more adaptable than others to modification. Some evaluators are 
more open to feedback and to adapting initial approaches than others. Contracts 
could provide for some flexibility so that changes such as to methodology could be 
made without requiring contract amendments.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have highlighted the critical importance of the commissioner’s 
role that is often underrated. There are many things a commissioner can do to 
help ensure that evaluations will be relevant and useful, and address the needs of 
citizens, in support of democracy. It is the commissioner who determines what 
evaluations will be done, their scope and budget, establishing terms of reference, 
handpicking the evaluation team, while providing guidance and supervision as 
needed throughout the evaluation, and with lead responsibility for ensuring util-
ization. Given the power and role of the commissioner in shaping all aspects of the 
evaluation, this role is critical, and it rarely would be credible to blame others if 
things are not done well.
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When commissioners acknowledge the power and authority of their role, they 
then would be in position to play a role in enhancing the relevance, and use, of 
evaluation.

References

Alkin, Marvin C., and Jean A. King. 2016. “The Historical Development of Evaluation 
Use.” American Journal of Evaluation 37 (4): 568–​79.

Alkin, Marvin C., and Jean A. King. 2017. “Definitions of Evaluation Use and Misuse, 
Evaluation Influence, and Factors Affecting Use.” American Journal of Evaluation 38 
(3): 434–​450.

Brousselle, Astrid. 2022. “Planting Seeds for Change.” Evaluation 28 (1): 9–​10.
Catsambas, Tessie T., and Jane Davidson. 2024. Evaluation Management. Thousand Oaks, 

CA: Sage.
King, Jean A., and Marvin C. Alkin. 2019. “The Centrality of Use: Theories of Evaluation 

Use and Influence and Thoughts on the First 50 Years of Use Research.” American 
Journal of Evaluation 40 (3): 431–​58.

Organisation for Economic Co-​operation and Development / Development Assistance 
Committee (OECD/​DAC). 2010. DAC Evaluation Quality Standards. In OECD Evaluating 
Development Co-​operation: Summary of Key Norms and Standards. Paris: OECD.

Organisation for Economic Co-​operation and Development / Development Assistance 
Committee (OECD/​DAC). 2021. Applying Evaluation Criteria Thoughtfully. 
Paris: OECD.

Patton, Michael Quinn. 2008. Utilization-​Focused Evaluation. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Patton, Michael Quinn. 2020. “Evaluation Use Theory, Practice, and Future 

Research: Reflections on the Alkin and King AJE Series.” American Journal of Evaluation 
41 (4): 581–​602.

Pawson, Ray. 2013. The Science of Evaluation. London: Sage.
Perrin, Burt. 2006. “How Evaluation Can Help Make Knowledge Management Real” 

In From Studies to Streams, edited by Ray C. Rist and Nicoletta Stame, 23–​45. New 
Brunswick, NJ: Transactions Publishers.

Perrin, Burt. 2014. “Think Positively! And Make a Difference through Evaluation.” 
Canadian Journal of Evaluation 29 (2): 48–​66.

Perrin, Burt. 2018. “Accountability’s Two Solitudes and the Questions It Raises: Accountability 
to Whom? By Whom? And for What?” In The Evaluation Enterprise: A Critical View, 
edited by Jan-​Eric Furubo and Nicoletta Stame. London: Routledge.

Perrin, Burt. 2021. “Conclusion: The Problematique of Bureaucracy and What This Means 
for Evaluation—​And for Public Sector Leaders.” In Changing Bureaucracies: Adapting 
to Uncertainty and How Evaluation Can Help, edited by Burt Perrin and Tony Tyrrell. 
London: Routledge.

Perrin, Burt, and Kathryn A. Boschen. 1991. “Getting the Best from Consultants.” In 
Evaluation Methods Sourcebook, edited by Arnold J. Love. Ottawa: Canadian Evaluation 
Society.

Preskill, Hallie, and Tessie Tzavaras Catsambas. 2006. Reframing Evaluation through 
Appreciative Inquiry. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Rist, Ray C., and Nicoletta Stame, eds. 2006. From Studies to Streams. New Brunswick, 
NJ: Transaction Publishers.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



36  The Power of Commissioning

Rogers, Patricia. 2022. “Changing the Substance and Image of Evaluations.” Evaluation 28 
(1): 24–​26.

Stame, Nicoletta. 2014. “Positive Thinking Approaches to Evaluation and Program 
Perspectives.” Canadian Journal of Program Evaluation 29 (2): 67–​86.

Stame, Nicoletta, and Veronica Lo Presti. 2015. “Positive Thinking and Learning from 
Evaluation.” In Evaluation and Success, edited by Steffen Bohni-​Nielsen, Robert 
Turksema, and Peter van der Knaap. New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers.

Valters, Craig. 2014. “Theories of Change in International Development: Communication, 
Learning, or Accountability?” JSRP Paper 17. London: Asia Foundation.

 

 

 

 

 



This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND license.
 DOI: 10.4324/9781042000968-4

3	� How evaluation commissioning 
processes can support or undermine 
democratic processes

Patricia Rogers and Steve Montague

Introduction

This chapter provides an analysis of how evaluation commissioning might be done 
in ways that better support democratic processes. This includes a range of activ-
ities including explicitly labeled evaluations, activities labeled as a “review” or an 
“analysis”, performance audits, informal, internal evaluative activity, which might 
include monitoring or reflection sessions, and evaluative work done by commu-
nities such as community scorecards. We also discuss the implications for evi-
dence synthesis, especially in terms of its framing in terms of “what works” and 
“best buys”.

We focus on three key issues, which we see as central to evaluation and democ-
racy. The first is ensuring transparency in the evaluation, including its processes, 
products, methods and governance. The second is ensuring time, resources and 
legitimacy for meaningful engagement of participants and community members 
during an evaluation. The third relates to ensuring that evaluations pay attention 
to heterogeneity, and report findings beyond average or aggregate effects; there 
are democratic implications of commissioning processes which require experi-
mental or quasi-​experimental evaluation designs and methods as these often lead 
to an excessive focus on average effects and disregard for differential effects on 
marginalized populations. We argue that achieving at least some basic level of 
these three elements –​ transparency, engagement and attention to heterogeneity –​ 
is important for evaluations to effectively support democratic decision-​making.

Ways of thinking about how evaluation can support or undermine 
democracy

We draw on some different ways of thinking about what constitutes a democracy-​
oriented evaluation. This includes MacDonald’s (1977) early contrast of democratic 
evaluation (designed with community engagement and control) with autocratic 
evaluation and bureaucratic evaluation both of which had limited transparency 
with control vested in the external expert evaluator (autocratic) or the officials 
commissioning the evaluation (bureaucratic). We also draw on House and Howe’s 
work (2000a, 2000b) which identified three essential elements of democratic 
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evaluation –​ inclusion, dialogue and deliberation –​ and the further development by 
Fraser and Rogers (2017) which focused on transparency, inclusion and dialogue in 
analyzing the South African government approach to evaluation.

We also draw on Hanberger‘s typology (2006) which distinguished between 
three types of democracy. Elitist Democracy-​Oriented Evaluation, which can be 
understood as “evaluation for the people”, is designed to support elite learning, 
rational feedback and accountability by those charged with making decisions for 
the people. Participatory Democracy-​Oriented Evaluation, which can be under-
stood as “evaluation by the people”, focuses on self-​learning, self-​determination 
and empowerment. Discursive Democracy-​Oriented Evaluation, which can be 
understood as “evaluation with the people”, focuses on collective learning, justifi-
cation and public debate involving all legitimate stakeholders.

We see that different forms of evaluation might be seen to support democracy –​ 
from evaluations that focus on providing information to elected officials so they 
can make transparent, evidence-​informed decisions to evaluations that explicitly 
support active dialogic and deliberative engagement with communities or support 
their self-​determination. Undemocratic evaluation, by way of comparison might 
be absent or token. Absent evaluation can occur at a national level, for example 
apartheid South Africa where government did not engage in formal evaluations 
(Fraser and Rogers, 2017), or for an area of government investment such as fossil 
fuel subsidies where there is rarely any government-​led evaluation (Black et al., 
2023). Token evaluation includes reviews undertaken by external agencies which 
are done for compliance purposes only, with limited public access to the findings 
or scrutiny of the process.

The rest of the chapter focuses on three elements we think are needed for an 
evaluation to be considered democracy-​oriented –​ transparency, engagement and 
attention to heterogeneity. How evaluations are commissioned –​ governance, 
initial planning, procurement, design, managing implementation, reporting and 
supporting use –​ can either support or inhibit these.

Transparency

Transparency refers to openness of information about intentions, plans, rules, 
processes, actions and results. Transparency in evaluation includes both the products 
of an evaluation and the processes, including contracting and commissioning 
processes.

One key question regarding transparency is the extent that there is public 
reporting that an evaluation is planned or has been undertaken. For example, in 
Australia all open “approaches to market” including evaluations and evaluation-​
related services are published on a publicly accessible website (tenders.gov.au/​
atm) which provides details about the project. Canada has a similar process called 
CanadaBuys and a proactive disclosure requirement where contracts for evaluations 
must be listed (open.canada.ca).

Transparency can include providing a public list of evaluations being planned, 
underway and completed. For example, South Africa at one stage published an 
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annual National Evaluation Plan which identified evaluations to be undertaken 
in that year and provided an update on the status of evaluations included in pre-
vious plans.

Transparency includes providing information about how evaluations have been 
done, both in terms of methods for data collection and analysis, and processes 
for governance and quality assurance. Gauthier et al. (2022) in their review of 96 
Canadian evaluation studies found that only a small fraction of them described the 
governance of the evaluation process. Furthermore, very few (and fewer over time 
since 2015) described data collection and analysis methods.

Transparency also relates to the findings and data of evaluations –​ not just the 
high-​level conclusions but the details as well, and access to enough data for inde-
pendent scrutiny without breaching confidentiality commitments. In practice, few 
evaluations provide details of the evidence behind causal and evaluative claims 
and even fewer provide anonymized data sets that can be re-​analyzed to verify 
conclusions.

There may, however, be times when full findings and data are appropriately not 
fully shared. In an adversarial political system, there can be damaging effects from 
reporting details of problems which can be misrepresented as indicating overall 
failure. One of the authors faced this in an evaluation where part of the evaluation 
had identified faults in implementation. While the issue was named in the public 
report, an internal report set out details of the gaps, deficiencies and delays so these 
could be reported in detail to staff who could address them, balancing full trans-
parency with utility.

Evaluations that draw on detailed case studies present particular challenges to 
transparency. Completely anonymizing the sources and the case might be appro-
priate when sources are deemed confidential or protected or likely to result in 
breaching commitments about anonymity but it can lessen the transparency about 
the credibility of the sources or the relevance of the case. It has been the experi-
ence of both authors that direct sharing with case area actors can help get learning 
messages across which might be difficult to put in a fully public report. The point 
is to be as transparent as possible with those who are closest to the issue and are 
directly affected by it.

At a minimum, there should be transparency about the fact that an evaluation 
has been undertaken (except in exceptional circumstances) and sufficient infor-
mation should be provided to make clear the basis for evaluative judgements and 
recommendations.

Engagement

The second issue relates to the extent to which commissioning processes provide 
scope for meaningful engagement of participants and community members.

It can be useful to think of this in terms of a continuum, drawing on the typ-
ology of five types of evaluation developed by Wehipeihana (2013) in relation to 
Indigenous evaluation. Evaluation done TO communities involves collecting data 
from them without involving them in any way in the decisions about the evaluation 

 

 

 

 



40  The Power of Commissioning

or in using it, and to meet the objectives of other stakeholders. Evaluation done 
FOR communities is done to improve the situation for them, but with the evalu-
ator making decisions about the evaluation without reference to their values about 
what is important or what constitutes credible evidence –​ Evaluation done WITH 
communities involves some community members in the process of evaluation, but 
non-​Indigenous people are in control of the process. Evaluation done BY commu-
nities has Indigenous people in control of the process, but they are also accommo-
dating Western values and notions of credible evidence. Evaluation AS community 
is based on community views on what is valued and what constitutes credible 
evidence. It does not exclude Western values or notions of credible evidence but 
includes them only as far as is seen to be useful. There is no automatic or presumed 
right of participation by non-​Indigenous people or approaches, only by invitation.

The commissioning process is critically important for ensuring there are 
resources, authority, incentives and opportunity to support meaningful engage-
ment. Resources include sufficient time –​ in terms of both timeframes that provide 
adequate lead-​time to individuals and communities being engaged, and contracted 
time to ensure there can be sufficient time planning and implementing engagement 
processes. Resources also include sufficient funding to support the additional time 
required for the evaluation team to engage in consultations and to appropriately 
pay for other participants’ time and travel expenses where required. Resources also 
include expertise within the evaluation team to appropriately engage, including 
addressing power imbalances, possibly needing an expansion of the team. 
Commissioning processes need to include governance processes consistent with 
engagement.

The reality often falls far short of this. In 1991, Robin McTaggart (1991) described 
his unsuccessful experiences to ensure that the contractual arrangements for the 
democratic evaluation he was being contracted to undertake were followed. While 
his proposal had clearly set out the process that would be followed, including a 
consensus process to finalizing the evaluation report, the standard government con-
tract required that the contracting agency had full control over the report and could 
make changes to its findings, even where these were factually incorrect. In 2002, 
one of the authors (Rogers) had a major evaluation delayed for over a month to 
renegotiate the standard government contract, which waived moral rights, entitling 
the commissioning agency to make changes to the final report while keeping the 
authors’ names on it.

While there is often a recognition of the need for participation in evaluation 
processes, all too often this is superficial or poorly done and real engagement 
of diverse interests and knowledges is not possible. An analysis of the South 
African government’s national evaluation system (Fraser and Rogers, 2017) 
showed that despite the stated commitment to supporting democracy through 
evaluation, this was mostly in the form of consultation and public reporting 
rather than through supporting dialogue across difference and deliberation 
processes, which include supporting community members and stakeholder 
groups to take in new information and understand different viewpoints and use 
this to make informed decisions.
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Tight timelines for commissioning and conducting evaluations make this 
even more difficult. For example, in Canada the norm for many organizations 
is to conduct evaluations within budget fiscal years –​ inclusive of extensive 
commissioning and reporting /​approval processes which often reduce the time 
available for design, collection, analysis/​synthesis and reporting. Departments 
are encouraged to do evaluations that cover many programs and spending dollars 
within fixed time periods since evaluation units and directors have been rated 
on the amount of departmental funding that they have “covered” via evaluation 
in a fiscal year. This is a metric that has been a traditional part of financial audit 
and has been sometimes invalidly applied to evaluation. This role confusion –​ 
leading to inappropriate management oversight of audit and evaluation functions 
in Canada –​ has been noted by Barrados, Montague and Blain (2023) and by 
Shepherd and Champagne (2025).

When time is tight, expected coverage is wide and resources are limited, engage-
ment often suffers. This is especially true in terms of engagement with those most 
remotely connected to the program or initiative. For some programs these may be 
the people the program is most trying to reach. So tight resources and timelines for 
projects intended to cover a wide scope may be creating systematic bias against 
appropriate key actor engagement –​ let alone against overall engagement.

In Canada, these pressures have combined to severely limit engagement of any 
kind with key interest and rights holders. The confluence of limited budgets, tight 
timelines, a superficial understanding of what evaluation “does” partially due to the 
co-​housing of evaluation units with audit units (Shepherd and Champagne, 2025), 
means that it has often been seen as neither practically convenient, nor culturally 
appropriate to engage directly with key interest holders (e.g., recipient or target 
groups) outside of line departments in the conduct of evaluations. This has been 
true even for areas such as gender-​based analysis, which has been an agenda item 
for over a decade in Canada. Recent reviews have noted a lack of follow-​through 
commitment to truly inclusive designs (Whynot, 2021).

Adequate time and resourcing are needed to link with relevant networks and 
organizations to support engagement, to help in design, access and collection of 
information, interpretation of findings and reporting –​ leading to use in various areas.

We need to ensure meaningful involvement of all key actors in an evaluation 
of a policy /​ program /​ initiative as the default starting position for evaluation 
planning and design. This should include policy, program and service delivery 
agents and users/​beneficiaries as well as those involved in establishing the enab-
ling environment for policies and programs to take place. This should also include 
consideration of who does the evaluation. In order to meaningfully address the 
above principles, a carefully selected, diverse and at least somewhat representative 
community needs to be engaged.

Indigenous communities across the world have noted problems with conven-
tional evaluation attempts or in some cases pretenses for engagement (Evans, 
Bremner, Johnston, Rowe, and Saskamoose, 2020). Evans et al. (2020) have iden
tified questions for consideration to help guide the planning and implementation 
of an evaluation. The questions are intended to be asked throughout an evaluation 
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process to ensure that the approach is community driven and prioritizes relation-
ship building.

Three of their questions are as follows:

	• How will the community and program staff be engaged at the outset and 
throughout the study to ensure that they are contributing significantly to the 
evaluation or research? How will these relationships be developed?

	• What are the reasons for undertaking the evaluation or research study? How 
does it give back to the community or address the needs of the community or 
program?

	• How will the principle of reciprocity be implemented? How will you give back 
to those involved in the process (e.g., gift giving, capacity-​building through 
mentorship, hiring or training of those within the community)?

The questions clearly position evaluation as a community driven, reciprocity-​
seeking, relationship-​focused collective learning experience. The questions also 
represent key principles. While Evans et al. suggested these principles in the con-
text of Indigenous evaluation, they would seem appropriate for most if not all 
improvement-​focused evaluations.

While not all evaluations can aspire to deliberative democratic levels of engage-
ment, at least minimum levels of engagement are needed to ensure that community 
perspectives are understood and incorporated. While this would almost certainly 
extend the time it takes to do evaluations, it would improve their validity and could 
also reduce the summary dismissal of findings as being those of “out of touch” 
elites. This should in turn improve the likelihood of study acceptance and use.

Heterogeneity

While the first two issues we discuss refer to evaluation processes, this issue 
relates to methods and methodology. It relates to democracy being not only about 
majority rule but also about protecting the rights of minority groups (BII, n.d.). 
Our understanding of democracy is not the tyranny of the majority but a process 
that recognizes and protects the rights of minorities and of those most vulnerable 
and in need.

Evaluations and syntheses of evaluations, which aim to inform policymakers 
and managers about “what works”, with the intent to “scale up” “what works” or 
“best buys” are at serious risk of harming groups whose experience of programs 
are different –​ either by implementing programs which are ineffective or harmful 
for them even though they work on average, or by terminating programs that are 
effective for them but that don’t work on average.

Implementing what works on average often does not work well for the most 
marginalized individuals and communities –​ for example, family support programs 
that worked on average were found to be harmful for mothers with multiple risk 
factors, and the same is true for many other programs (Westhorp, 2012).
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Focusing only on aggregate outcomes can be similarly problematic. For 
example, Canada is reported to have a very high level of internet use (Pew, 2022) 
but there remain significant portions of the large country which are only weakly 
covered or not at all covered by internet service (CCA, 2021). This creates a digital 
divide as more and more public services and functions are delivered online.

Despite the claim that “carrying out randomised trials can help strengthen our 
democracy” (Leigh, 2023) through increased transparency, we think it can actually 
undermine it unless they are part of an evidence system that recognizes heterogen-
eity in how data are collected, analyzed and reported in individual evaluations and 
in syntheses of evidence.

Tanasoca and Leigh (2024) have laid out the argument that explicit evidence 
for policy resonates with three key democratic principles: non-​arbitrariness, 
revisability and public justification. Leigh (2023) has articulated this position:

By building a strong evidence base for programs, citizens can see that gov-
ernment is crafting programs based on what works, rather than blind ideology 
or partisan self-​interest. It is no coincidence that authoritarian regimes have 
been the most resistant to science and evidence. Building a better feedback 
loop demonstrates to the public that the focus of government is on practical 
problem-​solving. And because the results of randomised trials are intuitively 
easy to understand, they bring the public into the tent, allowing everyone to see 
what works.

We would argue that these three criteria –​ non-​arbitrariness, revisability and public 
justification –​ are important for democratic governance but not sufficient. Explicit 
attention is also needed to heterogeneity to ensure the needs and rights of non-​
typical people are addressed.

Randomized controlled trials (RCTs) can be done in ways that address het-
erogeneity, by ensuring sample sizes permit subgroup analysis for pre-​identified 
groups, and by investigating and reporting other important differential effects even 
where the numbers are small, and by incorporating RCTs findings with a range 
of other relevant information. But this is not always done –​ and these problems 
become worse when heterogeneity is lost in study summaries and in evidence 
syntheses.

For example, the Victorian Government’s Menu of Evidence for Children and 
Family Services (2025) was developed to provide “searchable and independent 
information on evidence-​based practices and programs that have been demonstrated 
to improve outcomes for children, young people and families experiencing vulner-
ability”. It reported that the Early Head Start Program was found to be effective, 
and that negative effects were “not found”. This misrepresented the report findings 
which had identified important heterogeneity. For the families with the highest 
levels of disadvantage it was not only ineffective, but actually harmful, producing 
worse cognitive and socio-​emotional outcomes for children than those in the con-
trol group.
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Guidance provided for such syntheses sometimes deliberately ignores het-
erogeneity. The highly influential GRADE (Grading of Recommendations, 
Assessment, Development and Evaluation) handbook, recommended by the 
Cochrane Collaboration, only uses the term “strong recommendation” to refer 
to recommendations undifferentiated by context; recommendations that might 
be labeled as “conditional” or “qualified” which take into account contextual 
variations are labeled “weak recommendations” even where supported by strong 
evidence.

Commissioning processes often present a barrier to addressing heterogeneity. 
It is problematic when the stated purpose is to find out “what works” and then 
scale this up or embed it in policy without investigation of heterogeneity. The key 
evaluation questions, methods and designs either prescribed in the terms of refer-
ence or clearly preferred can also be a barrier to exploring the nature of effects and 
impacts of policies, programs and interventions on different groups. The driving 
question needs to be “What works to what extent for whom in what conditions 
and why?” rather than “What works”. This means more than simply adding add-
itional treatment arms and subgroup analysis to RCTs. It requires paying attention 
to a range of contextual variations, using a realist and/​or actor-​based perspective 
and drawing on evidence synthesis approaches such as realist synthesis which can 
include and incorporate diverse types of evidence (Pawson et al., 2004; Pawson, 
2006; Westhorp et al., 2015).

The types of methods and designs endorsed or preferred by commissioning 
agencies need to eschew conventional hierarchies of evidence to clearly focus on 
approaches and methods that suit the particular situation in terms of: the decisions 
to be supported and key questions to be addressed, the nature of the program/​policy 
and intervention (archetypes, complexity etc.) and the resources and constraints 
for the evaluation (Rogers, 2009; Stern et al., 2012). This includes especially 
drawing on a wider range of designs and approaches to causal inference in impact 
evaluation, both for individual evaluations and for evidence syntheses (Wimbush, 
Montague and Mulherin, 2012; Riley et al., 2018).

At a minimum, evaluations need to be designed in ways that can report 
findings that include important differentiations and discuss the implications in 
recommendations.

Summary

Commissioning processes can either constrain or enable the ability of evaluation to 
serve democracy. Commitments to transparency, engagement and addressing het-
erogeneity should be included to some extent in all evaluations that aim to support 
democracy, even where this is in the form of serving the information needs of those 
who make decisions on behalf of the community.

As evaluations seek to provide information and useful processes to support 
decision-​making in increasingly complex and contested context, we think there 
is an increasing need to go beyond this to create the enabling conditions that will 
support democratic deliberation.
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Transparency involves openness about the evaluation’s intentions, processes, 
and outcomes, including how evaluations are commissioned and reported. In prac-
tice, many evaluations lack adequate transparency in reporting methodologies, 
governance and detailed findings, making it difficult for independent scrutiny. 
A base level of transparency is crucial for all democratic evaluations in order to 
ensure that the public can see how decisions are informed by evidence rather than 
ideology or special interests.

Engagement focuses on meaningful participation and dialogue among diverse 
stakeholders, especially marginalized groups, to ensure balanced representation 
in evaluation processes. Commissioning processes often limit resources, time and 
genuine engagement, resulting in superficial participation rather than true deliber-
ation. Successful deliberative democratic evaluations foster inclusivity and facili-
tate discussions that can influence decision-​making, especially in complex contexts.

Attention to heterogeneity has implications for the methods and methodolo-
gies used in evaluations, emphasizing the need to focus on the diverse impacts 
of interventions rather than averaging effects. As such, a reliance on average 
outcomes (e.g., such as those produced by randomized controlled trials or ele-
gant statistical models) can misrepresent the effectiveness of programs for spe-
cific populations, necessitating a shift toward more context-​sensitive evaluation 
approaches and reporting. As a minimum, evaluations and syntheses of evaluations 
should identify how different groups are affected by programs to ensure that the 
needs of non-​average participants, and especially marginalized communities, are 
not overlooked –​ and draw on this in making recommendations.

Table 3.1 provides a first version of a rubric presented for further discussion and 
development, and which might be a useful tool for framing an individual evalu-
ation. It sets out three levels for each of these three elements. In each case we 
suggest that as a minimum each of the issues should be addressed at least in terms 
of “some”.

In order for evaluations to effectively support democracy, evaluations and syn-
thesis of evaluations must achieve at least some level of transparency, engagement 
and attention to heterogeneity.

We set out below what we see as promising practices for commissioning 
evaluations to support democratic processes which could be adopted at various 
levels and in different contexts related to evaluation:

1	 Formulate evaluation questions that promote collective learning and stake-
holder engagement.
We have found that the realist question of “What works to what extent with 
whom under what conditions and why?” focuses evaluations on appropriate 
areas and inherently includes a discussion of who is reached and affected by 
a given set of interventions and who is not –​ and it also promotes a learning 
focus and the inclusion of all voices in the commissioning, design and delivery 
of evaluations.

2	 Provide sufficient time, resources and linkage opportunities to support some 
level of engagement.
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This will probably mean increasing the time to develop terms of reference,  
commissioning and select designs. It will probably mean the use of an iterative 
and generative approach to all stages of the collection, interpretation/​analysis/​
synthesis and reporting –​ which can be a departure from traditional review  
processes.

3	 Ensure meaningful involvement of all key actors in the evaluation process, 
considering who conducts the evaluation.
Given the need to focus on learning and the need to provide time for inclusive, 
discursive processes –​ it naturally infers that a wide (wider than typical) net be 
cast in terms of governing, commissioning, designing and delivering evaluations 
and involving groups and people who are directly affected by the evaluation and 
the programs and policies under review.

4	 Consider the use of “community engagement-​oriented” guiding principles to at 
minimum complement conventional evaluation principles

Table 3.1 � Levels of enabling conditions

None Some Much

Transparency Procurement 
process, budget, 
reports and data 
not disclosed.

An RFP is public and 
the final report but 
little information 
on design, 
methods, process 
or data.

Details of the evaluation 
design and the 
workings of the 
evaluative judgements 
(how values and 
evidence were brought 
together) are explicit 
and some of the data 
are made available 
so the evidence can 
be tested by others 
(while protecting 
sources, privacy, 
confidentiality).

Engagement Participants and 
community 
members are 
just treated as 
sources of data.

Perspectives of 
participants and 
community are 
explored and used 
as part of the 
evaluative framing 
and interpretation.

Full-​scale deliberative 
engagement or 
self-​determination.

Attention to 
hetereogeneity

Evaluations only 
focus on the 
average effect 
or aggregate 
value and 
recommend that 
for everyone.

Identify differences 
but don’t work 
through what this 
means in terms 
of contextually 
relevant 
recommendations.

Realist evaluation or 
realist synthesis which 
identifies and seeks to 
understand variations 
and explicitly pays 
attention to this in 
recommendations.

Source: Authors.

 

 



Evaluation commissioning supporting or undermining democracy  47

This might involve learning from the participatory and discursive evalu-
ation practices used by Indigenous and other community focused groups. The 
emphasis should be placed on wherever possible encouraging community-​
driven and relationship-​focused evaluation approaches.

These promising practices represent just the beginning of the emerging role for 
evaluation as a true collective learning function and a true support to modern 
democratic processes. It is likely that more fundamental structural and strategic 
changes will be needed to governance, commissioning and other system supports 
in order to ensconce evaluation within public management as a true support to 
democratic processes.
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4	� Commissioning with clarity
Empowering democratic spaces by drawing 
on the principles of deliberative democracy

Tom Ling and Ananda Millard

Introduction

Commissioning evaluation is structured by power and interests. This reflects and 
refracts not only immediate organizational interests and administrative requirements 
(including the demands of policy makers) but also meso-​level processes such as 
professionalism of evaluation and the structure of evaluation systems and macro 
levels including patriarchy, class and race. These power relationships are inscribed 
in each invitation to tender, each proposal and each evaluation. Ensuring that 
evaluation is not unsupportive for democratic debate requires intentionality in 
the commissioning process to lean evaluative activities toward pro-​democratic 
practices and away from reinforcing vested interests.

This book discusses several ways in which evaluation can contribute to 
strengthening the democratic space. This chapter focuses on one critical aspect 
of this set of challenges; the commissioning process and environment. Although 
it relates to wider issues, this chapter is primarily intended to provide practical 
guidance for commissioning and conducting evaluation and should be of interest not 
only for commissioners but also policy makers, users of evaluation and evaluators 
themselves. Commissioning is a fundamental part of the evaluation ecosystem, and 
poorly managed commissioning can be a barrier to the efficiency, relevance and the 
contribution the evaluation function can make to democratic spaces. This chapter 
will examine the practical steps required to help commissioners ensure that evalu-
ation contributes to the public good, provides opportunities for enhanced public 
debate, and is clear about its reach and validity. The intention is to enable an open 
dialogue between commissioners and evaluators about the role that different actors 
can play in the evaluation process.

We approach the question of how evaluation can empower democratic spaces 
from a position informed by deliberative democracy; that is to say that democracy 
should be characterized not only by the outcomes of decision-​making but also by 
the processes through which decisions are made. There are a variety of positions 
on deliberative democracy1 but we would (broadly following Fishkin2) summarize 
the characteristics of deliberative democracy as:

1	 Decisions should be informed by information that is accurate and fair
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2	 Decisions should not be driven solely or mainly by arguments determined by 
one stakeholder or another

3	 Those who are most affected by decisions should be prioritized to have their 
voices included in the process

4	 Decisions should be made following a sincere effort to understand opposing views
5	 No views should be discounted because of a dislike of the people who hold them

By “democratic space” we mean the practices and institutional settings that enable 
all individuals and groups to have a voice and to speak to those who hold power, 
and to hold decision-​makers to account. This includes the rules, regulations, laws, 
cultures and policies that shape the lives and experiences of citizens and the groups 
to which they belong. This also includes both the context of state actors and the 
civic spaces within which individuals and groups organize and work in pursuit of 
individual or shared interests.

Much of the effort in the evaluation environment is currently focused on ensuring 
that the evaluation responds to questions identified by the commissioners and serves 
the commissioner’s needs. Of course, this is critically important, but we have found 
that far less attention is paid to how evaluations prioritize certain interests and 
delegitimize others, the real-​world implications of this, and the role that evaluated 
parties, including right holders (beneficiaries), of activities or processes being 
evaluated play in evaluations. Commissioners of evaluation may be less sensitive 
to these issues; they necessarily reflect the immediate (real world) pressures and 
interests facing their organization and the wider relationships between their organ-
ization and right holders. Key questions such as “who is the evaluation aiming to 
inform?” and “can the evaluation design inform the intended audience?” are spe-
cifically relevant when assignments are focused, in part or mainly, on vulnerable 
and, or, hard to reach populations and, or, on programming that is hampered by 
contextual factors.

Whether intentional or not, evaluations are implicated in democratic processes. 
Evaluations meet the information needs of some but not others, they support 
some sorts of decisions but not others, and they empower certain actions and 
disempower others. In this chapter we argue, first, that there is a well-​developed 
set of arguments and values that have focused on deliberative democracy that 
can be applied to the principles under-​pinning the commissioning and conduct 
of evaluation. Second, these values should inform each stage of the sequence of 
questions that a commissioner of evaluations should ask. Third, we will argue 
that the use of rubrics provides a straightforward way to absorb these values and 
ensures that they are applied in a transparent manner during the implementation 
of the evaluation.

Who are commissioners and what questions should they ask themselves?
In common with the other chapters of this book (as described in Chapter 1: Stame &      

Bustelo, 2027), we use the term “commissioning” here as a shorthand for the 
whole process describing how the need for an evaluation is first identified, how 
requirements are specified and potential providers identified and then selected, how 
the evaluation is managed by the funder, and how results are mobilized.
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Organizations commission evaluations for different reasons, but they tend to 
interpret unnecessarily narrowly (we believe) these aims:

1	 improving the commissioners’ organization’s ability to deliver the intervention
2	 improving the commissioner’s organization’s ability to engage with other 

stakeholders (partners)
3	 understanding the results of the intervention (outputs, outcomes and/​or impact) 

for learning and accountability (including accountability to right holders) 
focused on the intervention

4	 identifying lessons that are transferable to future efforts (other interventions)
5	 identifying who should use the evaluation findings and whether the findings 

pursued are valuable to the expected user

Of course, commissioners may decide that an evaluation should address just one, 
some or all of these. To support commissioners to identify objectives that are able 
to provide the results they are pursuing and provide added clarity to this process, 
we propose that the following five questions be answered during the design of any 
evaluation. The intention would be to expand the perceived purposes of evaluation 
and consequently enrich their content. These questions are identified in Figure 4.1.

We will explore each of these in turn but first:
A brief word on participatory and discursive approaches
In Rogers and Montague (2027) chapter (this volume) the distinction between  

participatory and discursive approaches is made. They identify an elitist approach  
in which the expert evaluator identifies the singular truth about the value or worth  
of the thing being evaluated. They distinguish this from a participatory approach  
according to which those who the evaluation concerns participate in the evaluative  

Figure 4.1 � Five questions to support commissioners of evaluation in contributing to civic 
empowerment and democratic spaces.
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process. They then distinguish both of these from a discursive approach. Discourse  
theory is a broad camp but in all cases, it attends to how meaning is constructed  
within domains of social action –​ and these will often differ, reflecting power  
relationships, how knowledge is produced, and the subjectivities of those involved.  
Not only will different stakeholders make sense of the world through different  
discourses, but it should be remembered that evaluation is itself a discourse,  
requiring some humility and a resistance to the elitist conception of evaluation.  
Accordingly, participation is important but insufficient if it does not also seek to  
explore, articulate and make visible the differing discourses among those involved.  
Our proposed approach to this is to develop a rubric that can help bring clarity and  
transparency to the commissioning and implementation of evaluations as described  
below, with a specific focus on how right holders are engaged and when.

Question 1.  In what ways might the evaluation strengthen or weaken 
democratic deliberative spaces?

Evaluations inevitably impact on democratic deliberative spaces. Acknowledging 
that this happens is a key first step toward empowering democratic spaces. However, 
evaluation as a practice is not able to answer every democratic question; rather, it 
generates knowledge within recognized routines of data collection and analysis. 
A key element of these routines concerns “evaluability”.

Evaluability is the extent to which a program, project or activity is designed 
with sufficiently clear intended consequences, and sufficiently clear means to 
deliver these consequences, to allow a judgment to be made about whether it 
was successful. It also concerns the availability of data to answer the evaluation 
questions. If there is no clarity about what is intended, and how outcomes are to 
be realized, then to that extent it may not be evaluable in principle. Even if this is 
clear but there is no realistic possibility of collecting the data needed to arrive at 
such a judgment, then to that extent it is also not evaluable. The point is that there 
are many important democratic questions where evaluation will have little, if any-
thing, to contribute.

In addition, we should consider not only whether the proposed evaluand is 
evaluable but also how the evaluand sits within the wider disposition of power 
and competing discourses. This is especially relevant in cases where the intended 
outcomes have multiple causes, and the intervention is only one (small) part of 
this causally dense context. The idea of “causal density” is used by Woolcock to 
describe programs that

are characterized by high uncertainty, which is a function of the numerous 
pathways and feedback loops connecting inputs, actions and outcomes, the 
entity’s openness to exogenous influences, and the capacity of constituent elem-
ents (most notably people) to exercise discretion (i.e., to act independently of or 
in accordance with rules, expectations, precedent, passions, professional norms, 
or self-​interest).

(Woolcock 2022)
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In such causally dense cases a lack of certainty should not prevent an evaluation 
from being commissioned, but it should encourage an open, participatory, and itera-
tive evaluation approach where evidence is collected “on the fly” and the evaluation 
approach is adapted accordingly. In such cases, a well-​designed evaluation will 
recognize that “knowledge” is constituted and carried differently, and that social 
inequalities will most likely shape engagement, and that multiple organizations, 
groups and individuals may all engage with the program in accordance with their 
own rules, expectations, professional norms and so forth. This will also be an 
evaluation that is well suited to contributing to the democratic space. The concept 
of evaluability reminds us that the contribution of evaluation to deliberative dem-
ocracy will take place within a particular “bandwidth” but, especially in “causally 
dense” evaluands, this should also be sensitive to the wider power dynamics and 
structures of social and political life.

However, causally dense the context might be, evaluations should be 
commissioned with an understanding of what it would be most useful to find out, 
taking into account the question “useful for whom?”. Obviously, from an account-
ability point of view, there is a need to evaluate whether accountable persons took 
appropriate actions. But the opportunity for learning will be maximized where 
there is an understanding of what new knowledge or information would add the 
most value, and how the evaluation might contribute to this knowledge. To take a 
simple example, if a vaccine has already been rigorously assessed in clinical trials, 
the important new evaluation questions for a vaccination program will focus not 
on repeating the clinical trial but on the logistics of delivering the vaccine, the 
approaches to engaging communities to support uptake, measures to reach the so-​
called “hard to reach”, the skills and capacities required to implement the program, 
and so forth. The question might well be not only will the evaluation contribute 
new knowledge but also for whom. This is often about how the problem is framed. 
The problem might not be that some people are “hard to reach” but that some ser-
vices are hard to reach for many intended beneficiaries.

Question 2.  Who is driving the need to evaluate now? Whose decision-​
making needs are being addressed?

The decision about when to commission an evaluation with a particular end date is 
highly consequential. Complex interventions, in particular, rarely have outcomes 
that are linear over time and deciding when to measure outcomes matters greatly. 
In our experience, interventions take time to get set up, they are slow to achieve 
their intended outcomes as cynicism and doubt need to be overcome but then 
suddenly take off after a critical mass of support has been secured. Conversely, 
following a bout of initial enthusiasm and visible success, leadership moves on, 
attention is redirected, and the system reverts to business as usual. Furthermore, 
new approaches rarely develop in a vacuum, and the context of a complex program 
is likely to change, requiring further evaluation to understand its continuing rele-
vance. Along this arc of impact, different groups may need to gain knowledge 
about the program at different times. However, the timing of evaluations is very 

 

 



54  The Power of Commissioning

often chosen to fit with decision-​making cycles that are relevant to only one stake-
holder; the policy maker. Democratic debate and accountability are diminished if 
we fail to understand these dynamic processes.

Consider the concept map in Figure 4.2 which concerns how local innov
ation systems support (or not) the uptake of proven innovations in the English 
health and care system. It attempts to summarize the system enablers and system 
activities that help organizations deliver innovations that add value. The details 
are less important than the point that there is no obvious best moment to conduct 
an evaluation. Understanding how well the program met patient preferences or 
engaged clinicians’ views might be done earlier than (say) building a whole system 
approach to innovation adoption. By deciding to evaluate some three years into 
the life of the program, some questions could be well answered, but some (for 
example, increasing local institutionalization of innovation) could only be weakly 
assessed.

Commissioners therefore need to consider the optimum time to evaluate but this 
is not only driven by the maturity of the intervention. In organizational life and in 
democratic spaces, decision-​makers work to timescales that require evidence to be 
available at decision points unrelated to the evaluation, but this should not trump 
wider considerations of timing. In particular, by evaluating too early to meet deci-
sion points, the evaluation might evaluate the intervention at a point of maximum 
disruption (before benefits begin to flow) or, conversely, at the point of maximum 
enthusiasm (creating a false impression that the intervention should be scaled up). 
Commissioners must therefore have a deep understanding of the timing of poten-
tial outcomes as well as attend to the timing of policymaking and decision-​making 
cycles.

Question 3.  What wider political and civil society needs (beyond the needs 
of immediate stakeholders) might be served by this evaluation?

Polling suggests that across developed countries, most people do not believe that 
elected officials care about ordinary citizens.3 In the United Kingdom, 76% do 
not trust MPs,4 according to the UN global voting rates have fallen and protests 
have increased.5 This is despite the considerable resources committed to evaluating 
public services. There are many ways to respond to this if we wish to strengthen 
a belief in fairness and legitimacy (for example, citizen’s juries, deliberative polls 
and so forth) but one simple and inexpensive solution would be to strengthen the 
relationships between evaluations already funded and civic life.

Commissioners could play a positive role in this respect. First, they can iden-
tify audiences for the evaluation and engage them early in the process, so they 
are “primed” and ready to pay attention to the evaluation results. Second, they 
can facilitate evaluators’ access to interviewees, focus group participants, survey 
responders, managers and so forth to ensure that voices are heard. This often 
involves ensuring that stakeholders view the evaluation as important, potentially 
helpful and impartial. Third, given that evaluations almost never work exactly 
as planned, they can support adaptation and changes in direction, involving their 
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stakeholders along the way. Linked to this, they can establish “step back” moments 
to review lessons learned and to possibly redirect the thing being evaluated (with 
potential consequences for the evaluation approach). Fourth, they can help with 
communicating findings and mobilizing results among civic entities and informal 
groups. They may often understand the needs of those reading the reports better 
than evaluators.

Preparing the audience is only one part of an active communications strategy. 
How the findings are then communicated, how messaging might be segmented 
and targeted, and how the wider public should be informed all benefit from being 
addressed early in the evaluation process. A single, long, word-​based document that 
is placed on a website is unlikely to meet all these needs. Events, toolkits, webinars, 
podcasts, private briefings, are just some of the communication tools to be considered.

We need to make a distinction between findings that tell us about the particular 
project or program being evaluated and findings that are designed to be transferable 
to other settings. Where the latter is important, this needs to be designed into the 
original invitation to tender. It is likely to include an understanding of how the new 
findings sit within an existing body of scientific knowledge. It should also include 
sufficient detail about the context of the intervention to know (a) how important con-
text was in producing results, (b) which contextual factors were present in the inter-
vention being evaluated and (c) how generalizable these factors are in wider settings.

It also includes an understanding, in complex interventions, of how many 
different agencies and decision-​makers worked together to achieve the observed 
outcomes and how likely it is that these would behave similarly in other settings. 
And it includes an understanding of how service users and their communities 
engage with the intervention and how likely it is that other service users would 
behave similarly.

Question 4.  What specific democratic arguments and decision points 
should the evaluation be designed to support?

The users of evaluation findings are rarely monolithic. For both ethical and prag-
matic reasons, it is important to consider their varied needs. Commissioners 
are acting on behalf of others, and the better they understand these needs, the 
more likely it is that the evaluation findings will be useful. Key stakeholders for 
commissioners are (in no particular order): policy makers, implementing teams, 
service users, practitioners and, critically, right holders and beneficiaries.

The questions stakeholders might have will also vary, and even when they 
have the same question, their understanding of that question might be different 
(for example, each stakeholder might have a different idea about what “better”, 
“fairer” or more “integrated” services look like). No evaluation can answer all 
these questions equally and commissioners will want to prioritize some over 
others. Questions might be helpfully divided into “what” questions requiring 
largely descriptive data, “how” questions focused on causal mechanisms, and “who 
should do what” questions focusing on recommendations for improvement. The 
evaluation focus might be on impacts, processes or value for money (this should 
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be driven not only by what is considered to be “value” for different stakeholders 
but also by the distribution of costs and effort. The purpose of the evaluation might 
be to entrench accountability (did duty bearers do what they should have, why/​not, 
and what should be done about this) or learning (did it work as expected, why/​not, 
how might we do things better). The timing of the evaluation will also be relevant; 
is it taking place before decisions to implement are being taken, during implemen-
tation, or after the intervention is complete?

Given that resources for evaluation are always limited, and given that evaluability 
constrains what questions evaluation can answer, do evaluations optimally con-
tribute to democratic debate? What the evaluation achieves will be a function of 
the evaluation questions asked, the methods used, and the thing being evaluated 
(the evaluand). Commissioners could be more clear about the decision points and 
democratic debates they hope to contribute to before finalizing their evaluation 
questions. It should also be noted that a “camel train” of one evaluation question 
after another may dilute evaluators’ efforts to such an extent that no questions are 
well-​answered.

Today, many evaluations begin with a theory of change (often called “theory 
based evaluation”). This allows commissioners to ask “did the intervention work 
as intended?” and “which bits worked well and which bits did not” based on the 
presumed changes identified at the program design phase. It involves specifying 
the causal chains through which it is hoped the program, project or intervention 
will deliver its intended outcomes. Typically, this will lead to an assessment of 
the extent to which the evidence supports these claims. This, in turn can entrench 
accountability and support learning.

It can also provide the basis for a separate value for money exercise that arrives 
at a judgment about whether the outcomes and impacts justify the resources used. 
Where costs and consequences can be calculated independently of a theory of 
change, this can be conducted as a separate exercise. Democracy includes making 
decisions on the allocation of scarce resources and value-​for-​money studies should, 
in principle, contribute to this.

A particular challenge with this approach is that it places the emphasis on the 
presumption that the plan or theory was appropriate in the first place, and that pur-
suing an understanding of how the theory of change materialized in the real world 
is the most useful result for right holders/​beneficiaries, for example. The practice 
of developing and agreeing a theory of change has enormous potential to enhance 
the participation of diverse stakeholders (including rights holders) in the design of 
the evaluation. However, this potential is often not realized in practice. A focus on 
what might be useful to right holders might help ensure that the results are relevant 
to a wider group of stakeholders.

Question 5.  Who will be empowered to do what by the knowledge created 
by this evaluation?

As described earlier, knowledge and trusted information is fundamental to the prac-
tice of deliberative democracy. Knowing that your views are heard and, in return, 
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making an authentic effort to understand the views of others before making demo-
cratic choices are both fundamental. Our argument is that evaluations could con-
tribute to this far more effectively than has most often been attempted. Reframing 
evaluative evidence as part of the evidence ecosystem that underpins a vibrant 
democratic polity would, we believe, add substantial value and would provide fur-
ther justification for the resources society commits to evaluative activities. We do 
not think that evaluation can help address all democratic problems and nor do we 
think that the democratic purpose exhausts the value that evaluations bring.

This therefore brings into focus who, currently is empowered by evaluation and 
how might this be different. The institutional settings within which commissioning 
of evaluation takes place reinforces an elitist model of knowledge production and 
findings are communicated in a language and format that is most often exclu-
sionary. The near universal use of executive summaries, the growing use of lay 
summaries, greater attention to visuals and graphics, shorter reports, searchable 
online documents and communications strategies have all moved things in the right 
direction. AI searchable evaluation reports will take this to a further level. All of 
this is desirable. However, problems arise much earlier and throughout the know-
ledge production process. One way to systematically address these issues is to use 
rubrics. This approach is described below.

Democratizing evaluation through a rubric model: a right holder-​centric     
approach

In the preceding sections, we have delved into common objectives of evaluations 
and key considerations in their design. Now, we pivot to a critical aspect of evalu-
ation –​ its democratic nature. Utilization-​focused evaluation serves as our spring-
board, emphasizing evaluations that are actionable and beneficial for commissioners 
and stakeholders. This section introduces a rubric model that aids in clarifying the 
inclusivity and transparency of evaluation processes, particularly concerning right 
holders and beneficiaries. The rubrics broadly map onto our questions 1–​5 listed 
earlier.

The rubric model

The rubric model presented below poses essential questions to enhance transpar-
ency and inclusivity in evaluations, which are intended to complement the pre-
vious questions introduced in the first part of this chapter. These questions are 
designed to identify and address potential gaps in engaging with right holders or 
beneficiaries, particularly those who are vulnerable or hard to reach. Question 5 
articulates this concern.

Ensuring Inclusivity in Evaluation: The first issue of focus is the design of the 
evaluation. Specifically, what is being asked (question 1 presented earlier), when 
to ask (question 2) and possibly also questions about the added value of asking 
(question 3). Are right holders or beneficiaries who are difficult to reach or engage 
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with at the design of the assignment either determining the ToR or at least at the 
inception phase? And if yes to what extent? Do they have a role on determining 
which questions the evaluation seeks to answer? For instance, evaluations focusing 
on children’s rights, gender equality or the rights of persons with disabilities often 
need to involve groups that are vulnerable or challenging to access. The model 
probes whether the evaluation methodology accommodates the inclusion of these 
groups, avoiding a narrow focus on more accessible cohorts.

Engagement in Data Interpretation and Mitigating the Echo Chamber Effect: 
This aspect scrutinizes the extent to which right holders are incorporated into 
the data interpretation phase. It challenges the evaluation to ensure that right 
holders are not merely sources of data but active participants in making sense 
of the findings. By fostering a dialogue with right holders, the evaluation can 
transcend beyond the evaluators’ perspectives, incorporating a broader spec-
trum of insights. This approach is pivotal in avoiding the echo chamber effect, 
where the evaluation might otherwise circulate and reinforce existing opinions 
and perspectives without introducing new insights or challenges. The model 
emphasizes a dynamic and interactive flow of information, where right holders’ 
input serves as a critical counterbalance, ensuring that the evaluation embodies 
a multifaceted view rather than reflecting a narrow or self-​reinforcing narrative. 
This element in the rubric is focused on the specific democratic arguments and 
decision points the evaluation is designed to support (question 4) and possibly 
the degree to which wider civil society needs might be served by this evaluation 
(question 3).

Access to Results: Does the evaluation framework ensure that right holders have 
access to the outcomes? While an evaluation may primarily serve the commissioner’s 
needs, a democratic approach would also share findings with the right holders, 
fostering transparency and accountability. This has to do with who drives the evalu-
ation (question 2), but also can influence the degree to which arguments and deci-
sion points the evaluation is designed to support democratic processes (question 
4) and degree to which wider civil society needs might be served by this evaluation 
(question 3). In addition, who has access to results can also play an important role in 
addressing question 5: whose knowledge, in what social settings, will be enhanced 
by this evaluation and what will they be empowered to do. If results are not com-
prehensible or relevant to those with whom it is shared, then despite sharing results 
the impact of having done so will be limited. However, if right holders are engaged 
throughout, the likelihood of the value of sharing results being higher increases. 
Of course, even if the evaluation has been designed and commissioned in a non-​
transparent way, and results are shared in a meaningful way, this may still have an 
impact. In relation to sharing results, the increasing number of AI tools and broad 
and ever-​expanding telecommunication networks make the sharing of information 
and accessible and inclusive ways increasingly easier. The value of sharing results, 
particularly when provision of goods and services are being evaluated, is consider-
able since right holders understanding what they have the right to will allow them 
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to increasingly hold duty bearers accountable, which in turn stands to increase the 
quality of results.

Operationalization of Results: This element of the rubric addresses all questions 
introduced earlier as to how the evaluation is designed and implemented will 
determine the value of the results and by extension the value of how results 
are operationalized. Key questions here include: Are right holders engaged in 
discussions about how the results are operationalized? The model emphasizes the 
importance of creating opportunities for right holders to influence how findings are 
applied, ensuring that the evaluation’s benefits are tangible and meaningful to those 
it aims to serve. The rubric itself can be modified from the example suggested here:

1. Accessibility and Inclusiveness

Criteria Not Met Partially Met Fully Met

Inclusion of 
Vulnerable 
Groups

Vulnerable 
or hard-​
to-​reach 
groups 
are not 
considered 
or included.

Some effort is 
made to include 
vulnerable 
groups, but there 
are significant 
gaps.

Comprehensive strategies 
are in place to ensure the 
inclusion of all relevant 
vulnerable or hard-​to-​
reach groups.

2. Engagement in Data Interpretation

Criteria Not Met Partially Met Fully Met

Involvement of 
Right Holders 
in Data 
Interpretation

Right holders 
are not 
involved in 
interpreting 
data.

Right holders 
have limited 
involvement or 
are only partially 
engaged in data 
interpretation.

Right holders are 
actively involved 
in interpreting 
the data, and their 
feedback is integral 
to the evaluation 
process.

Mitigation 
of Echo 
Chamber 
Effect

The evaluation 
process 
does not 
acknowledge 
or address the 
echo chamber 
effect.

There is some 
awareness 
of the echo 
chamber effect, 
but strategies 
to mitigate it 
are not fully 
implemented.

Comprehensive 
measures are in 
place to prevent 
the echo chamber 
effect, ensuring 
diverse sources and 
perspectives are 
considered in the 
evaluation.
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3. Operationalization of Results

Criteria Not Met Partially Met Fully Met

Engagement in 
Operationalization

Right holders are 
not involved in 
discussions on 
operationalizing 
results.

There is some 
level of 
engagement 
with right 
holders, 
but it is not 
comprehensive 
or fully 
integrated.

Right holders are 
actively engaged 
in discussions and 
decision-​making 
on how results are 
operationalized.

Our rubric model is a step toward democratizing the evaluation process, 
highlighting the potential to shift toward a righter holder-​focused approach. By 
addressing these critical questions, evaluators can design studies that are not only 
thorough and robust but also inclusive and transparent, ensuring that the voices and 
needs of all stakeholders, especially the most vulnerable, are acknowledged and 
addressed in the evaluation process.

Notes

	1	 For a helpful discussion on deliberative democracy, see: Dryzek, John S. et al. (2019).
	2	 Fishkin, James S. (2009). When the People speak.
	3	 Pew Research Center (February 2020). “Democratic Rights Popular Globally but 

Commitment to Them Not Always Strong”. www.pewr​esea​rch.org/​glo​bal/​2020/​02/​27/​
attitu​des-​tow​ard-​elec​ted-​offici​als-​vot​ing-​and-​the-​state/​

	4	 Carnegie UK January (2022). “Lack of Trust in Politics Threatens Democracy: New 
Report and Poll”. https://​carn​egie​uktr​ust.org.uk/​news-​stor​ies/​lack-​of-​trust-​in-​polit​ics-​
threat​ens-​democr​acy-​new-​rep​ort-​and-​poll/​

	5	 Gadgil A. (2022). “Do Governments Listen to Their Citizens?” UNDP Oslo Governance 
Centre.    www.undp.org/​pol​icy-​cen​tre/​gov​erna​nce/​blog/​do-​gove​rnme​nts-​lis​ten-​their-​
citiz​ens
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5	� How evaluation commissioners 
and evaluators can collaboratively 
move equitable evaluation from a 
set of external actions to internal 
practices

Drew Koleros, Monique Liston and Ray McGhee

Introduction

In the evolving landscape of social and economic sector support, US-​based philan-
thropic institutions (hereafter referred to as “foundations”) have long been pivotal 
in funding organizations and crafting programs aimed at driving social change. 
Recently, there has been a notable shift toward focusing on achieving equitable 
outcomes across various sectors, from housing to health. This shift recognizes that 
addressing the root causes of complex societal issues, including structural racism, 
is essential to advancing equity.

As foundations intensify their focus on tackling systemic inequities, the adoption 
of “equitable evaluation” approaches has similarly gained momentum. Yet, the 
concept of equitable evaluation can be understood in varied ways by evaluators 
and evaluation commissioners, which often results in mismatched expectations 
and significant challenges. Central to this process is the principle of collabor-
ation, which is essential for ensuring that both parties develop a shared vision and 
approach. Collaboration, when embraced as a democratic process within an evalu-
ation, presents both challenges and opportunities: it requires negotiating differing 
perspectives and expectations, but it also offers the chance to build a more inclu-
sive and aligned understanding of what equitable evaluation entails. By engaging 
in genuine, cooperative dialogue, commissioners and evaluators can bridge gaps in 
understanding and effectively advance equity in their evaluations.

This chapter explores the practical implications of equitable evaluation, empha-
sizing the importance of collaboration between commissioners and evaluators. It 
begins by discussing the evolution of equitable evaluation within the US philan-
thropic sector and its formalization in the Equitable Evaluation Initiative (EEI)’s 
Equitable Evaluation Framework –​ a key resource for guiding equitable evaluation 
practices.

The focus then shifts to understanding equitable evaluation as a shared set of 
internal practices rather than a series of external actions performed by evaluators 
alone. By examining the case study of an equitable evaluation conducted for 

 

   

 

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9781042000968-6


64  The Power of Commissioning

the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (RWJF)’s support of the housing justice 
movement from 2020-​2024, this chapter highlights the potential challenges that 
arise when commissioners and evaluators have differing interpretations of equit-
able evaluation. Through this case study, we aim to provide practical insights for 
both evaluation commissioners and evaluators, fostering a more nuanced and col-
laborative approach to equitable evaluation.

Centering equity in philanthropic evaluation

An evolving understanding of equity within the philanthropic sector

Centering equity in evaluation is not a novel concept within the field of evaluation. 
Since the 1980s, evaluators have published articles about using evaluation to create 
equity and conducting evaluations with equity in mind, advocating for equity 
concerning race, class, gender, sexuality, ability, language and many other cultural 
practices (Botcheva, Shih, & Huffman, 2009; Chouinard & Cousins, 2007; Greene, 
Millet, & Hopson, 2004; Hood, Hopson, & Frierson, 2005; Hopson, 2009; Hopson, 
Lucas, & Peterson, 2000; LaFrance, 2004; Kirkhart, 2005; Manswell-​Butty, 
Daniel-​Reid, & LaPoint, 2004; Reese & Vera, 2007; Smith & Jang, 2002; Mertens, 
1999; Thomas & Stevens, 2004; Thompson-​Robinson, Hopson, & SenGupta, 
2004). The practice of culturally responsive evaluation (CRE) emerged from these 
efforts. CRE, as outlined by Frierson, Hood, Hughes, and Thomas (2010), is a 
comprehensive framework that places culture at the center of evaluation. CRE asks 
evaluators to decenter hegemonic ideas of success and normativity for more cul-
turally centered ideas, norms and practices shared by those most impacted by the 
work of programs and initiatives, many of which are funded by the philanthropic 
sector. To be explicit, Hopson (2009) wrote,

CRE is a theoretical, conceptual and inherently political position that includes 
the centrality of and [attunement] to culture in the theory and practice of evalu-
ation. That is, CRE recognizes that demographic, sociopolitical and contextual 
dimensions, locations, perspectives and characteristics of culture matter funda-
mentally in evaluation.

(p. 431)

CRE places special emphasis on addressing historically marginalized groups, 
aiming to center fairness and equity in the evaluation process. The Equitable 
Evaluation Framework, introduced to the sector in 2019, is the progeny of this intel-
lectual genealogy and offers both opportunities and challenges for practicing the 
use of evaluation to create equity and conducting evaluations with equity in mind.

The genesis of the EEI itself is an example of collaboration as a democratic 
process, stemming from a collaboration between representatives from the phil-
anthropic sector and seasoned evaluation professionals. Driven by a shared 
commitment to advancing equity, this collective endeavor sought to investi-
gate the varied approaches foundations were employing to utilize evaluation 
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practices to promote equity. Undertaking a comprehensive research initiative, the 
dedicated group embarked on a journey to surface insights that could pave the 
way for the development of comprehensive guiding principles. These principles 
were envisioned not only to serve as a roadmap for integrating equity consider-
ations into evaluations commissioned by foundations but also to foster a broader 
understanding of the nuanced intersections between philanthropy and evaluation 
in the pursuit of social justice. As the research gained traction and recognition 
within the philanthropic community, the initiative garnered additional financial 
backing from influential foundations. This infusion of support played a pivotal role 
in sustaining the momentum of the project and transforming it into a lasting insti-
tution. The institutionalization of this crucial work marked a significant milestone, 
culminating in the formal establishment of the EEI –​ an enduring testament to the 
collaborative efforts aimed at embedding equity as a cornerstone in the landscape 
of philanthropic evaluation practices, rooted in democratic principles.

Collaboration serves as a critical practice of equitable evaluation (EE), under-
scoring its dedication to inclusive and democratic evaluation practices. The 
Framework stresses that effective evaluation necessitates a partnership between 
commissioners and evaluators, with both parties actively involved in defining the 
evaluation’s goals, methods and outcomes. This collaborative approach ensures the 
incorporation of diverse perspectives, leading to a richer and more comprehensive 
understanding of equity within the evaluation process. Through open dialogue and 
shared decision-​making, this collaboration helps align expectations and empowers 
stakeholders to co-​create solutions that address systemic inequities effectively. 
Such a cooperative approach is essential for evaluations that accurately reflect and 
respond to the needs of marginalized communities.

Collaboration connects to all three principles of EE. According to Principle One, 
evaluation and evaluative work must be dedicated to advancing equity. Effective 
collaboration among commissioners, evaluators and community members ensures 
that production, consumption and management of evaluations are aligned with 
equity goals. Collaborative efforts help address systemic inequities more com-
prehensively and contribute to meaningful progress toward equity. Principle Two 
emphasizes that evaluative work should be designed and implemented in ways that 
reflect equity values, including being multi-​culturally valid and oriented toward 
participant ownership. Collaboration supports these values by integrating varied 
cultural viewpoints and ensuring that participants are actively involved in the evalu-
ation process. Additionally, Principle Three highlights the need for evaluations to 
address critical questions related to historical and structural influences, the impact 
of strategies on different populations and the interaction between cultural contexts 
and systemic conditions. Collaboration brings together diverse expertise, enhan-
cing the analysis of these complex issues and ensuring a thorough understanding 
of systemic drivers of inequity. Overall, collaboration helps align practices with 
equity principles, fostering the development of context-​specific practices that 
advance equity effectively.

Over the last few years, EE has found its way into requests for proposals (RFPs), 
conference abstracts and book chapters such as this. The conversation, thanks to 
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the work of EEI, continues to evolve. While building awareness and increasing 
support for the practice is an admirable base-​building goal, there are challenges 
with the philanthropic sector and the practice of equitable evaluation that need 
to be explored by the fields of evaluation and philanthropy. For instance, in their 
review and synthesis of the empirical literature on the evaluation of equity-​focused 
community coalitions, Chouinard, Tovey, and Kidd (2023) found that “the cul-
tural complexity and historical scope of each context, diversity of stakeholders and 
enormity of the systemic issues involved, shape and challenge the evaluation and 
research process in fundamental ways” (p. 50).

Challenges to practicing equitable evaluation in real-​world evaluations

One important challenge that arises is when different stakeholders within an evalu-
ation have different understandings of what it means to implement an equitable  
evaluation. These different understandings can be framed around the concepts  
of single-​loop, double-​loop and triple-​loop learning (Argyris & Schon, 1974;  
Schwandt & Gates, 2021) (Figure 5.1). When equitable evaluation is implemented  
as an approach to single-​loop learning within an evaluation, the focus is on oper-
ationalizing equitable evaluation principles through a set of actions that make  
a more conventional evaluation “more equitable”. This process might include  
reviewing the evaluation questions from an equity lens and involving affected  
communities in evaluation design, delivery and dissemination. Within the wider  
evaluation context, it is still typically foundation program staff who decide what  
investments will be evaluated and determine the main evaluation purposes and  
questions. Evaluation commissioners are then asked to hire and manage evaluators  
to implement the evaluation and ensure that they sufficiently operationalize equit-
able evaluation principles within the predefined evaluation. The information from  
the evaluation then travels from evaluator to commissioner to foundation program  
staff who then ultimately decide what will be done with the evaluation findings.

Figure 5.1 � Single, double, triple loop learning.
Source: Authors own, adapted from www.miketh​emen​tor.co.uk/​blog/​2018/​4/​4/​sin​gle-​dou​ble-​and-​tri​
ple-​loop-​cha​nge
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When equitable evaluation is implemented as an approach to double-​loop or 
even triple-​loop learning, the focus shifts from implementing a set of actions within 
the bounds of the evaluation to embodying a set of practices that allow for the 
examination of the perspectives, beliefs and assumptions of foundation staff that 
explain why the project was designed as it was, and their implications on how the 
project was ultimately delivered (e.g., which grantees received funding, for what 
types of activities, etc.).

In this situation, equitable evaluation is seen as a set of practices, requiring 
evaluation commissioners to work collaboratively with evaluators, grantees and 
foundation staff to examine these perspectives, beliefs and assumptions. Instead 
of being the “middle man” or a link in the information chain between founda-
tion program staff and evaluators, commissioners are akin to the facilitators of a 
process that leads to more partnership between all evaluation stakeholders. This 
is consistent with how evaluators are discussed and described in more conven-
tional evaluations (evaluators as experts) compared to system change evaluations 
(evaluators as facilitators of learning processes) (Schwandt & Gates, 2021). This is 
explored in more detail in the case study below.

Introduction to the housing justice evaluation

Housing justice component of RWJF’s community power initiative

The RWJF is one of the largest health foundations in the United States. With a 
mission to improve the health and well-​being of everyone in America, for nearly 
five decades, RWJF has supported the development and promotion of health and 
healthcare innovations to improve the lives of all Americans. In regard to housing 
specifically, in recognition of the severe and persistent inequities caused by ram-
pant and unchecked racism experienced by Black, Indigenous and People of Color 
in the American housing system, RWJF provided funding to select organizations 
committed to advancing housing justice (HJ) and building community power in 
2020 with the purpose of supporting housing organizing, learning and develop-
ment. This was part of a larger foundation initiative to build community power.

Housing justice evaluation

In 2021, RWJF commissioned an evaluation of their HJ investments. The RFP for 
the evaluation emphasized RWJF’s commitment to equitable evaluation principles 
and specifically called for an “equitable evaluation”, stating that RWJF “views 
evaluation as a tool to advance equity by applying principles of the Equitable 
Evaluation Framework” and referenced its adherence to EE principles in its 
contracting, collaboration, evaluation design, implementation and dissemination 
practices.

Through a competitive procurement process, the evaluation was awarded 
to UBUNTU Research & Evaluation, LLC (UBUNTU) and Mathematica in 
April 2021. UBUNTU is a Black-​led evaluation firm working to intentionally 
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disrupt the White, male, academically hegemonic approach to program, policy 
and impact evaluation in the nonprofit and foundation sectors. UBUNTU’s team 
brings lived and professional expertise in understanding power and positionality 
through evaluation activities, including through their own base-​building work 
with Black-​led organizations. Mathematica is a research and data analytics con-
sultancy that operates at the intersection of data science, social science and tech-
nology, generating evidence-​informed solutions that help clients and partners see 
clearly and act quickly. As an employee-​owned company, Mathematica strives to 
improve public well-​being by bringing the highest standards of quality, object-
ivity and excellence to bear on the provision of information collection and ana-
lysis to our clients.

The evaluation included three objectives: (1) to document the narratives of 
those who received funding to better understand how the money contributed to 
building the capacity and infrastructure of funded organizations, (2) to describe 
how changes in the capacity and infrastructure of funded organizations impacted 
the wider housing justice ecosystem’s efforts to advance their collective housing 
justice goals and (3) to develop actionable insights for future funding and engage-
ment of RWJF within the housing justice sector by identifying the ongoing cap-
acity and infrastructure needs of the housing justice ecosystem to advance their 
housing justice-​specific objectives and outcomes.

Centering equity within the housing justice evaluation team

As the author and social activist Grace Lee Boggs once said, “Transform yourself 
to transform the world”. Given our evaluation team’s previous experiences, we 
moved toward incorporating equitable evaluation first as a set of practices within 
our internal evaluation team. Recognizing the need for transformative change, we 
identified that our previous partnership, with Mathematica as the prime contractor 
and UBUNTU as a subcontractor, required a fundamental shift. The traditional 
prime-​subcontractor model presented significant challenges, such as imbalanced 
power dynamics and inequitable resource distribution. To truly center equity in our 
HJET project, we needed to dismantle these existing inequities and forge a new, 
more collaborative approach.

One major challenge was addressing the inherent differences in our organ-
izational cultures and practices. Mathematica, with its traditional evaluation 
methodologies, often operated within established frameworks and norms, while 
UBUNTU brought a radical, race-​forward perspective that challenged conventional 
approaches. Aligning these differing approaches required careful negotiation and 
a willingness to rethink standard practices, such as contract structuring, resource 
allocation and the management of both internal and external communications. For 
example, Mathematica’s standard subcontracting template included language that 
grants Mathematica as the prime contract holder with all rights to intellectual prop-
erty (IP) developed by subcontractors over the course of a contract. This was not 
in line with the equitable partnership that we were trying to establish on HJET, so 
the Mathematica project team members worked with Mathematica’s contract and 
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legal teams to revise the subcontract template so that all IP generated through HJET 
would be jointly owned by both Mathematica and Ubuntu.

The task of redefining leadership roles, agenda-​setting and communication 
strategies highlighted the complexity of merging these distinct evaluation phil-
osophies. There were many mistakes we made throughout this process and harm 
was caused in some instances between team members. But despite these early 
missteps, our team worked to center equity within HJET through putting the time 
in that was needed to build relationships among team members, a focus on learning 
and unlearning together and a commitment to open and honest communications 
within our team. For example, because Mathematica was technically the prime 
contract holder, in the initial start-​up phases of the contract, Mathematica tended 
to lead on all client communications, setting meeting agendas and leading 
client meetings even though a team member from UBUNTU was named as the 
evaluation’s principal investigator. It took time and discussion between our teams 
to recalibrate these efforts in a way that was more in line with equitable practices 
so that UBUNTU ultimately took over technical leadership of the evaluation and 
primary communications with the client, with Mathematica staff participating in 
a supporting role.

HJET prioritized relationship building between the team from the start in small 
and big ways. One small way we did this was through regular check-​in questions. 
We would sometimes spend the first 15 or 20 minutes of our weekly one-​hour team 
meetings discussing a check-​in question that could span from identifying your 
favorite season to sharing what “home” meant to you. Over the weeks, this allowed 
us to get to know each other outside of our professional settings and start to make 
connections between us that improved our understanding of each other and how to 
work together.

Building strong relationships between Mathematica and UBUNTU was cru-
cial for fostering effective collaboration. This involved creating a space for open 
discussions about the racial politics influencing our daily interactions and work 
environments. We engaged in conversations addressing unconscious biases and 
took steps to hold each other accountable for any racist, sexist or queerphobic 
language. Prioritizing radical honesty allowed us to cultivate an atmosphere of 
mutual respect and growth. This approach deepened our understanding of each 
other’s perspectives and enhanced our ability to work together in an equitable and 
inclusive manner. Such open dialogue and accountability were essential for over-
coming challenges and ensuring that our collaboration remained both meaningful 
and transformative.

We prioritized collaboration through quarterly team retreats, launched as the 
COVID public health emergency lifted, where we dedicated two to three days to 
advancing our evaluation work while building trust and deepening relationships. 
These retreats became essential spaces for open communication, allowing us to 
address difficult topics, exchange feedback and align our efforts. Between retreats, 
weekly team meetings maintained momentum, fostering consistent connection 
and collective progress. This rhythm of focused collaboration –​ intensive retreats 
paired with regular check-​ins –​ strengthened our teamwork, encouraged mutual 
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learning and unlearning and centered equity in our approach, ultimately enhancing 
our ability to work transparently, effectively and with shared purpose.

Centering equity within the wider evaluation

As we struggled to practice equity within our internal team, we also faced 
challenges in moving equity toward a set of practices within the overall evaluation. 
This largely came from a disconnect between our evaluation team’s understanding 
and the foundation program team’s understanding of what it meant to take an equit-
able evaluation approach to HJET. We explore these in more detail below.

Investing the time necessary to build relationships between evaluation 
stakeholders. Building relationships among evaluation stakeholders required 
significant time and intention, a factor that was underestimated during the initial 
HJET evaluation design phase. Early on, our focus was on connecting with the 
evaluation commissioners, RWJF program staff and grantees. However, the time 
needed for relationship-​building was not fully accounted for in the project time-
line, leading to miscommunications and trust issues. From the HJET perspective, 
progress felt slower than RWJF expected, while the foundation was eager to see 
tangible outcomes after a lengthy tendering and contracting process. To address 
this, HJET prioritized regular meetings, thorough documentation and transparent 
communication. Meeting minutes, progress notes and memos were shared consist-
ently, capturing emerging insights, adjustments and key decisions. Despite these 
efforts, HJET still felt we were falling short of fully meeting RWJF’s expectations. 
However, over time, the commitment to consistent virtual meetings and detailed 
documentation helped build trust, fostering more open and honest conversations 
about the evaluation’s goals and challenges.

As trust deepened, HJET uncovered internal tensions within RWJF, particularly 
between the program staff and the Research, Evaluation and Learning (REL) team. 
Program staff prioritized accountability –​ understanding how grantees used funds 
and RWJF’s role in advancing housing justice –​ while the REL team focused on 
broader ecosystem-​level learning and the foundation’s strategic positioning within 
the movement. These differing priorities created internal power struggles, which 
became evident during critical evaluation milestones, such as finalizing evalu-
ation questions. This misalignment placed HJET in challenging and emotionally 
charged situations as team members navigated conflicting expectations. However, 
continued transparent communication allowed the team to address these tensions 
openly, fostering a shared understanding of the foundation’s internal dynamics. 
This experience highlighted the need for foundations to include internal reflections 
during commissioning processes, ensuring that equitable evaluation practices 
extend not only to external consultants but also within their own organizational 
structures.

Recognizing cost constraints in centering equity at every step. As the evalu-
ation design phase unfolded, HJET recognized the budget didn’t reflect the labor 
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intensity required to ensure equity was practiced, not just discussed. The budget 
primarily allowed HJET to address RWJF’s evaluation questions about their 
housing justice work, without sufficient resources to include grantees’ questions. 
For example, the team initially proposed a case-​based design with site visits, but 
grantees expressed concerns that this approach could be a resource burden on their 
grantees. HJET also struggled with how to achieve the goals of site visits without 
being extractive, given the lack of established relationships with local housing 
justice groups.

In response to grantee feedback and budget constraints, the team shifted from 
deep-​dive case studies to creating the Housing Justice Evaluation Fellowship 
Program. This fellowship provided housing justice organizers and advocates with 
evaluation skills to support their current work. The program included a four-​day 
in-​person workshop followed by virtual sessions over six months. Nine individuals 
from seven housing justice groups across the country participated. Through this 
fellowship, participants gained hands-​on evaluation experience while continuing 
their organizing efforts. It also allowed us, as evaluators, to collect meaningful 
data, answer evaluation questions and build relationships within the movement, 
while enhancing evaluation capacity among local groups.

Addressing self-​reflexivity with evaluation commissioners and program 
staff. Evaluation commissioners often hold key internal knowledge about the his-
tory, relationships and politics within their organization, shaping how programs 
are designed and how evaluations are commissioned. In traditional evaluations, 
these internal factors may not be relevant, but for equitable evaluations, in pur-
suit of triple-​loop learning, they provide essential context. Commissioners must 
decide what information to share with evaluators and when to share it. From the 
foundation’s perspective, inquiries from HJET around these topics felt out of 
scope, as if evaluators were asking them to “air their dirty laundry”. However, 
from the team’s perspective, this transparency was necessary to practice equitable 
evaluation.

At the start, program staff committed to partnering with the evaluation team and 
providing the necessary information, but their focus was primarily on grantees, 
not the foundation itself. This led to gatekeeping and limited communication with 
foundation staff. It took considerable time to agree on when and how HJET could 
engage with the program team directly. Typically, communications flowed intern-
ally within RWJF between RWJF program teams and the REL unit, before reaching 
external evaluators, making two-​way communication difficult.

Grantees, however, had more interest in RWJF’s role in the housing justice 
movement, asking about funding decisions and RWJF’s future involvement. This 
shifted the evaluative focus from grantee actions to a deeper analysis of RWJF’s 
role, requiring the team to adopt double-​loop and triple-​loop learning approaches. 
HJET sought to understand how the initiative was conceptualized and designed, 
which necessitated new norms of communication between program, REL and 
evaluation teams. These shifts led to some tension between the foundation and 
evaluators early on.
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This last component was left largely unresolved. HJET ultimately lacked the 
power to fully explore and answer the grantees’ questions about RWJF’s role. 
Additionally, grantees expressed concerns that sharing critical feedback about the 
foundation might jeopardize future funding, further complicating our ability to 
address these questions effectively.

Implications for evaluators and evaluation commissioners

Based on this experience with HJET, several implications emerged for both 
evaluators and commissioners:

Implication Description

Commit to 
Learning and 
Accountability

Establish a culture where continuous learning and mutual 
accountability are core principles. Encourage team 
members to view mistakes and conflicts as opportunities 
for collective growth and improvement. Facilitate open 
and honest dialogue where all voices are heard, ensuring 
that feedback is integrated into practice to advance equity 
effectively.

Educate 
Foundation 
Staff

Develop and implement a comprehensive educational 
framework on equitable evaluation principles. This 
involves engaging foundation staff through democratic 
processes such as workshops, seminars and collaborative 
discussions. Ensure that all staff members understand how 
equitable evaluation differs from traditional methods, and 
are prepared to support and engage in these practices from 
the outset.

Adapt the Role 
of Evaluation 
Commissioners

Redefine the responsibilities of evaluation commissioners to 
include assessing both the outcomes of grantees and the 
internal practices of the foundation itself. Provide training 
and support to help commissioners develop skills necessary 
for navigating and addressing internal evaluations. This 
shift promotes transparency and requires commissioners 
to engage in collaborative, reflective practices with 
stakeholders.

Prioritize 
Relationship 
Building

Implement democratic and collaborative strategies to build 
strong, productive relationships among evaluation teams, 
commissioners and grantees. Schedule regular, structured 
interactions, such as joint planning sessions and feedback 
meetings, to facilitate meaningful engagement. Ensure 
that relationship-​building efforts are integrated throughout 
the project to create a supportive, collaborative 
environment.
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Implication Description

Develop a Clear 
Communication 
Strategy

Design a communication strategy that embodies democratic 
principles and fosters inclusivity. Define clear expectations 
for communication between evaluators, program officers 
and grantees, incorporating feedback from all stakeholders. 
Establish channels and protocols for regular updates 
and discussions to ensure transparency and effective 
coordination throughout the evaluation process.

Incorporate 
Feedback 
Loops

Create systematic feedback loops that enable democratic 
participation from all involved parties. Design mechanisms 
for ongoing input and dialogue, allowing evaluators, 
commissioners and grantees to share their perspectives 
and suggestions. Use this feedback to make iterative 
improvements to the evaluation process, ensuring it 
remains responsive and aligned with the needs of all 
stakeholders.

Ensure Equitable 
Resource 
Allocation

Apply democratic principles to the distribution of resources 
within the evaluation process. Engage all stakeholders 
in discussions about the fair allocation of resources such 
as funding, time and intellectual property. Ensure that 
resource distribution supports the equitable participation of 
all involved, particularly smaller or marginalized firms, to 
foster a collaborative and inclusive environment.

Promote Shared 
Decision-​
Making

Implement a collaborative decision-​making process where 
all stakeholders have a voice in shaping the evaluation. 
Encourage democratic participation in setting evaluation 
agendas, defining questions and interpreting results. This 
approach ensures that decisions reflect diverse perspectives 
and promotes inclusivity and equity throughout the 
evaluation process.

Through the surfacing of these considerations and the use of a concrete example 
from a previous evaluation experience, we hope that evaluation commissioners 
and evaluators alike will gain some practical insights that will improve their own 
equitable evaluation practices.
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6	� The influence of context for different 
types of commissioners of evaluation
Challenges and opportunities

Tessie Tzavaras Catsambas

Introduction

Evaluation professionals have long been interested in how to increase the use and 
influence of evaluation to advance the public good. When we think of evaluation 
professionals, we have traditionally thought about evaluators, but in fact, as this 
book has shown so far, evaluation commissioners have a great opportunity and 
hold a large share of the responsibility to make evaluation influential and to ensure 
it is used. Evaluation commissioners influence what gets evaluated, how that 
evaluation is structured, funded and staffed, who is involved, what is emphasized 
and the extent to which it is accessible, visible, credible and used. Evaluation 
commissioners are, therefore, in a great position to use evaluation to strengthen 
and advance democratic societies.

The ability of evaluation commissioners to influence the use of evaluation to 
contribute to democracy must be seen in the broader political and institutional con-
text where that evaluation takes place –​ and there is, indeed, a wide variety of 
contexts each presenting its own, unique set of demographics, historical moment 
and forces at play that should be assessed and harnessed by the democratically-​
minded evaluation commissioner. This chapter aims to illuminate the opportun-
ities and challenges commissioners face depending on the context in which they 
find themselves, and the strategies they use to promote democratic processes and 
outcomes within those contexts. The chapter also proposes a high-​level framework 
that can be used by commissioners for considering the context of evaluation in 
relation to challenges and opportunities for promoting democracy. Finally, we con-
sider a strategy that addresses immediate concerns and steers toward the medium-​
term objective of how best to manage individual evaluations, and the long-​term 
objective of how to develop evaluation capacity in their institutions and communi-
ties to support the advancement of democracy more broadly.

The influence of context on the evaluation commissioner

The evaluation commissioner is not an external actor but is herself a product of the 
very context she is trying to influence. So, this chapter (and the book overall) essen-
tially invites commissioners to step outside and look in as if they were external to 
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the context in order to become more intentional and strategic in how to act so they 
can exercise their influence in ways that boost democracy.

An important assumption in this discussion is that the evaluation commissioner 
is interested, motivated and confident to promote the public good by advancing 
democratic processes and strengthening democracy. Probably the first challenge 
for all commissioners of evaluation, but especially government commissioners, 
is acknowledging their role regarding the potential influence of an evaluation. 
For many evaluation commissioners, an assignment as “evaluation commissioner 
or manager” may be added onto their regular duties, and they see this “evalu-
ation management” role as “moving the process along” –​ that is, managing the 
evaluation according to contract requirements especially within time and budget, 
ensuring an external evaluation team has access to the needed data sources, and 
avoiding any political missteps and errors. For example, in organizations where 
evaluation is oriented to performance assessment and linked to departmental 
budget allocations, evaluation commissioners’ job descriptions might be more 
about transparency, fiduciary responsibility and consistency across evaluations 
and less about representation, equity and sustainability. In this way, the evalu-
ation context influences how evaluation commissioners perceive their assigned 
role and how they choose to step into that role in relation to promoting demo-
cratic processes. Thus, in developing strategies to strengthen democratic societies, 
we need to consider commissioners’ understanding of their role, and their risk 
tolerance, especially in cases where strengthening democracy involves deviating 
from assigned roles and job expectations and possibly putting at risk their career 
and livelihood. Therefore, a commissioner’s strategy for promoting democracy 
through evaluation needs to assess and mitigate risks both for the commissioner 
and for the evaluation.

Levels and aspects of context where evaluation is commissioned

“Context” is a broad term that can cover a wide range of variables at global, country 
and organizational levels. For the purposes of this chapter, Table 6.1 presents a high-​
level framework for considering the context in evaluation if our aim is to promote 
democracy through evaluation. The framework identifies aspects that can be used 
by the evaluation commissioner to justify, leverage and encourage the democratic 
process such as a focus on public good issues, safe and open dialogue, engagement 
of marginalized voices, considerations of environmental sustainability, increased 
capacity for uncensored scientific discourse and free press, etc.

We explore these commissioning context areas in three sectors:

	• Government sector
	• United Nations and international financial organizations
	• Foundations and nonprofit organizations.

There are subtle but important differences across these sectors related to evaluation 
commissioners’ roles, as well as varied power and opportunity to exercise influence. 
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Table 6.1 � Considerations of context elements across sectors for supporting democracy 
through evaluation

Government United Nations Foundations/​Nonprofits

Political system Degree of democracy
Lobbying pressures
Legal framework

Diplomatic 
sensitivities on 
the executive 
board (made 
up of country 
representatives)

Lobby interests

Degree of democracy 
of the organization’s 
home country

Maturity level of 
nonprofit sector

Organizational 
mission, 
vision, values

Relevant regulations
What is prioritized?

Organizational focus
Focus of government 

and NGO 
counterpart 
organizations in 
countries involved

Organizational focus
Prioritized values

Current 
organizational 
priorities

Politically informed 
programmatic 
priorities at a point 
in time

Ministerial/​ 
departmental 
evaluation capacity, 
e.g., in education, 
health, etc.

Stakeholder public 
sector organizations

Current organizational 
strategic plan

Harmonization with 
other UN agencies

Board priorities
Current strategic plan

Placement of 
evaluation

Reporting and 
authority

Links with potential 
evaluation 
users, access 
to information, 
potential for 
influence

Independent vs. 
internal

Proximity to other 
organizational 
functions

Drivers of the 
evaluation strategic 
plan

Proximity to 
leadership and 
other organizational 
functions

Drivers of the 
evaluation strategic 
plan

Evaluation 
policy

Guidelines on 
priorities 
(e.g., learning, 
accountability, etc.) 
values and methods 
(e.g., preferred 
methods such as 
RCTs, requiring a 
gender or human 
rights lens, etc.)

Guidelines on 
priorities and 
process, values 
and methods, and 
evaluation use

Guidelines on priorities 
and process, values 
and methods, and 
evaluation use

Assignment of roles 
and responsibilities 
related to evaluation 
(where evaluation 
policy is less 
developed)

Evaluation 
system

Capacity, resources, links with decision making, organizational culture 
related to evaluation
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Table 6.1 presents an overview of elements of context that should be considered at 
different levels of a system in different sectors and discussion follows.

Political system

Evaluation commissioners who work for government organizations are the most 
exposed to and influenced by that country’s political, legal and public policy con-
text. These commissioners may sit in government ministries or departments that 
hold responsibility for evaluation across the government sector, or they may sit 
in a government ministry or department that is explicitly tasked with evaluating 
programs and policies in the area overseen by that ministry or department –​ for 
example, health, education, agriculture, etc. To support democratic societies from 
their position, evaluation commissioners must consider pertinent government pol-
icies and legislation, the historical and current political environment, and any rele-
vant political actors and powerful interests in the present time. In each of these 
areas, there may be elements that enable or hinder the use of evaluation toward 
democratic engagement and dialogue.

Government evaluation commissioners can exercise influence toward democ-
racy both through specific evaluations (the way they commission, oversee evalu-
ation implementation, and steer the dissemination of the evaluation report and 
briefings), and through the way they develop evaluation systems and build evalu-
ation capacity in their ministries or departments.

In the two examples that follow, the same factors that may be perceived as 
weaknesses or challenges may also be used to advantage for the government evalu-
ation commissioner who wishes to promote democracy through evaluation. This 
paradox really underscores the individual power and responsibility of an evaluation 
commissioner to map the context and think strategically about how to promote 
democracy from wherever they sit. The examples that follow do not provide a 
comprehensive description of the evaluation systems in the countries discussed but 
put forth selective elements to illustrate how one might analyze these contextual 
factors in light of the goal of promoting democracy.

Example 1. In 2019, the government of Brazil, established a new govern-
ment entity to address several self-​identified challenges in evaluation including 
limited availability of data related to several public policies, an underdeveloped 
culture of evaluation inside line ministries, and low evaluation capacity –​ human 
resources, alignment and training. The newly established Public Policy Monitoring 
and Evaluation Council (CMAP) was a new governing body of policy evalu-
ation responsible for evaluating public policies. By 2022, many of the challenges 
persisted including lack of common definitions and shared understanding of 
monitoring and evaluation across the government (OECD, 2022). Therefore, an 
evaluation commissioner in one of the ministries in Brazil may face the disad-
vantage of little overall guidance and support in shaping the terms of reference of 
an evaluation. Furthermore, there may be resistance in the ministry to participate 
in evaluation, and even greater resistance if the evaluation calls for collaboration 
with other ministries. The easy way forward is for this evaluation commissioner 
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to take on a performative stance, push paper and stamp the evaluation “done”. Or, 
the pro-​democracy way forward is to examine how to turn these obstacles into an 
opportunity using the lack of guidance as freedom to take initiative; for example, 
this commissioner could prioritize the Sustainable Development Goals, include 
in the terms of reference requirements for methods that catalyze collaboration, 
use personal relationships to gain consent for that collaboration, give voice to 
marginalized voices and equity issues in the evaluation, and then refer to the final 
report in design discussions for new programs (Mbava & Dahler-​Larsen, 2019).

Example 2. In a different scenario, an evaluation commissioner in Chile may 
be working in a well-​established monitoring system that aims to assess progress in 
program implementation against targets with performance indicators that include 
qualitative information on public goods and services. This evaluation commis-
sioner also has to consider certain built-​in incentives: when individual public 
servants meet targets in the grants they manage, they receive individual recog-
nition in the staff performance system, and whole departments that meet annual 
targets are enabled to reward teamwork.1 Perceived advantages for the evaluation 
commissioner in the Chilean system may include having clear understanding of 
goals and targets with consistent indicators across programs, as well as motivation 
for participating and collaborating in evaluation. Potential challenges for the com-
missioner who aims to promote democracy may be that established rewards for 
positive outcomes may skew the evaluation process toward certain findings, and 
thus possibly silence dissenting and critical voices, which would potentially com-
promise independence and impartiality in the evaluative process.

The Brazil example demonstrates how, amid limited guidance and weak evalu-
ation culture, a commissioner might see lack of structure not as a barrier but as a 
space for innovation –​ incorporating SDG alignment, participatory methods, and 
equity lenses into evaluations. In contrast, the Chile example shows that a com-
missioner in a mature evaluation system must contend with incentives that may 
discourage critical findings. Even here, promoting deliberative dialogue and trans-
parency is possible, though it requires vigilance against institutional pressures that 
compromise independence.

At the broadest level, government evaluation commissioners operate in political 
systems that fall somewhere along a continuum of “democracy” as defined by The 
Economist Democracy Index and “freedom” as defined by Freedom House in its 
annual Freedom in the World Report.

In addition, for some countries, external funding sources influence country 
priorities in different sectors. At international level, a commissioner working in 
a donor country’s agency must follow development priorities driven by political 
guidance in his place of work while balancing the priorities of the country where 
international development programs take place. Evaluation commissioners in 
international development constantly have to contend with this duality of external 
donor and country level priorities, and it is within this complexity that they need to 
chart their path to democracy.

At the organizational level (ministry or department) within a country’s gov-
ernment, evaluation commissioners need to consider the policies and capacity of 
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the ministry where they are working. They need to assess ministerial and sector 
policies as well as capacity needs to cover two separate areas: evaluation and dem-
ocracy. For example, the education sector in a certain country may have high evalu-
ation capacity (evaluations, teacher assessments, availability of reliable data, etc.), 
but challenges in the democracy front (curriculum censorship by the government, 
parent polarization, gun violence in schools).

Finally, evaluation commissioners need to remain alert to current changes that 
offer new opportunities for evaluation and democracy. For example, in 2015, 
countries signed a UN resolution to promote evaluation of progress toward the 
SDGs at country level, which offered an in-​the-​moment opportunity for evalu-
ation commissioners in all countries to push for evaluation of progress toward the 
Global Goals. Another example is the opportunity that arose in 2019, when the 
US Congress adopted the Evidence Act, which gave an opportunity for evaluation 
commissioners to increase their budgets and elevate the profile of evaluation in 
their agencies in the United States.

To be clear, this mapping is not intended to identify barriers and give up, but 
to assess what is feasible, determine the effort influence and change will take, and 
develop the best path to achieve it. Let’s also recognize that context mapping and 
strategy are only the first step, and then the real work begins.

Organizational context

Within organizations, the context may look different depending on where evalu-
ation is placed in the organization, the organization’s mission, values and strategy, 
and the evaluation policy and system in the organization. The evaluation function 
may be placed close to leadership or embedded in an office of programs or close to 
knowledge management and learning. The evaluation function may be controlled 
centrally or diffused in the organization. The placement of evaluation offers the 
evaluation commissioner different allies and channels to promote the use and influ-
ence of evaluation (Catsambas & Davidson, 2024).

In United Nations (UN) agencies and international financial institutions (IFIs) 
(e.g., the international banks), some evaluation offices are embedded in the organ-
ization and follow the direction of the executive, while others are “independent” 
and follow the direction of the Executive Board (made up of country members 
of the United Nations). All evaluation offices in UN organizations and IFIs have 
policies, budgets, and an annual plan informed by the strategic plan of the organ-
ization. Evaluation commissioners within this general structure have significant 
room to promote democratic processes through their evaluation work. One of the 
biggest obstacles to evaluation that serves democracy in UN organizations and IFIs 
has been the weight of bureaucracy and internal political complexities. In two large 
UN/​IFI organizations, their evaluations have been independently assessed as diffi-
cult to understand, too long, and written with dense, academic prose; not surpris-
ingly, there was evidence that these evaluations were not extensively used. Such 
inaccessible evaluations not only failed to promote democracy but were a misuse 
of public resources. The reason for this basic but critical failure might be due to the 
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pressure of strong politics in the organization, or a self-​protective defensiveness on 
the part of the evaluation unit, but more investigation is needed to understand and 
improve that situation.

In contrast, there are UN/​IFI evaluation offices that have furthered evaluative 
thinking and action by embedding methods that broadened the scope of evaluation 
to new underrepresented actors, invited open dialogue, and expanded capacity in 
their organizations to commission and use evaluation at country level. Here are 
some examples:

	• UN leadership (UNICEF’s Evaluation Office) invested along with the 
Government of Finland in a global network of evaluation organizations 
to promote the inclusion of civil society in country-​level evaluation 
(Catsambas, 2015).

	• Over the last 10 years, the World Food Programme’s Office of Evaluation 
has continued to build evaluation capacity throughout the organization, and 
in the last 5 years, it included in its capacity building efforts attention to 
gender responsive evaluation practices in its country evaluations (World Food 
Programme, 2023).

	• In 2023, UNFPA’s Independent Evaluation Office conducted a formative evalu-
ation of UNFPA support to adolescents and youth that was led and implemented 
by young and emerging evaluators and featured significant youth engagement 
throughout the evaluation process (UNFPA, 2023).

These cases demonstrate how commissioners can expand democratic participa-
tion, shift power dynamics and elevate underrepresented perspectives. Thus, such 
initiatives by UN/​IFI evaluation commissioners have made tangible contributions 
toward greater civic participation including civil society actors, youth and women, 
and featured local leadership shifting the balance of power and control over the 
evaluation from the Global North to the Global South.

In foundations and nonprofit organizations, there is less emphasis on the 
evaluation policy and system, but more emphasis on understanding the priorities 
of the current leadership. Change in foundations is more frequent, and it is not 
unheard of to see an overhaul of a foundation’s entire portfolio. For example, 
in 2023, compelled to leave Hungary by the Hungarian Government, the Soros 
Foundation announced withdrawal and termination of large parts of its work 
within the European Union with significant impact in the human rights nonprofit 
sector especially in Hungary; in 2019, the Salesforce Foundation was folded into 
the Salesforce for-​profit organization closing down its evaluation office; in the 
2015, the Ford Foundation channeled significant resources in a new grant making 
program to fight poverty. In another foundation, within a few years, the evalu-
ation office moved from the President’s Office to five steps removed. Therefore, 
when mapping the context in a foundation, the most important variables are 
mission, vision, values, and current strategy and priorities. To be influential, the 
evaluation commissioner will need to track closely the needs and priorities of the 
Foundation’s leadership, and the goals of the Foundation’s Board of Directors. 
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Building trust, anticipating change and identifying allies are key strategies for the 
commissioner with democratic aims.

Addressing real-​world complexities

So far, we have looked at a relatively static map and list of questions to help us 
map the context evaluation commissioners face. In practice, many complications 
arise from inconsistencies between international and country priorities, country 
and organizational policies and priorities, as well as the complexity of fragile 
contexts and conflict settings. An evaluation commissioner building a context map 
must note these issues and the forces at play and develop thoughtful and flexible 
approaches to address them.

What happens when elements of context in a country are in direct opposition to 
those in an organization working in that country? For example, international and 
bilateral partners working in Uganda prioritize human rights and gender equality 
to varying degrees. The Anti-​Homosexuality Act of 2023 of Uganda considers the 
promotion of homosexuality punishable by death. This Ugandan law violates mul-
tiple fundamental rights guaranteed under Uganda’s own constitution and breaks 
commitments made by the government as a signatory to several international human 
rights agreements. How should a commissioner of evaluation promote democratic 
processes within that context? To complicate this example further, let’s consider 
that a funder is currently supporting and promoting a localization strategy that calls 
for a significant percentage of its funds to be channeled to local organizations, and 
for government priorities to guide development assistance. How should an evalu-
ation commissioner working in that donor organization address this conundrum? 
Should the donor evaluation commission prioritize human rights or localization and 
alignment with this anti-​human-​rights law? In such cases, a more detailed mapping 
of potential partners and actors is needed to determine the best path forward. The 
pro-​democracy commissioner can initiate and stimulate critical reflection through 
consultations with colleagues and allies of democracy, and support agreements for 
coordinated pro-​democracy programming and action.

Another situation that deserves mention is evaluation in fragile contexts and 
conflict settings, where promoting democracy amid hostilities is complex and 
risky (Catsambas & Aslam, 2024). In a personal example of an evaluation in a 
post-​conflict country that had experienced civil war across ethnic and religious 
differences, the evaluators decided to conduct focus groups of women across these 
ethnic divisions. The evaluation commissioner consented because of the shared 
goal to use the evaluation to further the democratic process in that country. The 
focus group was peacefully completed with what seemed to be more exploration 
of common ground across warring sides; but it could have backfired. In fragile or 
conflict settings, evaluation commissioners need to balance their eagerness to pro-
mote democracy with their consideration for harm for the individuals involved. 
That challenging context increases the risk of good intentions not leading to the 
desired positive results.
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Conclusion

For evaluation commissioners who wish to promote democratic processes and 
systems through evaluation, understanding and considering their context is an 
important step. A mapping of the context related to democracy offers an oppor-
tunity to step back and reflect, assess risks and opportunities, as well as identify 
levers of change.

Understanding context, however, is only the first step. Commissioners must 
translate that understanding into strategy –​ deciding where and how to act, whom 
to engage, and what values to uphold. This includes:

	• Increasing the visibility and adoption of priorities in what to evaluate and 
methods of evaluation that promote the democratic process

	• Strengthening partnership with other organizations to expand impact in democ-
ratizing societies

	• An evaluation capacity-​building plan for their evaluation units and their 
organizations for increasing their capacity to be an effective contributor to 
democracy.

Strategies must also account for personal and professional risks, as well as poten-
tial harm to those involved in evaluation. Commissioners often navigate political 
minefields; courage and prudence must coexist. Considerations of ethics and do-​
no-​harm may serve to temper bold, risk-​taking action and moderate the pace of 
intended change. When they put their mind to it, evaluation commissioners can find 
ways to sidestep political traps, work through alliances, extend their informal influ-
ence, and act incrementally, and succeed in fostering change while safeguarding 
their roles.

Evaluation commissioners wield more power than they often realize. When 
they choose to engage proactively and strategically, they can make meaningful 
contributions to democratic systems. By mapping context, assessing risk and 
planning thoughtful actions, commissioners can use evaluation to enhance civic 
participation, amplify marginalized voices and promote transparency.

Through deliberate engagement, even constrained contexts can become 
sites of democratic innovation. The path may be complex –​ but it is a path that 
commissioners are uniquely positioned to walk.

Note

	1	 Irarrazaval and Ríos (2014) and OECD (2021).
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7	� Democracy, SDGs, evaluation and 
commissioners
Connecting the dots

Robert Lahey and Dorothy Lucks

Introduction

The 2030 Agenda –​ Transforming our World (United Nations, 2015) and the 17 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) –​ is perhaps the most ambitious global 
change exercise ever undertaken for all countries to take the lead on change that 
would address key global issues and accelerate progress on sustainable development. 
The process of developing the SDGs was highly participatory, and 193 countries 
ratified the 2030 Agenda, an immense effort in global democracy. The underlying 
values of democracy are incorporated into the 2030 Agenda, such as: freedom of 
speech (or expression); tolerance for diversity and differing opinions; respect for 
individuals in a decision-​making process and their choices; equity –​ ensuring all 
those affected by a decision have an equal say in the decision-​making process; 
justice –​ guides and protections to confirm safety in the decision-​making process 
for the most vulnerable.

Yet, the combined impact of unforeseen challenges that SDG implementation 
has experienced during the first half of Agenda 2030 –​ the COVID-​19 pandemic, 
climate disasters, conflict and economic downturn –​ is causing a lag in progress 
and requiring world leaders to reflect on the way forward for the SDGs. (SDG 
Knowledge Hub, 2020; Martin-​Blanco et al., 2022; UNDESA, 2021). The current 
global context creates additional uncertainties and a sense of urgency to find 
solutions that are integrated, innovative, implementable and impactful.

Individual and systematic evaluations have value in helping to build 
understanding of complex issues, of engaging diverse stakeholders in important 
dialogue on critical issues. Evaluations provide the opportunity to explore com-
plexities, seek multifaceted solutions to complex issues, and to better understand 
trade-​offs across “competing” SDGs; for example, a country could face a critical 
balance between SDG 9 (industry, innovation and infrastructure) and SDG 13 (cli-
mate action). Evaluation practice raises the importance of engaging with multiple 
and diverse organizations and peoples in a democratic way that connects them, 
their issues and knowledge, and delivers pathways.

At present, those working in the field of SDG implementation and those 
working in evaluation are playing a limited role in support of SDG learning and 
acceleration toward achieving the SDGs. Both leaders who currently influence 
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the commissioning of evaluations, and leaders that have potential to influence 
commissioning of evaluation (potential commissioners), as well as evaluators 
could contribute more strongly to SDG-​related support and decision-​making so 
that decision-​makers connect the lessons from these evaluations toward better 
SDG outcomes. The UN General Assembly Resolution 71/​313, 2023 on country-​
led evaluation provides an impetus toward high-​quality evaluations with greater 
impact for the SDGs.

This chapter explores the characteristics of decision-​makers that influence 
and have the power to commission evaluations in the context of the SDGs. 
Commissioning of evaluation requires a sequence of decision-​making of (i) the 
need for an evaluation, (ii) the scope of an evaluation, (iii) management and resour-
cing for the evaluation and (iv) the finalization and use of evaluation findings and 
recommendations. This commissioning process, particularly in complex SDG-​
related evaluations, involves multiple decision-​makers at different levels of 
responsibility. For this reason, this paper uses a broad definition for an evaluation 
commissioner –​ any person that has influence over how an evaluation is identified, 
procured, managed, implemented and used.

Consequently, it is important to understand how SDG evaluations are 
commissioned, why and by whom, and how the demand for evaluation is stimulated 
through the roles of both commissioners and evaluators. With clearer understanding 
of the dynamics of decision-​making on which evaluations are commissioned, 
commissioners and evaluation practitioners can play a more meaningful role for 
SDG achievement.

The context for SDG implementation and evaluation is becoming more 
complex

The implementation of the SDGs faces increasing complexities as the global, 
national, and sub-​national contexts evolve. It is past the halfway mark for the 2030 
Agenda and progress is lagging. There are new conflicts and imperatives emerging. 
Economic fragility, climate crises and polarization are increasing. There are new 
disparities; and a recognition of the need for greater urgency for the SDG principle 
of “Leave no-​one behind”. A new approach to addressing the SDGs is needed. 
Those promoting evaluation have tended to emphasize building the supply side of 
evaluation expertise, but SDG evaluation also needs to focus on the demand side 
of the evaluation market.

There are economic, social and environmental challenges of addressing some 
SDGs and not others. The consequences of roll-​out of a single SDG are magnified 
with the complex relationships across 17 SDGs. All have political consequences 
and impact social, cultural, economic and environmental imperatives in different 
ways. Some SDGs involve national and multi-​country and global commitments 
that extend beyond national borders, requiring leaders to balance local, national 
and global priorities. Considering the full set of 17 SDGs represents a complicated 
situation for decision-​makers, and one where evaluation could help. But SDG 
evaluations are complex, requiring work across organizational boundaries, for 
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decision-​makers with varying objectives and agendas, and potentially drawing 
from a diverse resource base. Consequently, to have influence on SDG progress, 
the contribution of evaluation needs to be well regarded/​respected by country lead-
ership as well as at operational levels, otherwise, it will not have political space/​
permission or resources to operate effectively (IIED 2020).

Levels of SDG roll-​out and evaluation commissioning

SDG implementation at global level extends beyond country perspectives into 
multi-​country approaches and multilateral organizations. At the national level, SDG 
implementation considers macro and micro lenses, with different consequences 
and decisions that may need to be taken at each level. This paper focuses on the 
national level, given the 2030 Agenda attention to country-​led evaluations.

Figure 7.1 provides a representation of how an SDG strategy/​plan is aligned 
with a country’s national goals and priorities (level 1, macro level), and eventually 
translated into programs, projects and activities carried out by diverse stakeholders 
within the country who have varying degrees of power to influence decisions on 
whether to conduct evaluations, and different levels of knowledge of how those 
evaluations might be framed (levels 2 toward micro level 5). Country-​level SDG 
evaluations need to recognize and respect these different levels, each representing 
a unique set of questions that would need to be answered, and a different evaluation 
commissioner (or set of commissioners) to deal with.

Even where a country prioritizes only one or two SDGs within their national  
planning framework, there are decision-​makers at various levels. For instance,  
in Nepal, the Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) Act 2024 provides a national  

Figure 7.1 � The complexity of SDG roll-​out at a country level.
Source: Authors.
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framework for evaluation, and three high-​level national committees guide SDG  
implementation through a wide range of programs and projects. Alternatively, in  
India and Australia, evaluation and SDG activities are largely decentralized to each  
State government. The locus and responsibilities of decision-​making are therefore  
critical considerations in any SDG evaluation.

For evaluation to play a meaningful role in support of the SDGs, in addition to 
the technical requirements of gathering, analyzing and interpreting data and infor-
mation, more attention needs to be paid to those who have the power to commission 
evaluation and to how the flow of information, capability and resources for evalu-
ation at national and sub-​national levels can be strengthened. Evaluators must 
produce timely, valuable work to support good governance and sustainable devel-
opment. Evaluators can use their skill set as facilitators and analysts, and work with 
others to help “unpack” complex situations posed by SDG trade-​offs to arrive at 
valid and considered advice to leadership.

Evaluation relies on allocation of resources and a specific commission to con-
duct an evaluation. Different types of individuals or multi-​stakeholder groups 
play a role in commissioning evaluations. The notion of an evaluation “commis-
sioner” is an ambiguous term and can be interpreted differently. A politician can 
demand an evaluation, but a specific Ministry will define and manage the actual 
evaluation. There may also be important influencers at any level that champion 
the identification and commissioning of evaluations; for instance, national SDG 
advisors to the national leadership and an SDG Steering Committee may advise 
on the monitoring and evaluation of the SDGs that consider the interrelationships 
between SDGs.

Such influencers may be within a country or may extend to external people with 
national influence such as international figures, thematic experts or international 
organizations. For instance, during the COVID-​19 pandemic, international devel-
opment agencies such as the World Bank, the World Health Organization and the 
Food and Agriculture Organization worked with national government ministries 
(planning and economy, health and food systems, respectively) to evaluate the real-​
time effects of the pandemic on their specific COVID-​related investments and how 
these were affecting wider SDG progress.

Figure 7.2 represents “commissioners” as those who demand an evaluation as 
they seek information to help in their decision-​making. These are the “users” of 
evaluation results. It integrates two elements: the “level of authority” held by an 
official; and their “span of control” to influence the commissioning of an evalu-
ation. Across each level, commissioners (and those with authority and potential to 
commission evaluations) may have varying roles and responsibilities in line with 
the macro-​micro continuum, shown in Figure 7.1.

Levels I-​III are more likely to take a role in influence, decision-​making and 
high-​level planning for an evaluation, approving and guiding the aim, focus and 
use of an evaluation. Levels IV and V are more likely to be engaged in detailed 
planning, procurement, management and dissemination of evaluations. All are 
important stakeholders in commissioning of evaluations, but have different needs 
to be addressed.
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Based on the levels in Figure 7.2, a rubric portraying different types of  
commissioners and their respective roles in SDG implementation and evaluation  
(as per Figures 7.1 and 7.2) is shown in Table 7.1. This is not a linear and bounded  
set of definitions but is presented as a guide.

Based on the analysis of Table 7.1, if evaluation professionals wish to stimu
late demand among potential commissioners of evaluation, evaluators must 
build stronger relationships with the different types of commissioners. Similarly, 
commissioners need to consider the types of questions that need to be answered; 
influencing the scope of the proposed evaluation, and the profile and capacity of 
evaluators required. The relationship between commissioners and evaluators con-
tinues through the evaluation process and the feedback of evaluation findings and 
recommendations into decision-​making processes.

Building demand for SDG evaluations

In the ideal, systematic evaluation is institutionalized and integrated into a country’s 
decision-​making. For this to happen, there is a need for consideration to be given 
to investing in building evaluation capacity on both the supply side, as well as the 
demand/​“user” side (the latter of which would include political and government 
leaders, senior and mid-​level bureaucrats, key strategists and planners, amongst 
others). An early example of this was the introduction of systematic evaluation in 

Figure 7.2 � Commissioners of evaluation –​ level of authority and span of control.
Source: Authors.
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Table 7.1 � Potential evaluation commissioners/​influencers/​users –​ country level

Commissioners Roles Power, responsibilities and focus for 
commissioning evaluation

1 Senior country leadership 
& their chief advisors

Office of the President; 
PMO; PCO

National goals, 
Country 
Priorities and 
Objectives

•	 Identify need for information.
•	 Overall progress –​ SDGs and SDG 

strategy
•	 Trade-​offs and potential consequences
•	 Broad policy options re SDG 

implementation
•	 “Early warning” or analysis of specific 

target groups or critical areas of concern
2 Ministers/​Agency 

heads & Advisors of 
National Oversight

Business & civil society 
network leaders

Key SDG committee(s)

Strategy for 
Implementing 
SDGs and 
Country 
Priorities

•	 Influence topics for evaluation
•	 Specific SDGs and/​or SDG nexus –​ 

effectiveness, efficiency, unintended 
effects, need for change, etc.

•	 Review priorities against changing 
contexts

•	 The mechanics of SDG roll-​out
3 Ministers & Agency 

heads (Principal 
Secretaries, Deputy 
Ministers, etc.) of all 
relevant government 
ministries & agencies

Heads of all relevant 
parastatals and similar 
type organizations

Relevant sector business & 
NGO network leaders

Sector-​Ministry 
Plans and 
Objectives

•	 Identify need and manage evaluation 
within relevant sector
•	 Continued relevance of sector-​

specific priorities viz-​a-​viz country 
priorities

•	 Potential trade-​offs/​colliding priorities 
across SDGs –​ deeper analysis

•	 Sector-​specific programs –​ deeper 
analysis of progress, performance, 
need for change, etc.

4 Senior officials and their 
key policy analysts 
responsible for policy 
within their ministry, 
agency, parastatal 
and similar type 
organizations

Heads of relevant/​sector 
business & NGO 
networks

Policies within 
each Sector-​
Ministry

•	 As above –​ particular reference to 
relevant policy area(s) within the 
ministry/​agency
•	 Assessment of policy areas –​ 

continued relevance; their contribution 
to specific SDG progress

•	 Potential trade-​offs/​colliding 
priorities across ministry/​sector 
policy areas or other SDG initiatives

•	 Policy-​specific programs –​ progress 
against targets, various aspects of 
performance, need for change

5 Program & Project 
Managers within 
ministries, agencies, 
parastatals and similar 
type organizations

Programs, 
Projects and 
Activities 
within each 
Sector-​
Ministry

•	 As above –​ particular reference to 
relevant programs within the policy 
area of the ministry/​agency
•	 Process and implementation of programs
•	 Program performance –​ contribution 

to SDG progress
•	 Program impacts and effects, 

intended and unintended; reach to 
various audiences

•	 Alternatives to current programs/​
projects

Source: Authors.
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Canada in the 1980s; and then a re-​building of the evaluation system in government 
in the early 2000s (Lahey, 2023; Gauthier, 2022).

The reality is that, in most countries, current and potential commissioners of 
evaluation have been silent insofar as the SDGs are concerned, in part due to insuf-
ficient country-​owned capacity and/​or lack of understanding of the value, scope, 
methods and potential uses of evaluations for different contexts (Van den Berg 
et al., 2017).

A mindset change is required for more attention to be paid to the demand side 
of the market for evaluation, that is, those who have the power to commission 
evaluation. This is true not only of all countries, but also of development partners 
(UNEG, 2012). Change of course needs strong political support from the top and 
can be greatly aided by “champions” or leaders who already have an understanding 
and knowledge of evaluation and its potential for SDG achievement.

There is a potential to change this through raising the profile of what evaluation 
can offer and putting more focus on “capacity building” on the demand side of 
the evaluation sector. The intent would be to engage more directly with poten-
tial commissioners to better position evaluation through raising awareness of the 
varied roles, uses and utility of evaluation, and ultimately influencing the prepar-
ation and conduct of SDG-​related evaluations. A key entry point to country-​led 
evaluations must start with country leadership, the highest level of national SDG 
evaluation commissioner.

Commissioners of evaluation at each level need to know that evaluation can and 
should be used and have the capacity (both human resources and budget) to be able 
to benefit from SDG evaluation work in a timely way. Commissioners also need 
to be aware of the wider SDG vision and objectives as applied in their context, not 
simply reflecting on a specific SDG goal and target within their sphere of influence 
but considering wider synergies and potential trade-​offs. Project, program, policy 
or sector evaluations may feed into broader, strategic evaluations with a macro set 
of issues to explore.

It is important to examine the cascading impacts and effects (both intended and 
unintended) of interrelated SDGs, and what this might imply for policy decisions 
and priority setting. This would have implications for scoping, timing, resourcing, 
management and delivery of evaluations across agencies and within the larger 
system.

Ultimately, this represents a way of working, both for the commissioners as 
well as the evaluators in a country, that focusses on issues-​oriented problem-​
solving, requiring evaluative research and collaboration across existing institu-
tional boundaries. This places more demand on the “learning” role of evaluation, 
not only an “accountability” tool to measure shorter-​term outcomes (Van den Berg 
et al., 2021) Additionally, this could see novel types of transdisciplinarity that 
would combine specialists and stakeholder expertise working within a team envir-
onment that included evaluation/​research/​science-​policy interface (Biermann 
et al., 2017).
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Capacity for SDG evaluation –​ commissioners and evaluators

Country reporting on SDG progress via Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs) has 
demonstrated country-​level capacity gaps with both monitoring and evaluation. 
While systematic SDG evaluation benefits from performance monitoring, it needs 
enabling factors supportive of a “mature” national M&E system, –​ transparency, 
freedom of information, a free media, a vibrant, engaged civil society, among 
others (Lahey, 2016). To be resourced and institutionalized, evaluation also needs 
to be understood and well regarded by country leadership.

To date, for various reasons, monitoring and evaluation of SDG progress have 
generally been insufficient. The Inter-​Agency and Expert Group on SDG Indicators 
has proposed revisions and additional indicators for the 2025 Comprehensive 
Review in accordance with UNGA Resolution 71/​313. Yet, national datasets for all 
SDG indicators and targets are rarely complete; and many countries have substan-
tial data gaps due to lack of capacity or resources for monitoring. Lack of systematic 
SDG evaluation may reflect country capacity gaps and/​or limited understanding or 
acknowledgement of evaluation’s utility. Consequently, the VNRs lack analytical 
depth, clear evidence of progress/​challenges or policy focus (UNDESA 2023).

Where data is available, annual SDG Progress Reports and analyses by the 
Committee for Development Policy and the Global Sustainable Development 
Report indicate that the incremental changes achieved are inadequate for meeting 
expected SDG outcomes.

There is a political element to SDG decision-​making to balance and synergize 
solutions across multiple priorities. Accordingly, evidence-​based and critical 
thinking is essential in dealing with the complexities and trade-​offs of the SDGs –​ 
and evaluation can create the conditions for that critical thinking to emerge as it 
helps in transforming SDG progress. Evaluations are not of themselves “trans-
formative” in terms of contributing to SDG outcomes but, evaluators, working in 
collaboration with other key players, and assuming a role as “facilitator”, can be 
very powerful in assisting to accelerate progress on the SDGs. Evaluations enable 
a focus on specific issues or areas of work that can accelerate progress for specific 
or multiple SDGs.

In sum, building additional evaluation capacity needed to support country-​
led evaluation of the SDGs is especially critical (Lahey and Lucks, 2023). Some 
country examples where political leaders were closely associated with the institu-
tionalization of systematic tools to measure performance and results include the 
United States under Presidents Clinton (1993) and Obama (2010) (Kamark, 2013); 
the United Kingdom under Tony Blair (2001) (Clement, 2022; Barber and Blair, 
2015); and Canada under Prime Minister Trudeau (2016) (May, 2019). It reinforces 
the importance of “capacity building” on both the demand and the supply sides, so 
that “potential” commissioners do in fact eventually become actual commissioners 
of evaluation in practice –​ and recognize and set in motion the various ways that 
systematic evaluation can and should be used.

Evaluation capacity-​building efforts are needed and important but have not 
proven sufficient to ensure systematic SDG evaluation, and not with the urgency 
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that the current global situation warrants. Lessons from the COVID crisis show that 
a sense of urgency is created when leadership deems it a priority. For that sense of 
urgency to be sustained, direction on the priority needs to come from the highest 
levels of leadership (Level 1 in Figures 7.1 and 7.2).

Globally, there are organizations and efforts that are helping countries deter-
mine how best to institutionalize/​integrate systematic evaluation into the decision-​
making process and build evaluation capacity. These include the initiatives of the 
Global Evaluation Initiative, the work of the national Voluntary Organizations 
for Professional Evaluation, supported through the International Organization 
for Cooperation in Evaluation and EvalPartners, including EVALSDGs, EvalNet, 
EvalforEarth, UNEG amongst others.

These initiatives provide a bridge between evaluation professionals and national 
governments, albeit through different relationships and pathways. Where there is 
limited evaluation capacity at the national level, the efforts of UN Country Teams 
in supporting countries through the development of UN Sustainable Development 
Cooperation Frameworks (UNSDCF) provide a useful vehicle in helping identify 
where evaluation would be best positioned to support SDGs implementation and 
integration of evaluation into the country’s planning, priority-​setting and govern-
ment policy/​program delivery.

Enabling factors to accelerate country-​led, SDG evaluations

The potential contribution of evaluation to decision-​making is often overlooked or 
not even considered. Commissioners and potential commissioners often do have 
a seat at the table of critical SDG-​related discussions and can reach and inform 
decision-​makers of the value of evaluation. Each could raise the potential for SDG 
evaluations within their area of influence and span of control.

The evaluation skill set provides a systematic approach to bring together rele-
vant stakeholders to work toward solutions to complex problems. A key and valu-
able role for the evaluator is as a “facilitator” to work cooperatively with areas of 
expertise needed to both “unpack” the complexity of addressing multiple SDG 
goals at a country level, and to also find workable solutions for the country, that is, 
solutions that would be realistic, practical, effective and sustainable.

Developing “workable solutions” to complex problems requires broader input 
than professional evaluators would typically provide. Increasingly, evaluations 
combine specific skill sets with multiple technical specialists. It is important for 
evaluators to add skills and ways of working with other professionals such as engin-
eers, political scientists, economists, sociologists, public administration specialists, 
digital and social media specialists, amongst others. Lessons learned from the pan-
demic are that faster, more responsive data capture can occur, and needs to occur 
when needed by decision-​makers. Evaluators must understand that “good enough” 
multi-​stakeholder, multisector analysis may be required in particular situations 
(and can be as valuable as long-​term research, although that is also needed).

Bringing decision-​makers and evaluators together at a senior level can signifi-
cantly accelerate critical thinking and decision-​making. The examples of the SDG 
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evaluations that have been carried out to date provide a good example of how for 
example Finland and Nigeria took time to identify the most critical and urgent 
issues for attention as part of the evaluation process. Action was taken with the 
approval and support from the most senior level of commissioner in the country. 
Policymakers were collaboratively engaged in debate, creating ownership in the 
resultant evaluation recommendations.

Other enabling factors for SDG-​related evaluation include transparency; 
accountability, access to information, and an ability and willingness of leadership 
to consult widely to gain an understanding of the perspective of the various popu-
lation toward critical issues being raised. It requires a viable and free media that 
would be able to contribute to open public disclosure and debate; and, a vibrant 
civil society, where diverse voices can be heard. An environment that allows for 
public sector reform is needed. Such factors underlying an effective national evalu-
ation system that support SDG evaluation resonate with and reinforce democratic 
ideals, governance and practice.

There is a range of skills that need to be built for commissioners to become 
more aware of the value and range of evaluation approaches and uses, what their 
power, role and potential line of action can be and how these can be applied in the 
context of the SDGs or complex issues. Advances in evaluation methods include 
complexity-​aware, participatory and environmentally conscious approaches, along 
with the use of AI and digital technologies. The skills of evaluators need to be 
extended to align with the needs of commissioners, with the ability to manage 
skilled teams that can deliver complex and transdisciplinary evaluations, in a 
timely and efficient way.

Public debate often becomes polarized, pulling a decision-​maker toward par-
ticular positions in complex situations, with insufficient formal analysis. This 
polarization can be exacerbated by media, increasingly, social media, where focus 
is placed on ideal or hoped-​for end states (but with too little discussion of how to 
get there in specific contexts). Evaluators enable analysis that brings together sci-
entific, political and other issues together to generate evidence-​based balance in the 
decision-​making process.

The way forward

Addressing complexity. The complexity of SDG interaction and the increased 
urgency to deal with “colliding priorities” create challenges and opportunities for 
evaluation. Ongoing SDG monitoring does not provide sufficient information to 
address complex issues without drilling down to capture information that sheds 
light on the implications of various courses of action that might be taken in support 
of SDG progress.

Stronger collaboration between national leadership and evaluation leaders. 
Buy-​in is needed by country leadership so that systematic evaluation can deliver 
potential solutions for SDG quandaries. This involves a rethink of the role and 
stronger influences on the uses of evaluation to improve critical decision-​making 
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toward SDGs impact. Specific action is required by country leadership at all levels, 
to build the “demand” side of the market for evaluation.

Wider and integrated partnership processes. Cooperation, partnering and time 
commitment for horizontal cross-​sectoral studies facilitate partnering of evaluation 
with research, social and physical sciences and policy areas. Delivering results 
of systematic enquiries in a timely fashion should be drawn from lessons from 
the COVID-​19 pandemic about the importance of “real-​time” delivery. A need 
for cross-​sectoral coordination, leadership, resourcing and commitment to a plan 
related to the SDGs should be mirrored in SDG evaluations. This would require 
bringing together potential “commissioners” of evaluation in support of effective 
coordination and timely delivery.

More attention to the resources required for evaluation. Due to the horizontal 
nature of SDG evaluation, they can be costlier, more difficult to manage and not 
timely. Country leadership needs to allow time and resources for the conduct of 
cross-​sectoral evaluation studies, but the scheduling, tabling and public disclosure 
of results require knowledge and commitment of evaluation leaders to work closely 
for timely results. Country-​led evaluation and an effective NMES can occur with 
greater efforts at evaluation capacity building and institutionalization of evaluation.

A stronger and consistent narrative on the importance of SDG evaluation by 
development partners at all levels. Re-​energizing SDG progress over the second 
half of Agenda 2030 needs to address the importance of country leadership to 
engage and support systematic evaluation of the SDGs as a critical element of 
their national SDG strategy. The role of international, national and sub-​national 
private sector actors and civil society can also play an important advocacy and 
practical role.

A new paradigm for capacity development and the SDGs. Seven critical areas 
stand out requiring more emphasis in the international dialogue and capacity 
development for the SDGs to harness the democratic power of leaders to iden-
tify, influence and conduct evaluations that will contribute critical lessons for SDG 
achievements:

1	 Increasing understanding by national decision-​makers of the roles and uses 
of evaluation in complex contexts, and commitment of time and resources to 
scoping and financing SDG evaluations.

2	 Positioning evaluation as solution-​oriented and timely with country leadership, 
especially potential commissioners.

3	 Maturing of national systems from a reliance on monitoring and reporting on 
few indicators to a more comprehensive system where evaluation serves as a 
complementary tool to provide a deeper understanding of SDG performance, 
including the complexities of SDG trade-​offs.

4	 Building the capacity of evaluation professionals on supporting and promoting 
the commissioning process for evaluations, including the range of methods 
and tools available for effective SDG evaluations, and the benefits that such 
investments in evaluation can generate.
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5	 Revisiting methods for evaluation management, to become nimbler, providing 
timely delivery of appropriate and useful products, promoting evaluation’s 
power lies in contribution of analytical capability, critical thinking and facilita-
tion tools and skills to positive decision-​making.

6	 Strengthening communication skills and links between commissioners and 
evaluators and technical specialists and professionals/​experts in other fields to 
arrive at solutions/​recommendations that are practical and address the key SDG 
issues and challenges. This requires more opportunity for commissioners and 
evaluators to meet for scoping dialogue on where evaluation can be applied to 
help accelerate SDG progress.

7	 Addressing the complexity surrounding the SDG issues and their solutions 
through increased collaboration between commissioners and evaluators on 
developing a forward-​looking vision, and an ability to spur innovative thinking 
in SDG evaluations to determine the best way forward.

As progress is made on the increased use of systematic evaluation by decision-​
makers, a country moves closer to improved governance and democratic ideals. 
The same could be said about the SDGs. Evaluation can play a useful role in 
terms of facilitating SDG progress, particularly in this more complex, urgent 
world. Transitioning a country’s national M&E system from the simple approach 
of monitoring and reporting to a deeper (and more complex) system of working 
through SDG trade-​offs at a country/​operational level provides vast opportunity for 
improvements on SDG results and democracy across the globe.
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8	� Learning Agendas
From studies to streams of evidence

Karol Olejniczak, Tomasz Kupiec and 
Yaerin Park

Introduction

The problem of limited evaluation use has long been noted in literature and prac-
tice (e.g., Weiss, 1988). Two primary challenges emerge: the “two communities” 
challenge (Caplan, 1979), reflecting the gap between knowledge users (decision-​
makers and civil servants) and producers (evaluators and researchers), and the 
“streams of evidence” challenge (Rist & Stame, 2006), which highlights the diffi
culty in synthesizing fragmented studies into cohesive insights for decision-​making.

The practice of Learning Agendas (LAs) potentially addresses both challenges. 
LAs are “a strategic plan for research and evaluation activities, […] providing 
a list of important questions along with plans for addressing them, while bal-
ancing interests, informational needs, and time horizons for different organiza-
tional decision-​makers” (Newcomer et al., 2022, p. 64). LAs, in theory, enable 
the combination of diverse evidence streams (including evaluations) to deliver 
relevant, timely knowledge for specific policies, strategies or programs. They also 
encourage meaningful engagement between evidence users (e.g., senior decision-​
makers, implementation teams) and providers (e.g., evaluators, researchers, data 
officers). The responsibility for the process is usually assigned to commissioning 
authorities –​ bodies commissioning the evaluation in public agencies.

This chapter presents early lessons from using LAs in public policy processes, 
drawing on pilot studies in the United States, a comparative analysis of 24 LAs 
developed by US federal agencies, and applications within multi-​annual EU co-​
funded programs in Poland.

We begin by defining the LA concept, reconstructing the underlying assumptions 
for evidence-​based policies with two conceptual tools. First, we use “if–​then” 
causal logic to understand the Theory of Change (ToC) guiding LAs. Second, we 
apply the COM-​B model (Capability–​Opportunity–​Motivation–​Behavior) (Michie 
et al., 2014) to map the causal mechanisms assumed to influence evidence use 
among knowledge users. These frameworks are widely applied by policy designers 
(e.g., Olejniczak et al., 2020) and evaluators (e.g., Mayne, 2017).

In the empirical section, we examine recent LA initiatives, with a particular 
focus on advanced cases in the United States and Europe, identifying key issues in 
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current practices. The final section discusses how commissioning authorities can 
use LAs to promote democratic practices in evidence-​informed policies.

This chapter is intended for authorities commissioning evaluation, such as evalu-
ation unit staff, officers, policy analysts and senior decision-​makers engaged in 
evidence-​based capacity building. We aim to illustrate that, despite its challenges, 
the LA offers a promising shift by aligning evidence streams with policy-​relevant 
questions. Practical step-​by-​step guidance is also provided to support effective LA 
implementation. We hope this chapter will foster more productive and democratic 
relationships between commissioning bodies, evaluators and evidence users in 
public policy contexts.

Learning Agendas –​ a conceptual background

Definition and origins of the Learning Agenda

LA comprises activities aimed at defining research questions essential for guiding 
an agency’s short-​ and long-​term research and evaluation initiatives (Nightingale 
et al., 2018). It operates under the premise that agencies can improve programs 
and policies by focusing learning efforts –​ such as evaluations and data analytics –​ 
on core challenges (Feldman, 2017). Typically, an LA is a document listing key 
research questions linked to data sources, learning activities and evidence types 
required to address those knowledge needs.

In US evaluation practice, the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) 
publications outlines LAs as tools for gathering evidence on effective practices, 
generating new knowledge and employing innovative methods to develop and 
deliver programs (OMB, 2019; OMB 2021a; OMB 2021b). By centering on 
targeted questions, LAs help agencies operate more efficiently, enhancing decision-​
making with well-​curated evidence.

There is no fixed process for developing an LA; however, Hart et al. (2024) 
identifies key steps: gathering stakeholders, conducting literature reviews, iden-
tifying and prioritizing questions, developing plans to address them, conducting 
analyses, involving stakeholders, drawing conclusions and disseminating findings.

The concept of LA originated in the 1960s within business and education, ini-
tially referring to personal learning paths (Cangelosi & Dill, 1965). It gradually 
expanded into the public sector, with agencies like USAID and the Department of 
Labor integrating LAs into their programs. Interest in LAs surged following the 
2017 US Commission on Evidence-​Based Policymaking report, which sought 
to enhance data privacy, secure access and strengthen federal evidence-​based 
policymaking (Hart & Newcomer, 2024). The Commission recommended that 
all US federal agencies develop evidence plans, now known as LAs, a require-
ment for the 24 largest federal agencies under the 2018 Evidence Act. The ini-
tial LA creation began in 2019 and concluded in 2022, with the documents 
publicly accessible on the government evaluation platform (Evaluation Officer 
Council, 2024).
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The main assumptions and novelties of Learning Agendas

LA is built on the pragmatic premise that evidence, including evaluation findings, 
should serve the mission, strategy or intervention (program or policy) of a public 
agency. This highlights the information needs of decision-​makers responsible for 
the successful design and delivery of these interventions –​ referred to here as evi-
dence users.

While this actor-​focused perspective on evidence use is not entirely new in evalu-
ation literature (Patton & Campbell-​Patton, 2021), the LA’s logic places knowledge 
users at the center, with commissioning authorities and evaluators acting as service 
providers –​ knowledge brokers and evidence producers. This shift in perspective 
underpins the entire causal logic (Theory of Change) of the LA, which we recon-
struct using a simple if–​then framework, as illustrated in Figure 8.1.

A set of assumptions underpins each element of this ToC. The first set relates 
to commissioning authorities acting as facilitators in recognizing diverse evidence 
users linked to a specific mission or intervention. They gather input from both 
within the agency and its external environment, helping users anticipate and articu-
late their future knowledge needs. This involves defining (a) the questions they 
need answered, (b) the decision situations where evidence will support them and 
(c) the type of evidence required for decision-​making. An additional assumption is 
that, with commissioning authority support, users can formulate insightful, oper-
ational and strategic questions that are well-​focused.

The second set of assumptions concerns the actions of evidence producers. 
Evaluators, policy analysts, researchers, experts and internal evaluation units are 
expected to supply knowledge users with a continuous flow of research-​based evi-
dence based on commissioned guidelines. The produced knowledge should have 
three qualities: (1) timely delivery aligned with the decision-​making process, 
(2) relevance to users’ articulated questions and (3) credibility, maintaining meth-
odological rigor and acceptable form for users.

The third, and most complex, set of assumptions addresses why knowledge 
users would be inclined to use evidence in their work. To explain this, we apply 
the COM-​B model from behavioral literature, which posits that a specific behavior 
(B) –​ in this case, evidence use –​ is influenced by the combination of users’ cap-
acity (C), opportunity (O) and motivation (M). For capacity, evidence users should 
possess critical thinking skills to integrate evidence into decision-​making –​ spe-
cifically, the ability to read, assess and interpret evidence and construct policy 
arguments. Opportunity within the LA context involves two elements: first, users 
receive timely, relevant knowledge aligned with agency operations; second, they 
operate in an organizational environment that values and supports evidence-​based 
decision-​making. Motivation is shaped by a sense of ownership, as users are 
more engaged with results addressing their own questions. Additionally, users are 
motivated by practical considerations, recognizing that evidence use leads to better 
decision-​making and mitigates risks within their areas of responsibility.

The final set of assumptions in the LA concerns effective outcomes based on 
democratic accountability, asserting that decision-​making grounded in research 
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Figure 8.1 � Theory of change (ToC) for Learning Agenda.
Source: Own work based on LA documents and regulations.
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evidence is superior to emotional or fact-​free choices. This principle underpins 
evaluation practice, evidence-​based policymaking and the foundations of modern, 
science-​driven societies.

Initial reflections and lessons from current practice

Overview of recent studies

The primary implementation of LAs has occurred within the US federal admin-
istration, encompassing all federal agencies and cross-​agency plans. Initiated in 
2019 and concluded in 2022, this substantial administrative effort has drawn aca-
demic interest, leading to studies and initiatives underpinning the reflections in this 
chapter. Key sources are summarized below.

The IBM Center report (Newcomer et al., 2021) analyzed pioneering US agencies 
that developed LAs before legal mandates, aiming to provide recommendations for 
evaluation officers, the OMB and Congress to enhance the effectiveness of initial fed-
eral agency LAs. The authors identified three preconditions for successful LA devel-
opment: (1) consensus on mission objectives and goals, (2) commitment to the LA 
among leaders, staff and stakeholders, and (3) selecting an appropriate scope for the 
agenda (e.g., program, division, bureau or entire agency). The report also introduced 
the Learning Agenda Design Sprint (LADS), a seven-​step model for LA development.

The Data Foundation project (Hart et al., 2024) reviewed 23 of 24 US fed
eral LAs created under the Evidence Act, focusing on how its key concepts and 
OMB guidance were applied. Agencies varied in detail, structure and alignment 
with strategic plans, interpreting research methods and activities differently. The 
review recommended more flexibility and simplification for future LAs to suit each 
agency’s needs.

The LADS approach, outlined in the IBM report, was developed and tested 
within the European Union’s Cohesion Policy, where member states are required to 
establish evaluation plans. After testing the model in various organizations across 
the United States and Europe, it was used to create an evaluation plan in Poland 
for a program co-​managed by the Ministry of Regional Policy and other govern-
ment agencies. This initiative demonstrated LADS as a collaborative framework 
for multi-​organizational evaluation planning, aligning with EU requirements. 
However, it highlighted limitations: the approach is time-​intensive, requiring 
strong stakeholder commitment and standard design practices, such as divergent–​
convergent thinking and iterative testing, prove difficult to apply within the linear 
processes typical of public administration, particularly for complex programs and 
policies.

Key observations on existing Learning Agendas

Based on the review of 23 LAs and process tests across various organizational 
contexts, we identified areas needing consideration, improvement and further 
development in planning the LA process.
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(1)  Variety in the scope of the Learning Agendas

The starting point for an LA involves a clear reflection on its subject. Practices 
from US federal agencies and EU applications have shown a range of approaches 
to LA scope, leading to diverse logical connections between elements of analysis 
and synthesis and, ultimately, differing document structures. From current practice, 
we tentatively identify three basic options.

(2)  Spectrum of evidence users

A distinctive aspect of the LA is its focus on evidence users –​ individuals and  
teams who apply the evidence generated by learning activities. However, practice 
has shown some confusion, with the users’ perspective often conflated with  
both the limited group involved in LA development and the broader pool of policy  
stakeholders covered by the LA. Ideally, all policy stakeholders would participate  
in formulating questions and evidence needs. Practically, however, three groups  
can be identified: (1) a core group involved in LA development (representatives  
and key brokers); (2) direct evidence users expected to make decisions based on  
recommendations (e.g., decision-​makers, program managers); and (3) a broad  

Table 8.1 � Possible options for focusing Learning Agendas

Option A: Strategic goals 
and objectives

Option B: Areas of agency’s 
actions

Option C: Program

LA is built around the 
list of strategic goals, 
with groups of priority 
questions for each 
specific goal.

The final LA document 
probably has a chapter 
for each Strategic Goal, 
divided into sections 
devoted to Priority 
Questions. Each PQ 
description covers 
learning activities, their 
timing, data and methods, 
use and dissemination, 
and challenges with 
mitigation strategies.

LA is built around the 
agency’s operational 
areas, with priority 
questions generated for 
the specific areas the 
agency addresses.

The final LA document 
is usually divided into 
chapters, representing 
each operation area. 
Each chapter details PQs 
relevant to a specific 
area, learning activities, 
data and methods, 
use, dissemination, 
and challenges with 
mitigation strategies.

LA is built around the 
program’s objectives, 
with questions about the 
program.

The final LA document 
starts with an introduction 
presenting the program 
and its goals. Subsequent 
chapters present priority 
questions specific to this 
program, along with 
learning activities, their 
timing, data and methods, 
use and dissemination, and 
challenges with mitigation 
strategies.

The nesting of LA in the 
Agency Strategic Plan 
gives a clear timeframe 
for planning further 
activities.

The agency activities 
area’s ongoing nature 
can cause problems with 
establishing a timeline for 
learning activities.

Focusing LA on a specific 
program means that LA 
will closely follow the 
program implementation 
timeline.
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audience of policy stakeholders who should be informed yet lack direct influence  
over policy.

(3)  Degrees of stakeholders’ engagement

Agencies varied in their approach to stakeholder engagement scale, the depth of 
co-​creation and the level of interaction in developing different elements of the LA, 
likely due to differences in agency size and structure. This variation necessitates 
greater flexibility in the level of engagement, range of partners and number of 
feedback points. Examining the practices and implications of top-​down (agency-​
led with limited stakeholders) versus bottom-​up (stakeholder-​driven with agency 
facilitation) approaches would provide valuable insights.

(4)  Emerging “menu” of building blocks for Learning Agendas

Most agencies used the main building blocks of LAs –​ priority questions, learning 
activities, data and methods, challenges, and mitigation strategies –​ though inter-
pretations varied widely despite OMB’s initial guidance. A detailed study of these 
variations, including popular question types, evidence categories and commonly 
cited challenges, could offer a “menu” of options for participants to consider during 
brainstorming sessions for the next generation of LA.

(5)  The challenges of developing the right questions

Formulating well-​crafted research questions is essential to effective research 
and evaluation, yet presents notable challenges in the LA process. Ideally, evi-
dence users, supported by the commissioning authority, would develop insightful 
questions. However, practice reveals several issues. First, there is often a tendency 
to focus on operational, short-​term, technical matters, resulting in lengthy, detailed 
lists with few strategic questions, many of which resemble survey items rather 
than genuine research questions. Second, synthesizing questions from diverse 
users with different interests and program perspectives is a challenging task. The 
third issue arises in prioritizing questions effectively without disengaging original 
contributors. Some agencies have addressed these challenges by using a Theory of 
Change (ToC) framework, articulating the ToC for a program or priority, and then 
building questions around it.

(6)  Making the progress of the design process more visible and tangible

Participants in the LA process often expressed confusion over its iterative nature, 
the transition from divergent thinking in creative sessions to convergent document 
content, and how incremental steps ultimately led to the final LA. The challenge, 
therefore, lies in clarifying the process and aligning it with the linear nature of 
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bureaucratic workflows. In essence, each step should build upon prior actions, con-
cluding with a clear output that contributes to the final LA document.

Current unknowns in Learning Agenda practice

The implementation of LAs, especially those formalized at the US federal level, 
marks a shift towards a whole-​of-​government approach and inter-​organizational 
collaboration in evidence-​based policymaking. However, it remains too early to 
evaluate their impact on the effectiveness of evidence-​based policy systems. At 
this stage, we highlight key practical aspects needing further consideration, empha-
sizing the importance of continued research in this field.

A practical issue lies in the relationship between LAs and Evaluation Plans 
(EPs). LAs appear to be broader, multi-​year documents encompassing diverse 
evidence types, while EPs focus solely on evaluation activities within an annual 
timeframe. Despite these differences, evaluation units and officers are central to 
developing both, leading to challenges such as overlap, document redundancy and 
potential overburdening of policy actors. This raises the question of whether LAs 
might evolve into a new framework for creating EPs or serve as an overarching 
concept for EPs, policy analytics and other evidence-​based government initiatives.

The second issue concerns the assumption of collaboration between evidence produ-
cers and users. Current practice highlights the complexities of co-​production, particu-
larly in sustaining stakeholder engagement. This process, often iterative and divergent, 
conflicts with the linear nature of public administration. In large, hierarchical agencies 
with wide stakeholder networks, involving all actors in brainstorming is challenging. 
LAs aim to engage both evidence users (senior decision-​makers and implementation 
teams) and providers (evaluators, researchers and data officers) in discussions on evi-
dence needs for improved policy design and delivery. However, practical questions 
remain: who should be encouraged to participate, at which stages, in what activities 
and to what extent –​ whether in creation, synthesis, prioritization or simply in feedback 
provision, to ensure that the process is both efficient and democratic.

The third issue concerns the evolving role of commissioning authorities, 
particularly evaluation units, and their relationship with evaluators. Our ini-
tial observations suggest that the long-​term evidence planning in LAs shifts the 
dynamic between commissioners and evaluators in defining evaluation questions. 
In traditional practice, evaluation questions are identified during the study’s con-
ceptualization, with discussions between users, the evaluation unit and evaluators 
occurring concurrently as the best tender is selected. The LA approach, however, 
separates these interactions: (a) during LA formulation, where knowledge needs 
are identified and discussed between users and the evaluation unit, and (b) when 
an evaluation study is commissioned, where these needs are negotiated between 
the evaluation unit and evaluators. The practical application of this approach and 
its impact on the dynamics among officers, units, commissioners and evaluators 
remain an open question.
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Ideas for using Learning Agendas in democratic-​oriented commissioning 
of evaluation

Practical suggestions on designing Learning Agendas

In this last section, we take the perspective of the commissioning authority –​ per-
sonnel from evaluation units, who could be undertaking the effort to initiate and 
carry out LA development in their public organizations. Based on the experiences 
so far, we put forward eight steps in the design process, indicating options and 
choices available.

Step 1: Scope of Learning Agenda

The design begins with establishing the scope of the LA document. This deci-
sion is fundamental –​ it determines the logic of the process and structure of the 
final LA document. Thus far, practices indicate three distinct options, which we 
summarized in Table 8.1. We describe the next steps of the process from the per
spective of Option A, which is the one closest to the OMB requirements. However, 
we indicate the peculiarities of the other options when they are relevant. We 
believe this decision is made between the commissioning authority –​ evaluation 
unit or officer, who is formally responsible for drafting the LA, and the agency’s 
leadership.

The OUTPUT of this step provides clear information about agency action or 
priority that the LA will support with evidence. In the case of Option A, this is an 
established link between the Strategic Plan of the Agency and the LA.

Step 2: Users of evidence

This step aims to establish a shortlist of those who will be supported by the 
knowledge generated with the LA. This is again usually decided between the 
commissioning authority and the agency’s leadership.

Users are the individuals, teams or organizations that need LA to make better 
decisions regarding the execution of strategic goals. It should be noted that not 
all stakeholders of the agency strategy are evidence users; this group is limited to 
those directly responsible for decisions about strategic goals execution and who 
rely on evidence to enhance their decision-​making.

It is at this stage that decisions are made regarding the inclusivity and 
participatory nature of the evaluation practice. Even if the actual scope of 
users is narrow, the LA process makes this selection more deliberate and 
transparent.

The OUTPUT of this step is a shortlist of users. This material will be used in 
step 3 to establish who, and in what capacity, should be involved in brainstorming 
priority questions, as well as in step 5, when questions will be assigned to a specific 
audience.
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Step 3: Organization of the process

At this stage, the commissioning authority developing the LA determines who 
should be involved in the further steps and to what extent. This includes defining 
engagement levels of four actor categories: evaluation and evidence staff (know-
ledge producers), delivery staff implementing strategic goals, decision-​makers and 
external stakeholders.

There are two approaches. In the top-​down option, a small team of evaluation 
staff, strategic departments, leadership and experts generates ideas, then seeks 
feedback from broader agency teams and stakeholders. The bottom-​up approach 
involves gathering ideas from a wider audience at the outset, which the evalu-
ation unit later synthesizes and prioritizes before sending back for feedback. The 
choice of approach in practice may determine whether the LA genuinely fulfills its 
promise to shift responsibility for the use of evaluation from the commissioning 
authority to the users and whether users take ownership of the evidence.

The OUTPUT of this step is the plan for engaging stakeholders in the LA. This 
is crucial for the smooth and effective development of LA content. An explan-
ation of stakeholder engagement is also a good practice promoted in the US OMB 
Guidance.

Step 4: Priority questions

This step aims to establish what must be learned to support the effective execution 
of the agency’s goals, articulated as specific questions.

In US practice, OMB recommends differentiating between operational vs. stra-
tegic and long-​term vs. short-​term questions. Our suggestion for brainstorming 
is to focus on the intent behind each question, with a short list of options:      
(1) questions exploring situations and trends in the policy area, (2) questions 
on effects and mechanisms (what works and why), (3) questions seeking policy 
solutions and (4) questions about implementation progress.

The questions are determined by the users selected in step 2. However, it may 
fall within the remit of the evaluation unit or officer to ensure that the entire port-
folio of questions contributes to breaking the monopolies of problem definition and 
issue formulation, which is a principle of democratic evaluation (Hanberger, 2006).

The OUTPUT of this step should be a list of priority questions related to a spe-
cific strategic goal. This fulfills the requirement of the Evidence Act on a list of 
policy-​relevant questions that the agency intends to address with evidence.

Step 5: Time frames for evidence delivery

This step identifies who will be interested in the answers to the questions and 
the deadlines for obtaining these answers. For each priority question, the design 
team should address two aspects. First, they should identify potential evidence 
users, distinguishing between those who “need to know” (answers crucial for their 
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learning and work) and those for whom it is “nice to know” (valuable but not neces-
sary). Second, designers must establish deadlines or time frames for addressing 
specific priority questions, either in terms of short-​term, long-​term and ongoing 
questions or specific dates on the calendar. Monthly perspectives are typically used 
in Option C (LA for Program).

The OUTPUTS of this stage include short information for each priority question, 
specifying the major user of the answers (evidence) and the expected timeline of 
the delivery of the evidence.

Step 6: Learning activities

The goal is to determine the methods and data for learning to build the evidence 
base for priority questions. We suggest two rounds of brainstorming: the first 
round identifies major learning activities, using the OMB’s knowledge production 
methods, including policy analysis, program evaluation, performance measure-
ment and foundational fact-​finding. Follow-​up sessions will focus on data sources, 
detailed methods and analytical approaches required to develop evidence for each 
priority question, which can be conducted by the knowledge producers’ group.

The OUTPUT of this stage is a list of (a) learning activities, (b) data, and 
(c) methods and analytical approaches for all priority questions of the LA.

Step 7: Dissemination activities

In this step, the designers of the LA focus on clarifying what methods and channels 
they intend to use to share evidence with knowledge users. When thinking about 
the delivery of evidence to users, it is worth considering decision-​makers' profiles 
and their preferred forms and means of communication. The evidence could be 
communicated in multiple ways, such as briefings, meetings, structured team 
discussions and other forms of presentations.

While the primary focus is on the users selected in step 2, the evaluation unit 
or officer also has a responsibility to consider communication forms and means 
accessible to other stakeholders. This ensures that the evidence serves not only the 
learning needs of decision-​makers but also informs a broader audience.

The OUTPUT of this stage is paragraphs about dissemination activities.

Step 8: Challenges and their mitigation strategies

The final step involves reflecting on challenges the agency might encounter in 
implementing the LA and strategies to mitigate them. Potential challenges in 
evidence building include the complexity of the policy topic and its regulatory 
environment, methodological issues in researching the policy, resource and skill 
constraints within the ministry or agency, and data availability, quality and sharing 
issues.

The OUTPUT of this stage is typically a brief reflection on challenges spe-
cific to priority questions, but challenges can also be horizontal, affecting multiple 
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priority questions identified by the agency. Lessons learned from these challenges 
may inform the process of developing future LAs.

Broader opportunities for promoting democratic practices

We close the chapter with a broader reflection on how bodies commissioning 
evaluations can use LAs to promote democratic practices. We identify the following 
potential advances.

LAs provide a framework for engaging diverse stakeholders, including citizens 
and marginalized groups, in collaborative reflection. By involving these groups 
in setting research questions and priorities, commissioners foster transparency 
and democratize knowledge creation, enriching policy decisions. The LA pro-
cess promotes learning by encouraging decision-​makers to identify knowledge 
gaps and consider actions informed by new insights. Commissioners guide this 
reflective process, challenging the status quo, addressing strategic blind spots, 
and incorporating varied perspectives. Ultimately, these approaches empower 
stakeholders, making them active participants in democratic decision-​making and 
fostering deeper understanding and accountability in public programs. While not 
all evaluations or evidence are produced through a participatory approach, drafting 
an LA inherently is, thereby democratizing evidence-​based decision-​making. 
Through this process, decision-​makers engage in discussions and gain insights into 
other stakeholders’ knowledge needs or views on what should be known, valued 
or measured regarding specific goals, policy areas or programs. Conversely, policy 
stakeholders gain awareness of the evidence generated on particular goals, how it 
informs decisions, and what evidence they may request to be shared.

LAs foster an ongoing process of institutional learning, enabling organizations 
to evolve based on evidence and shifting societal needs. This continuous feedback 
loop helps public institutions remain adaptable and responsive, aligning policies 
with current public priorities. Commissioning authorities can use LAs to embed 
this democratic resilience, ensuring that insights from past actions drive future 
policy improvements. This approach cultivates a culture of reflection and adapta-
tion within public organizations, contributing to a more dynamic and responsive 
democracy.

Finally, in developing LAs, commissioners serve as mediators between tech-
nical experts, strategic decision-​makers and the public. By aligning expert insights 
with public input, they ensure that policies are both scientifically grounded and 
democratically legitimate. This balance integrates technical evidence without 
eclipsing public values and preferences, fostering policies that reflect societal pri-
orities. Thus, LAs ensure that expert knowledge supports, rather than dictates, 
democratic decision-​making.

In summary, the LA seems a promising effort to address the postulate formulated 
almost 20 years ago (Rist & Stame, 2006) –​ developing meaningful streams of 
studies to support evidence-​based policies. LAs offer commissioners a potentially 
powerful, although time-​consuming and effortful, method to enhance democratic 
practices in daily evidence-​informed decision-​making.
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9	� Democratic implications 
of commissioning market-​based 
evaluation
Insights from Italy’s Cohesion Policy

Mita Marra and Virgilio Buscemi

Introduction

Over the past two decades, the institutionalization of evaluation has gained 
momentum, propelled by the global performance management movement and 
the European Cohesion Policy (Furubo et al., 2002; Jacob et al., 2015). National 
administrative reforms and EU Structural Funds have supported the development 
of performance regimes across EU member states, including Italy (European 
Commission, 2007; Martin et al., 2016), while simultaneously expanding the space 
for market-​based evaluation services.

Within this evolving landscape, economics and public policy research on gov-
ernance and state reform has explored how public agencies procure technical 
assistance services to boost productivity and administrative capacity—​especially 
within the framework of European Cohesion Policy (Barca, 2009; Allen, 2013; 
Rodríguez-​Pose, 2013; Rodríguez-​Pose et al., 2015; Polverari et al., 2020; Bachtler 
et al., 2024). While these studies offer important insights into public administra
tion, they tend to overlook the specific role of evaluative and analytical services 
for policy design and assessment, often treating them as indistinct from broader 
technical assistance to public agencies. Parallel research on government–​business 
relations has highlighted enduring barriers to the development of market-​based 
evaluation services, including political interference, budget limitations, tight 
deadlines, limited evaluation cultures, cautious expectations, and skill gaps among 
commissioners (Le Grand, 2007; Schneider et al., 2016; Mazzucato & Collington, 
2023). These analyses typically assume compliance with transparency and pro
curement regulations but often neglect the democratic implications of outsour-
cing. Key dimensions—​such as the inclusiveness of contractor selection (Henrik, 
2019), the rationale behind these choices, and the accountability mechanisms tied 
to evaluation results—​remain largely unexplored.

A more specific body of literature on evaluation institutionalization and perform-
ance management has underscored the role of evaluation in fostering evidence-​
informed policymaking across both EU and North American contexts (Furubo et al., 
2002; Trochim, 2009; Jacobs et al., 2015; Rosenstein, 2015; Martin et al., 2016; 
Stockmann et al., 2020; Christie & Lemire, 2019; Marra, 2018, 2019, 2021). Some 
scholars have drawn attention to bureaucratic and procurement-​related challenges 
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in commissioning evaluations (Pattyn & Brans, 2015; Cox & Barbrook-​Johnson, 
2020; Schneider et al., 2016; Broer et al., 2017; Perrin & Tyrrell, 2021), advo
cating for a shift from a client–​service model to more collaborative partnerships 
with flexible contracts and greater commissioner engagement (Gates, 2017). Yet, 
as pointed out elsewhere (Marra & Buscemi, 2026), these studies rarely unpack the 
commissioning process into its core components, nor do they clearly distinguish 
commissioning from contracting or outsourcing practices.

In relation to the evaluation marketplace, recent studies have mapped the sector 
in the United States (Nielsen et al., 2018; Lemire et al., 2018), Canada (Lahey 
et al., 2018), and the United Kingdom (Davies et al., 2018), while earlier scholar
ship provided insights on privately organized evaluation services in Europe (Leeuw 
& Rozendal, 1994; Leeuw et al., 1999; Leeuw, 2009), North America (Maynard, 
2000), Australia (McTaggart et al., 1991), and globally (Jacob et al., 2015). These 
studies raise concerns about professional standards and ethical conduct (Nielsen 
et al., 2018; Peck, 2018; Lemire et al., 2018). Nonetheless, the core aspects of 
evaluation commissioning—​such as evaluator selection, contract adjudication, 
commissioner–​contractor dynamics, and the use of evaluative findings—​remain 
understudied, particularly from the perspective of commissioners navigating prac-
tical constraints and learning opportunities.

Building upon our analysis of market-​based procurement practices in Italy’s 
Cohesion Policy (Marra & Buscemi, 2026), this chapter examines the commissioning 
of evaluation services and its democratic implications. We draw on a dataset 
detailing Italy’s Structural and Investment (ESI) Funds evaluation expenditures 
during the 2007–​2013 and 2014–​2020 programming periods (Marra & Buscemi, 
2026). In addition, we draw on a series of interviews with evaluation contractors 
to shed light on the funding trends for procuring evaluation, how evaluators are 
selected, the types of outputs procured by national and regional authorities within 
the commissioning system of the ESI Funds, the nature of commissioner–​contractor 
relationships, and, finally, the mechanisms used to manage the evaluation process.

By engaging with ongoing research in evaluation policy and market devel-
opment, this chapter contributes to a more nuanced understanding of the 
commissioning approach, methods, and relationships, which is relevant to scholars 
of economics, public policy, and democratic governance. It also offers practical 
insights for evaluation practitioners and commissioners aiming to align their roles 
and practices with democratic principles and enhance the legitimacy, relevance, 
and utility of evaluation.

The chapter is organized as follows: We first outline the study design and data 
sources used to examine market-​based evaluation services in Italy. We then pre-
sent the study findings, before discussing the key democratic implications of 
commissioning processes and offering suggestions for their reform.

Method and data

Our study combines qualitative and quantitative data to examine (i) the procurement of 
evaluation services of Italy’s Cohesion Policy during the 2007–​2013 and 2014–​2020 
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programming phases at national and regional levels and (ii) the development of pri-
vately organized evaluation services, focusing on market dynamics, contracts, and 
the quality of evaluation knowledge produced. The analysis identifies the democratic 
implications inherent in the funding of ESI evaluations, focusing on the national 
and regional distribution of expenditure, the number and value of contracts awarded, 
and key contractors in both programming cycles. It also highlights methodological 
challenges that may compromise the quality and democratic nature of evaluations.

We used two primary data sources: the existing database from the Department 
of Cohesion Policy, covering outsourced and in-​house evaluation assignments 
(2018–​2021), and a novel and more comprehensive database of official invitations 
to bid issued by public agencies (2009–​2022). We compiled this with the assistance 
of Lattanzio KIBS SpA, an Italian consulting firm. The latter includes contracts for 
evaluation studies commissioned within the 2007–​2013 and 2014–​2020 European 
Structural and Investment Funds (Marra & Buscemi, 2026).

We analyzed financial data on outsourced evaluation services, which often 
span multiple years, and identified contractors during both programming phases. 
Although the 2007–​2013 data could be underestimated, the overall number and 
value of contracts cover both programming phases, while in-​house spending 
data is available only for 2018–​2021. Additionally, we conducted ten interviews 
with evaluation contractors to explore contracting and commissioner–​evaluator 
relationships and gain insights into market-​based evaluation procurement and 
contracting. Despite limitations of both quantitative and qualitative data used, this 
analysis offers an original and comprehensive overview of Italy’s Cohesion Policy 
evaluation commissioning to date that highlights relevant dynamics ongoing in 
other countries and evaluation systems throughout the world.

The commissioning system of market-​based evaluation services and its 
democratic implications

As part of the broader commissioning system, we examine three key aspects related 
to the procurement of market-​based evaluation services in Italy: funding trends 
with a national/​regional government breakdown of evaluation expenditures and an 
analysis of the types of evaluation products procured; market development showing 
the configuration of private contractors; and procurement and contract management 
highlighting the approaches used for procuring evaluations and the mechanisms for 
managing contracts. By showing how evaluation services are structured, financed, 
and managed, the following analysis foregrounds the democratic implications of 
commissioning practices, particularly in relation to accountability, transparency, 
access to evaluative knowledge, and the capacity of evaluation to inform public 
decision-​making (Marra & Buscemi, 2026)..

Funding trends, geographical distribution, and procured services

Available data show that, over the past two programming cycles, the number of  
evaluation contracts has grown, shifting from over 77 in 2007–​2013 to over 88  
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in 2014–​2020 (see Table 9.1). The number of contracts increases to 109 if we add  
ex ante evaluation services to the count. In financial terms, we reckon a 63 percent 
increase in the total amount of committed resources between 2007–​2013 and  
2014–​2020.

Yet, if we compare these evaluation spending data with the overall allocation 
of resources to Cohesion Policy in Italy over the two programming phases, the 
increasing trend observed in the expenditure for evaluation results is quite modest 
in percentage terms. Specifically, the investment in evaluation has increased by 
34 percent, rising from 33 million euros to almost 54 million euros from the 2007–​
2013 to 2014–​2020 programs. By contrast, the overall volume of resources invested 
in Italy within the Structural Funds Programs has risen from 75 million euros in 
2007–​2013 to almost 140 million euros in 2014–​2020, accounting for an increase 
of over 46 percent. Against this backdrop, less than 0.044 percent of resources were 
allocated to evaluation in 2007–​2013, and only 0.038 percent in 2014–​2020.

In the same time span, the average amount of an evaluation contract has 
ranged from 430 thousand to almost 500 thousand euros. Figure 9.1 shows 
that the value of evaluation contracts has increased in the 2014–​2020 program-
ming phase and has moved to the class of contracts ranging between 100 and 
500 thousand euros.

Figure 9.2 presents how, in 2014–​2020, compared to 2007–​2013, the number of 
specific evaluation assignments has increased, while the value of contracts awarded 
to independent evaluators has polarized. This trend raises the stakes for selecting 
evaluators and managing contract operations, with important implications for 
commissioners’ accountability for results.

Through a finer analysis, most evaluation contracts have clustered between 
100 and 200 thousand euros in both the 2007–​2013 and 2014–​2020 phases. The 
latter phase has shown an almost one-​third increase in the number of evaluation 
assignments, shifting from 16 in 2007–​2013 to 23 contracts in 2014–​2020. There 
is also a significant increase in contracts within the cluster, ranging between 300 
and 400 thousand euros in the 2014–​2020 phase compared to the previous period.

During the second phase of Structural Fund programming (2014–​2020),  
there has been a considerable surge in demand for evaluation, accompanied by  
a corresponding growth of investment in the evaluation function outsourced to  
private organizations and independent contractors and an increase in the contract  

Table 9.1 � Number and value of evaluation tenders and contracts in Italy

Programming 
phase

No. of 
tenders

Auction base of all 
contracts expressed 
in euros

Value of all adjudicated 
contracts expressed in 
euros

Average amount 
per contract 
expressed in euros

2007–​2013 77 47,053,720 33,128,735 430,243
2014–​2020 109 76,702,503 53,710,157 492,754
TOTAL 186 123,756,223 86,838,892 466,876

Source: Marra and Buscemi’s (2026) elaboration on evaluation tenders issued and Cohesion Policy 
Department data (2024).
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Figure 9.2 � Number of evaluation assignments per cluster value and programming phase.
Source: Marra and Buscemi’s (2026) elaboration on evaluation tenders issued and Cohesion Policy 
Department data (2024).

Figure 9.1 � Value of evaluation contracts awarded by financial class and programming phase.
Source: Marra and Buscemi’s (2026) elaboration on evaluation tenders issued and Cohesion Policy 
Department data (2024).

 

 

 



Democratic implications of commissioning market-based evaluation  121

values. This increase is likely to affect the types and quality of evaluation services 
provided, as well as the characteristics, size, and practices of the evaluation  
contractors.

However, as illustrated in Table 9.2, the average rebate applied to the auction 
base has considerably diminished the actual financial resources allocated to evalu-
ation contracts. The prevalence of auction rebates suggests that these practices 
have become standard for both the agencies that accept them and the contractors 
that propose and implement them. Notably, rebates averaging nearly 50 percent 
of the auction base for higher-​value contracts reveal a significant gap between 
committed and disbursed expenditure for evaluation services. The question is 
whether evaluation contracting out ensures effective selection procedures and the 
production of high-​quality reports that support democratic discussions, as explored 
in the following sections.

Mapping out evaluation contracting at the regional and national levels

Figure 9.3 provides a more nuanced view of the contracts that shape the national 
and regional evaluation landscape, where expenditures appear relatively balanced 
across the country’s three macro-​areas, including regional governments and 
national ministries.

Upon closer examination of the national and regional distribution of evaluation 
expenditure depicted in Figure 9.4, Lombardy, Veneto, Apulia, and Tuscany  
regions demonstrate the highest expenditures for evaluation contracts, despite  

Table 9.2 � Number evaluation assignments and the value of evaluation contracts by financial 
classes

Cluster value 
(euros)

2007–​2013 programming phase 2014–​2020 programming phase

No. of 
contracts

Auction 
base

Rebate No. of 
contract

Auction 
base

Rebate

N/​A 15 20
0–​100 8 594,310 24 8 563,771 16
>100–​200 16 1,980,200 30 23 3,290,497 27
>200–​300 4 1,005,500 26 10 2,399,914 21
>300–​400 6 2,060,600 32 8 2,968,109 18
>400–​500 2 835,000 30 7 3,090,379 40
>500–​600 3 1,565,000 32 6 3,123,575 36
>600–​700 5 3,306,100 30 4 2,285,780 22
>700–​800 3 2,184,750 32 3 2,285,940 43
>800–​900 2 1,724,000 28 3 2,522,008 51
>900–​1 mln 4 3,762,500 30 2 1,910,590 43
>1–​1.5 mln 6 7,616,775 24 4 4,417,796 49
>1.5 mln 3 6,494,000 32 2 4,881,676 26

Source: Our elaboration on evaluation tenders issued and Cohesion Policy Department data (2007–​
2013/​2014–​2020).
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substantial discounts applied through auction mechanisms (as highlighted earlier).  
Insights gleaned from interviews indicate a growing administrative capacity in  
these regions to commission evaluation services and leverage evaluative informa-
tion in democratic decision-​making, programming, and more broadly in public life.

Indeed, Southern regional governments allocate fewer resources to evalu-
ation relative to their overall ESI disbursements. Despite receiving approximately 
75 percent of Cohesion Policy appropriations over the past two programming 
cycles, the value of evaluation contracts in the South accounts for only about 
35 percent. Particularly, Campania and Sicily, which receive the largest Cohesion 
Policy allocations in Southern Italy, exhibit relatively low expenditures on 
market-​based evaluation services. These regions account for nearly 23 percent of 
the total Structural and Investment Fund programs in both programming cycles, 
and the value of their evaluation contracts barely exceeds 11 percent of Italy’s 
total evaluation expenditure. While Campania and Sicily tend to favor in-​house 
evaluation assignments over outsourced services, their performance has shown 
weaker administrative capacity in managing the disbursements of Cohesion 
Policy expenditures.

The data highlights a twofold democratic deficit: commissioners may evade 
results-​based accountability for ESI Funds spending, while the limited production of 
evaluative information restricts citizens’ ability to access, interpret, and act on crit-
ical data—​ultimately curbing their participation in public debate, as discussed later.

Figure 9.3 � Distribution of evaluation expenditure per macro-​areas in Italy.
Source: Marra and Buscemi’s (2026) elaboration on evaluation tenders issued and Cohesion Policy 
Department data (2024).
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Types of evaluation services procured

Evaluation assignments include ex-​post assessments, monitoring, midterm ana-
lyses, and technical assistance services, or a combination of these. While it is often 
difficult to discern the precise nature of these services from the financial data, 
the scope of evaluation assignments spans services that support program imple-
mentation and management, as well as ex-​post impact assessments. The latter has 
become more predominant in the 2014–​2020 programming phase, compared to 
the previous 2007–​2013 phase, reflecting a growing trend towards retrospective 
evaluations both within public agencies and outsourced to the private sector (see 
also Marra, 2018, 2019, 2021; Buscemi & Cristiano, 2024). As the demand for 
outcomes and impact evaluations of ESI Funds programs continues to rise, there 
are important democratic implications. Evaluation methodologies must ensure 
both rigorous causal analysis and policy relevance to inform decision-​making 
and public debate. While theory-​based approaches are particularly suited to clari-
fying how observed changes align with program design and implementation, the 
commissioning process has not been thus far strategically oriented toward pro-
ducing theory-​based and policy-​relevant studies that would not only enhance the 
practical utility of evaluations but also contribute to a more informed and inclusive 
democratic discourse.

Figure 9.4 � EU and national evaluation contract funds labeled by regions.
Source: Marra and Buscemi’s (2026) elaboration on evaluation tenders issued and Cohesion Policy 
Department data (2024).
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Building the market

Data from official invitations to bid issued by public agencies for ESI Funds 
programs reveal that just over fifty percent of evaluation assignments are outsourced 
to the market. Figure 9.5 illustrates the key evaluation contractors active in Italy, 
showing the number of contracts awarded and their corresponding values, sourced 
from the evaluation tender database.

This dataset provides an estimate of the size and structure of Italy’s Cohesion  
Policy evaluation market, highlighting the dominance of specialized firms that  
have consistently participated in procurement and secured contracts over the past  
two programming periods. When considering both leading companies and con-
sortia that include smaller evaluation firms and university departments, a total  
of 26 contractors have completed 147 evaluation assignments, totaling over  
86 million euros. While the actual number of consulting firms engaged in evalu-
ation services may be higher—​since many companies act as partners in consortia  
or subcontractors—​the firms represented in Figure 9.5 are not subsidiaries of  

Figure 9.5 � The configuration of the evaluation marketplace in Italy.
Source: Marra and Buscemi’s (2026) elaboration on evaluation tenders issued and Cohesion Policy 
Department data (2024).
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large foreign consultancies. Instead, Italy’s evaluation industry is characterized by  
domestically rooted businesses, reflecting a growing national capacity to address  
key policy-​oriented issues.

However, Figure 9.5 also reveals a moderate concentration in the market for 
evaluation services, as indicated by a Herfindahl–​Hirschman Index (HHI) score 
of 1,598—​calculated based on the value and number of adjudicated contracts. 
A small number of major consultancies dominate the market, securing the 
majority of commissioned assignments at both the national and regional levels. 
In contrast, smaller firms and consortia tend to operate primarily at the regional 
level, often with limited access to contracts (Marra & Buscemi, 2026). This 
market configuration raises important democratic concerns, as the limited par-
ticipation of a broader pool of contractors may constrain diversity in expertise 
and perspectives. A more inclusive and competitive procurement environment 
could enhance the overall quality, relevance, and legitimacy of evaluation 
activities.

Despite their deeper embeddedness in national and regional contexts—​which 
could enhance the understanding of program dynamics and improve evaluation 
quality—​many smaller firms remain underutilized, with lower diversity in evalu-
ation perspectives and policy assessments. Interviews with evaluation contractors 
confirm this scenario, pointing to the emergence of a ‘quasi-​market’ for evalu-
ation services driven by public-​sector outsourcing practices. In this environment, 
entry barriers are largely based on contractors’ economic and financial cap-
acity, rather than their demonstrated quality of evaluation work. Public procure-
ment requirements, such as financial collateral and turnover thresholds, serve as 
prerequisites for obtaining evaluation contracts. This financial criterion not only 
contributes to the expansion of evaluation assignments but also intensifies the 
market’s polarization between large consultancies and smaller, specialized firms. 
These trends have been exacerbated by the 2008–​2009 global financial crisis, 
which deepened market fragmentation and polarization due to industry restruc-
turing and public sector austerity measures.

Interviews suggest that the concentration and polarization within the evaluation 
industry are primarily driven by public funding, underscoring the government’s sig-
nificant role in shaping the market for evaluation services at both the national and 
regional levels. Regarding the relationships between consulting firms and public 
commissioners, interviews reveal that, beyond financial guarantees, the ability of 
medium-​sized consultancies to secure evaluation contracts is increasingly linked to 
their reputation. This reputation has become an asset for firms seeking to expand 
within the industry and gain access to a network of potential commissioners. As 
a result, leveraging political connections and influential experts is seen as crucial 
in the contract adjudication process, alongside evaluating bids based on pricing, 
deliverables, and field experience. Evaluation contractors interviewed highlight a 
somewhat passive stance among commissioners, who are influenced by market 
reputations but have yet to fully engage in coordinating evaluation services through 
collaboration, stakeholder participation, and interaction with policy users, as fur-
ther discussed in the next section.
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Approach and relationships involved in the evaluation of procurement contracts

Interviews highlight a critical aspect of evaluation contracts: the substantial finan-
cial investments required to procure evaluation services for national and regional 
operational programs. These contracts, typically ranging from 1 to 4 million euros, 
are initiated by regional or national agencies seeking comprehensive assessments 
of programs supported by the ESF or ERDF. While larger contracts exceed the 
‘community threshold’ and thus require transparency and anti-​organized crime 
safeguards, making the evaluator selection process more cumbersome, they also 
encompass a wide range of deliverables, including annual reports, communica-
tion strategy assessments, evaluations of program contributions to EU strat-
egies, outcome evaluations, ex-​post evaluations, and thematic reviews (Marra & 
Buscemi, 2026).

Despite the significant financial investment, the value of these contracts may 
not always suffice to comprehensively assess all measures within an operational 
program. Contractors may face the challenge of addressing evaluation questions 
while integrating multiple deliverables into a cohesive study. The collection and 
analysis of primary data, combined with qualitative assessments, may remain 
shallow, resulting in descriptive evaluations that merely catalog interventions 
across regional or national programs. As a result, large procurement contracts 
with numerous deliverables can raise serious concerns regarding the quality of 
evaluations, which may, in turn, affect the quality of democratic debate.

Procurement decisions also influence the management of evaluation services, 
with significant variation in administrative arrangements set by regional author-
ities coordinating ESI Funds Programs. Some agencies form steering groups with 
diverse internal personnel to address thematic, methodological, data collection, and 
analysis issues, as well as the dissemination of findings. Interviews suggest that 
these organizational arrangements are linked to the commissioners’ role and agency 
in fostering a constructive relationship with evaluators. When commissioners are 
proactive in engaging with evaluators and providing clear evaluation questions, 
the process benefits. However, when a single manager or unit is responsible for the 
entire evaluation process, the political governance orientation can undermine trans-
parency and participation, ultimately affecting the quality and policy relevance of 
the outcomes as well as the democratic nature of evaluations.

Reforming commissioning in line with democratic principles

This chapter has examined how evaluation commissioning—​including funding 
trends, procurement approaches, contracting mechanisms, and evaluation 
management—​has shaped privately organized evaluation services in recent phases 
of regional Cohesion Policy and Common Agricultural Policy. Issues of transpar-
ency, quality, and market concentration are deeply influenced by how evaluators are 
hired, the expectations set for their work, the relationships between evaluators and 
commissioners, and the technical management frameworks in place. Addressing 
these challenges is crucial for reforming the evaluation commissioning process 
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according to the principles of democratic governance. Three key areas warrant 
attention.

Strengthening commissioners’ agency and democratic accountability

Commissioners play a pivotal role in upholding democratic accountability in the 
allocation and evaluation of regional development policy—​such as the European 
Cohesion Policy. Their agency lies in the strategic choices they make regarding the 
scope, quality, and policy relevance of evaluation activities—​choices that directly 
affect program effectiveness, result-​based accountability, and evidence-​informed 
programming. This role becomes especially critical in Southern Italy, where a sub-
stantial share of European Structural and Investment (ESI) Funds is allocated to 
regional development.

In this context, commissioners who actively champion the expansion and 
enhancement of evaluation practices can significantly reinforce managerial 
accountability. By ensuring that evaluations generate credible, useful insights 
into the outcomes of Cohesion Policy and the Common Agricultural Policy, they 
empower both policymakers and citizens with knowledge that supports transpar-
ency, learning, and continuous improvement. Ultimately, commissioners who 
leverage evaluation as a tool for public value creation can help foster a more 
informed and constructive public debate on regional development policies.

Rethinking evaluator selection and the value of evaluation firms

Commissioners need to reconsider how evaluators are selected and how they per-
ceive the value of evaluation firms, as these commissioning dimensions shape 
market dynamics with crucial democratic implications. First, commissioners 
should rethink about their choice of relying on a single contractor for gauging the 
ESI Funds national and regional programs. While relying on a single contractor 
may offer continuity and economies of scale, it also risks concentrating evaluation 
capacity, limiting methodological plurality, and reducing competition. Second, 
commissioners should reassess their preference for large firms which often stems 
from the complexity of evaluations requiring substantial expertise, human capital, 
and financial resources. This trend mirrors procurement decisions observed in the 
US evaluation system (Lemire et al., 2018; Peck, 2018).

As EU programs frequently demand diverse expertise and long-​term engage-
ment, commissioners could then opt for dividing contracts into specialized tasks to 
foster transparency, independence, and methodological plurality, exploring market 
segmentation strategies. This choice would require case-​by-​case assessment, as 
a single contractor managing evaluations across an entire programming period 
might provide a more integrated understanding of policy impacts and facilitate 
participatory processes that reinforce democratic accountability (Buscemi & 
Cristiano, 2024).

The perceived value of evaluation firms is another critical issue involving market-​
based evaluations with additional democratic implications. Critics argue that big 
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consultancies, although they can reduce transaction costs and generate profits, 
often prioritize reputation and perceived value over substantive contributions 
(Mazzucato & Collington, 2023). As for market-​based evaluation services, polit
ical connections frequently influence pricing and contract awards in favor of large 
firms; the issue is whether evaluations should be outsourced or conducted in-​house. 
While this decision largely depends on agencies’ internal capacity, commissioners 
could strengthen evaluation culture—​particularly in Italy’s Southern regions—​to 
develop a more interactive commissioner–​evaluator relationship, enabling stake-
holder engagement throughout the evaluation process and encouraging the use of 
evaluative findings.

Moreover, commissioners should critically assess the strategies firms use to 
market their services. While smaller firms often rely on networking, larger firms 
leverage significant rebates in auction-​based contracting, as observed not only 
within the EU but also in the US evaluation system (Peck, 2018; Hwalek & Straub, 
2018). Thus, setting a cap on auction rebates could encourage contractors to avoid 
excessive price reductions, ensuring fair competition and more resources for evalu-
ation. In addition, creating opportunities for collaboration between large and small 
firms—​leveraging their complementary strengths—​could also encourage smaller 
contractors’ participation in auctions.

Reassessing large-​scale procurement and promoting collaborative learning

Large-​scale procurement contracts that bundle multiple services pose significant 
challenges for evaluations, often limiting their ability to address core research 
questions, collect primary data, and analyze diverse information sources. To 
mitigate these constraints, commissioners should adopt a collaborative learning 
approach by:

	- Defining evaluation questions that reflect local contexts and diverse stakeholder 
perspectives.

	- Establishing transparent criteria for selecting evaluators and awarding contracts 
to ensure methodological rigor, quality, and policy relevance.

	- Providing fair compensation that reflects the complexity and demands of evalu-
ation tasks.

	- Maintaining an ongoing dialogue with evaluators to strengthen long-​term 
relationships and enhance learning.

	- Actively engaging stakeholders throughout the evaluation process and ensuring 
that findings inform policy decisions.

These steps are essential to aligning commissioning practices with democratic gov-
ernance principles in market-​based evaluation services. A key consideration is the 
clear assignment of responsibilities, ensuring that evaluation contracts contribute 
to the generation of robust knowledge, capacity building, and sustained mutual 
learning through dynamic engagement with evaluators (Buscemi, 2024).

 

 

 



Democratic implications of commissioning market-based evaluation  129

Evaluators should prioritize context-​sensitive approaches that go beyond 
regulatory compliance and outcome measurement. Instead of focusing solely on 
indicators, they should explore how programs drive transformation in specific 
contexts. Recognizing the non-​standard nature of interventions and the heterogen-
eity of beneficiaries is key to producing meaningful insights. Theory-​based evalu-
ation approaches can help bridge these gaps, ensuring relevance and facilitating 
the use of findings in democratic decision-​making (Funnel & Rogers, 2011; Weiss, 
1998). By embracing these reforms, evaluation commissioning can move toward 
a more transparent, accountable, and democratic process—​one that ensures both 
the integrity and the utility and usability of evaluation findings in shaping policy, 
practice, and public life.
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10	� Evaluation Management Services 
at the MFA of Finland

Sari Laaksonen and Markus Palenberg

Introduction

This chapter analyzes the partial outsourcing of evaluation functions at Finland’s 
Ministry for Foreign Affairs (MFA) from 2016 to 2024. It focuses on the effects 
of the Evaluation Management Services (EMS) framework that was introduced 
in 2016 on evaluation commissioning and governance. Based on our direct 
experiences as evaluators and EMS coordinators, we explore how EMS has shaped 
transparency, commissioner roles, and evaluation quality. We also examine its 
broader implications for democratic commissioning, as outlined in Chapter 1 of 
this book (Stame & Bustelo, 2027).

We have been part of MFA evaluation teams on several occasions since 2014, 
including evaluations under and outside of the EMS contracts. Our roles were 
evaluation team leader, deputy team leader, and team member. One of us also 
served as EMS Service Coordinator between January 2022 and June 2024. Apart 
from evaluation work for the MFA of Finland, we have worked for various other 
international clients in the development sector, experiencing different evaluation 
arrangements. The views expressed in this chapter are solely ours and do not neces-
sarily reflect those of the MFA or EMS consortia.

After this introduction, the next two sections provide the necessary background 
on how the Development Evaluation Unit of Finland’s MFA outsourced some 
evaluation functions (second section) and on what the rationales for this were (third 
section). In the fourth section, we then share our experiences with how EMS has 
impacted central evaluations at the MFA and to what degree the motivations for 
introducing EMS were fulfilled. In the final fifth section, we draw more general 
conclusions on how the outsourcing of evaluation functions may impact demo-
cratic evaluation practices.

Management of centralized evaluations at the MFA of Finland 2014–​2024

The Development Evaluation Unit of the Ministry for Foreign Affairs (MFA) of 
Finland is responsible for evaluation guidelines and the development of the evalu-
ation function.1 It is an operationally independent unit in the sense of not reporting 
to any of the MFA’s departments in charge of implementing Finland’s development 
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policy and cooperation (Figure 10.1). Instead, the unit directly reports to the 
MFA’s Under-​Secretary of State responsible for development policy and devel-
opment cooperation. Recently, the MFA has undergone an organizational reform, 
but because our experiences draw on the past, this does not affect the observations 
made in this book chapter.

In addition to its other duties,2 the MFA’s Development Evaluation Unit is 
responsible for managing “centralized” evaluations. These are comprehensive 
strategic and policy-​level evaluations of Finland’s development policy and devel-
opment cooperation. Most centralized evaluations are targeted primarily at senior 
MFA management and the Finnish government and parliament, in addition to 
serving broader information and accountability purposes.

Under EMS, between three and five centralized evaluations were usually 
conducted per year on themes and issues of particular interest. Sometime before 
EMS was introduced, 10 or more smaller evaluations were implemented per year, 
but then the Development Evaluation Unit moved to fewer and larger evaluations 
to allow for comprehensive analysis of questions concerning overall Finnish devel-
opment policy and cooperation. These larger evaluations required more refined 
methodology and expertise than earlier ones (MFA, 2019, p. 55). As a continuing 
principle, all centralized evaluations were commissioned to independent experts.

Until 2016, centralized evaluations were tendered and managed individually 
by the MFA’s Development Evaluation Unit. In early 2016, the MFA launched 
a first call for tenders for EMS. In the summer of the same year, a consortium 
of two consulting companies –​ Particip GmbH and Indufor Oy –​ was contracted. 
The implementation of this first “EMS 1” framework contract continued until late 
2020. Towards the end of this first period, Indufor Oy was replaced by another 
company, NIRAS Finland Oy, without interrupting the agreement. In 2020, a call 
for tender for a subsequent phase was launched, and the same consortium won 
that bid and was contracted for “EMS 2” (Box 10.1). At the time this chapter was 
written, the MFA launched a third framework, now called “Framework Agreement 
for Centralized Evaluations” (FACE) for the period 2024–​28.3

Box 10.1 The EMS 2 consortium companies

The lead company of EMS 2 –​ Particip GmbH –​ has 85 staff and is 
headquartered in Freiburg (Germany).

The second consortium company –​ NIRAS Finland Oy –​ has 30 staff in 
Vantaa (Finland). NIRAS Finland Oy belongs to the NIRAS group with 
about 3,000 employees worldwide.4

Source: www.parti​cip.de/​en/​comp​anyo​verv​iew/​compa​nyfa​cts/​ and www.niras.com/​offi​ces/​finl​
and/​, www.niras.com/​about-​niras/​, accessed March 2024.
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Under the EMS framework contracts, the Development Evaluation Unit remained 
the commissioner of evaluations –​ following its evaluation plan –​ with overall 
decision-​making authority. This means that the unit leads and steers the planning, 
design, and implementation of evaluations; the quality assurance of deliverables; 
dissemination; and the promotion of use. For each centralized evaluation, the 
Development Evaluation Unit designated one staff member as “Evaluation 
Manager” to oversee that evaluation.

EMS framework contracts implied several other governance and manage-
ment arrangements. These are the Consortium Board, EMS Project Managers, 
the EMS Service Coordinator, and Evaluation Management Teams and are briefly 
explained below.

	• The overall management of EMS contracts was overseen by a “Consortium 
Board”, the highest level oversight body within the EMS consortium, with 
members representing senior management from both consortium companies. 
The Consortium Board reported to and coordinated with the Development 
Evaluation Unit.

	• Service provision for individual centralized evaluations was overseen by one 
of the two consortium companies. Between them, the two companies decided 
which evaluation would be led by which company. For this, each company 
appointed a staff member as “Project Manager”, with responsibility for leading 
and coordinating the administrative service provision from the consortium for 
that specific central evaluation.

	• Another position was created with responsibilities both at the level of individual 
evaluations and the overall EMS contracts: the “EMS Service Coordinator”. 
As a backup to that position, a “Deputy Service Coordinator” was retained in 
case the Service Coordinator would not be able to fulfill his or her duties. EMS 
Service Coordinators were contracted independently from the EMS Consortium 
and reported to the Development Evaluation Unit. The Service Coordinator was 
responsible for supporting the MFA in the finalization of the evaluation ToR; 
suggesting evaluation team leaders and evaluation team members; advising 
evaluation team members in Finland’s development policy and cooperation, as 
well as with regard to the MFA’s organization and its partners; supporting the 
development of the evaluation approach and methodology; and quality-​assuring 
the evaluation process and all evaluation outputs.

	• To coordinate at the level of individual evaluations, “Evaluation Management 
Teams” were established. Members represented all parties involved: the 
Evaluation Manager from the MFA’s Development Evaluation Unit, the Service 
Coordinator, and, once appointed, the leader of the evaluation team.

Apart from these EMS-​specific arrangements, centralized evaluations continued 
to be implemented by teams of independent experts, as before EMS was 
introduced.
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Rationales for outsourcing Evaluation Management Services

In this section, we describe the reasons for introducing EMS at the MFA. We do 
this based on our own observations and understanding.

We consider the introduction of EMS to be driven by several interwoven factors:

	• The quality of centralized evaluations,
	• The capacity of the MFA’s Development Evaluation Unit,
	• Coordination and synergies between centralized evaluations,
	• Learning from centralized evaluations, and
	• Capacity development of emerging Finnish evaluators.

These motivations aligned with the MFA’s broader approach to professionalizing 
evaluation commissioning while maintaining oversight. By shifting administrative 
and operational aspects of evaluation commissioning to the EMS consortium, MFA 
was able to focus on strategic oversight, albeit in a more indirect role than before. 
In what follows, the above factors are briefly described.

Quality of centralized evaluations. In our view, a central motivation for introdu-
cing EMS was the MFA’s desire to ensure a constantly high quality of centralized 
evaluations. This concerned the methodological design of evaluations, their 
implementation, and the resulting end products. There were concerns that, 
because of staff rotations and non-​expert positions, the Development Evaluation 
Unit lacked consistent in-​house expertise to ensure high-​quality centralized 
evaluations.

Capacity of the MFA’s Development Evaluation Unit. Another driver was the 
limited staff capacity at the Development Evaluation Unit. For example, a recent 
funding decision notes in relation to the unit:

Due to the volume of concurrent evaluations and the limited human resources, 
the model based on commissioning requires external services in order to be effi-
cient and to maintain high quality of evaluations deliverables.

(MFA databank, n.d./​b)

Related expectations for EMS were to outsource some of the administrative tasks, 
such as searching for evaluation team candidates, contracting, travel arrangements, 
and formatting of evaluation outputs.

Coordination and synergies between centralized evaluations. EMS also aimed 
at a higher degree of standardization of centralized evaluations and increased 
coordination and synergies between them. This, so was the intention, should then 
improve the flexibility, effectiveness, and efficiency with which central evaluations 
were planned and implemented.
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A recent evaluation of the utility of centralized evaluations at the MFA noted:

The EMS arrangement has multiple purposes [...]: it is expected to increase 
quality and coordination of the evaluations that the EVA-​11 [the MFA’s 
Development Evaluation Unit] outsources. It is also expected to increase 
flexibility, efficiency and effectiveness in planning and commissioning the 
evaluations.

(MFA, 2023)

Learning from centralized evaluations. Centralized evaluations are important 
knowledge instruments for the MFA (MFA, 2019), and, among other things, EMS 
was introduced to further support this. For example, a recent funding decision 
mentioned:

The use of EMS provides a platform for accumulating knowledge also within the 
commissioning organization.

(MFA databank, n.d./​a)

Capacity development of emerging Finnish evaluators. In EMS, the MFA has 
systematized the inclusion of “emerging evaluators” into the teams of centralized 
evaluations. These are young Finnish professionals with experience of working 
in development cooperation and the desire to become evaluators. This reflects the 
intention of developing the capacity of emerging evaluators through their partici-
pation in centralized evaluations.

Our observations

In this section, we discuss our experiences and observations related to the previ-
ously discussed drivers and expectations associated with EMS. We do this along 
with some of the following key features of the EMS:

1	 Outsourcing to a consortium,
2	 EMS governance and management structure, especially the position of EMS 

Service Coordinator,
3	 Standardization of management processes and requirements,
4	 Contributions to knowledge management, and
5	 On-​the-​job learning for emerging evaluators.

At the end of each section, we briefly review how these feature-​specific 
experiences and observations relate to the three analytical aspects of democratic 
commissioning, namely i) the role and agency of commissioners, ii) approaches, 
methods, and relationships in the commissioning process, and iii) the systems in 
which commissioning takes place and that commissioners must navigate.
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Outsourcing to a consortium

An obvious central feature of EMS is the fact that certain evaluation-​related activ-
ities were outsourced to external companies rather than being delivered by the 
MFA. Based on our experiences, this had several effects that catered to some of the 
goals associated with EMS discussed in the previous section.

By contracting a consortium of established evaluation firms, MFA gained access 
to extensive professional networks, expanding the candidate pool for evaluation 
teams and enhancing evaluation quality.

However, while this structure enhanced technical quality, it also led to a concen-
tration of evaluation commissioning within a somewhat more closed network. The 
structured selection process increased predictability but also reinforced a procurement 
model that, while not exclusionary, could limit the entry of new evaluators or firms.

A clearly positive effect is related to the MFA’s human and financial resources 
for evaluation management. Staff resources at the MFA have been under pressure 
for decades. For example, a recent review of the use and utility of centralized 
evaluations noted that “Half of the centralized evaluations made recommendations 
about the understaffing or competence development needs, and many others 
had findings or conclusions on them” (MFA, 2023). Outsourcing certain evalu
ation management components relieves some staff pressure in the Development 
Evaluation Unit by transferring tasks to outside partners who are paid out of the 
MFA’s development cooperation budget and not subject to staff headcount ceilings. 
For example, while the unit used to manage separate contracts for each centralized 
evaluation, in EMS, it managed a single contract for all centralized evaluations in 
a four-​year period. We believe that some of the services provided under the past 
two EMS contracts would have been difficult for the MFA to provide from its own 
ranks. At the time this chapter was written, the unit had only four full-​time staff.

Finally, in our view, potential conflicts of interest between the business interests 
of the consortium companies and the goals of the MFA were managed well. For 
example, evaluation teams were usually staffed with independent experts and not 
with employees of either company.

With relation to the broader subject of this book –​ democratic commissioning –​ 
we note that some activities previously implemented by the Development Evaluation 
Unit were now implemented by external companies. This impacted the role and 
agency of the Development Evaluation Unit through an increased distance between 
commissioners and evaluators. While previously contracting the evaluation team and 
overseeing the evaluation process, the unit now contracted and oversaw the external 
companies that did this. Similarly, EMS also impacted the commissioning process 
and the system in which commissioning took place, as explained further below.

EMS governance and management

A unique feature of EMS contracts was the introduction of the Service Coordinator, 
a coordinating position in-​between the MFA’s Development Evaluation Unit, the 
consortium, and the evaluation team.
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In our experience, the Service Coordinator contributed to consistency between 
evaluation substance and evaluation management processes, for instance, by pro-
viding guidance on appropriate evaluation approaches to meet the MFA’s evalu-
ation purpose while remaining within available capacities and resources. Service 
Coordinators also contributed to consistency across centralized evaluations 
because the same person was closely involved in several consecutive and parallel 
evaluations over time.5

The position contributed to synergies between evaluations by informing one 
evaluation team of relevant findings from others. During evaluation design, Service 
Coordinators helped avoid duplication, particularly when previous or parallel 
evaluations involved the same MFA units, embassies, or stakeholders. By playing 
an intermediary role, Service Coordinators helped align evaluations with strategic 
priorities.

The Service Coordinators were senior experts in evaluation and Finland’s devel-
opment policy and cooperation. They were able to support all processes relating 
to evaluation and fact-​ and context-​check for Finland’s development efforts and 
guide and connect evaluation teams to managers and staff within and outside the 
MFA. While their role in Quality Assurance for evaluation outputs was signifi-
cant, their value in ensuring process quality was oftentimes more important. They 
provided a fair deal of troubleshooting, problem-​solving, and gap-​bridging in man-
aging expectations of stakeholders, facilitating mutual understanding between the 
MFA and evaluation teams, and providing hands-​on assistance to evaluation teams 
and their end products.

We consider that the Evaluation Management Teams introduced with EMS have 
usually worked well. They represented the principal planning and coordination 
mechanism at the level of individual evaluations between the MFA’s Development 
Evaluation Unit, the Service Coordinator, and the evaluation team. Having all 
parties involved at the table greatly facilitated communication, coordination and 
the establishment of mutual consensus on the way forward. In a sense, these teams 
were a way to ensure that some direct engagement between commissioners and 
evaluators continued to happen, despite the introduction of Service Coordinators 
as intermediaries. At the same time, the presence of the Service Coordinator in 
all evaluation processes facilitated creating trust between the actors involved and 
provided for a mechanism of expectation management facilitation between the 
MFA’s Development Evaluation Unit and the evaluation teams.

With respect to democratic commissioning, we note that the introduction 
of an intermediary role altered the nature of the commissioner–​evaluator rela-
tionship. As discussed in Chapter 1 of this book (Stame & Bustelo, 2027), 
democratic commissioning requires engagement between commissioners and 
evaluators. While the EMS model increased efficiency, the outsourcing, as 
well as the introduction of a Service Coordinator, added a layer between these 
actors. Yet, democratic commissioning also benefits from trust, management 
of expectations and support provided to the joint efforts of the commissioners 
and evaluators, and the added layer of the Service Coordinator did its part to 
add these values.
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Standardized procedures

In 2023, the MFA reviewed the use and utility of its centralized evaluations (MFA, 
2023). That evaluation found that the EMS process had contributed to managing 
evaluations in a standardized manner and with consistent quality.

Our experience suggests that while evaluation management standardization 
increased, it did not lead to bureaucratization. Standardized criteria for team selec-
tion, evaluation milestones, and reporting formats improved consistency while not 
restricting adaptability in evaluation design. The two-​step contracting approach 
described below allowed for participatory finalization of the Terms of Reference 
(ToR), which contributed to evaluations being methodologically sound and stra-
tegically aligned.

One area in which standardized criteria were introduced under EMS was the 
selection of team leaders and different categories of team members. For each team 
member role (team leader, senior evaluator, evaluator, and emerging evaluator), 
minimum criteria were defined, and the consortium companies and the Service 
Coordinator made use of them when searching for candidates. Also, as part of 
the selection process, team leader candidates were interviewed by the Service 
Coordinator and asked to draft a brief methodological note.

Other areas with standardization under EMS included the EMS process flow 
with set milestones, as well as report formats, writing instructions, toolkits and 
vocabularies. We found these useful in managing and steering the evaluation, 
where all stakeholders involved could “sit in the process and enjoy the ride”. We 
also found these useful when leading evaluations and serving as team members 
because the form and boundaries of the work were set, and we could focus on sub-
stantive matters at hand.

Under EMS, evaluation contracts were split into two “Service Orders”. The first 
(“Service Order 1”) included a brief contract for the evaluation team leader that 
allowed for some preparatory activities as well as a limited number of working days 
for the Service Coordinator. This was followed by the second contract (“Service 
Order 2”) that covered all other evaluation activities.

We find that this approach has two advantages. First, it allows the team leader 
and Service Coordinator to help finalize the evaluation ToR. Usually, the MFA’s 
Development Evaluation Unit would provide a draft ToR and then ask for feedback 
and additional input, especially on the methods section, which was usually left open 
to be developed or adapted by the team leader and the Service Coordinator, in close 
alignment with the Development Evaluation Unit. We consider this a good prac-
tice because it ensures that the evaluation approach was realistic and in line with 
the skills and experiences of the evaluation team. In line with this, a recent MFA 
funding decision advocated that the “service-​based approach allows a more flex-
ible use of evaluation expertise, also during the planning phases” (MFA databank, 
n.d./​a). In several instances, the interactions during this first phase had contributed 
to further clarifying the purpose and the scope of the evaluation and to developing 
fewer but more meaningful evaluation questions, which we also consider good 
practice. In our view, this participatory approach to finalizing ToRs reduced the 
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need for later course corrections during (or after) the inception phase. While we 
experienced ourselves that such later corrections were possible, having a ToR in 
place that was fully owned by those managing and implementing the evaluation 
was more efficient. It also had positive effects on managing expectations of evalu-
ation stakeholders and increased transparency, as only the ToR (not the inception 
report) was later published as part of the evaluation report.

Second, the first Service Order also provided capacity and time for selecting the 
remaining evaluation team members, which we found very useful. We could, for 
example, suggest candidates from our own networks and influence the selection 
process. While the MFA’s Development Evaluation Unit retained final decision-​
making authority on team selection, our recommendations were often followed. In 
our view, this approach increased the probability of having the “right” evaluators 
on board, not only in terms of skills and expertise but also in terms of effective and 
efficient teamwork.

A 2023 evaluation of the use and utility of centralized evaluations (MFA, 2023) 
suggested a need to better balance evaluation expertise with understanding and 
knowledge of the MFA, which the reviewers found missing in some of the very 
senior international consultants selected in the past. To this end, we considered it 
helpful that one consortium member was a Finnish company. Also, the supporting 
role of the (Finnish) Service Coordinator was helpful to ensure sufficient 
understanding of the MFA. Moreover, the standardized selection process for team 
leaders and team members allowed for a balanced approach in mixing experts with 
prior experience evaluating Finland’s development policy and cooperation with 
new entrants and international, Finnish and local experts in the teams.

With respect to democratic commissioning, we find that the EMS-​related stand-
ardization of the commissioning process has been useful overall. In our view, the 
model represented a good balance between providing additional structure without 
negatively impacting adaptability.

Knowledge management

Centralized evaluations are important knowledge instruments. In 2019, one evalu-
ation was dedicated to knowledge management at the MFA (MFA, 2019). It found 
that centralized evaluations “produce useful results information, and have success-
fully influenced decision-​making at the MFA”. The same evaluation also found that 
MFA had not yet fully put to use the comprehensive body of knowledge centralized 
evaluations generated. It was recommended that the MFA invest in targeted syn-
theses of specific results information and knowledge from centralized evaluations 
to effectively inform learning and decision-​making in development policy and 
cooperation at the MFA. The 2019 evaluation did, however, not assess the degree 
to which the EMS framework might have contributed to this status quo.

In 2023, a review of the utility of centralized evaluations (MFA, 2023) praised 
the EMS framework but also highlighted several challenges in knowledge man-
agement. A key issue identified was the limited transfer of ownership of evaluation 
results from the Development Evaluation Unit to operational MFA departments 
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responsible for policy implementation. The lack of a comprehensive, accessible 
knowledge repository further limited continuity across evaluations, forcing teams 
to repeatedly collect similar information. Addressing these gaps would improve 
the extent to which evaluations contribute to informed decision-​making and demo-
cratic accountability in MFA policy processes.

Assessing EMS’s impact on knowledge use remains challenging. However, 
while existing evaluations indicate that EMS improved process coordination, it did 
not resolve issues related to knowledge retention and accessibility. Strengthening 
systematic knowledge management mechanisms could enhance the long-​term con-
tribution of evaluations to MFA policy and decision-​making.

One issue related to the management of information (rather than knowledge) 
was the lack of a comprehensive, ready-​to-​use database for standard information 
used in centralized evaluations before and during EMS. This has two complemen-
tary reasons. First, the MFA’s project and archive management systems were and 
remained inadequate (MFA, 2019). Second, despite the Consortium’s efforts, it 
was not possible to establish a comprehensive database as part of EMS. Because of 
this chapter’s focus on EMS, we will discuss the second point further.

In the centralized evaluations in which we were involved, the identification 
and collection of documented information usually represented an activity that 
consumed significant amounts of time and capacity. This usually concerned a wide 
range of documents, from project plans and reports to policies and data on budgets, 
expenses, and human resources. In a first step, the Evaluation Manager usually 
tries to recover this information from the MFA’s information management systems 
and from public sources. In most cases, this left important gaps, and it thus became 
necessary to ask MFA staff in involved departments and units to somehow retrieve 
any missing information. These activities required considerable effort by MFA 
staff and delayed the evaluation –​ or required the evaluation team to start their 
work with incomplete information.

Because evaluation contracts stipulated that evaluation-​related information had 
to be deleted after an assignment was complete, we sometimes had to ask the same 
people for the same information we had already required and used in a previous 
evaluation. On the level of the consortium, this concerned information repositories 
of earlier centralized evaluations managed by one of the companies that were not 
accessible to the evaluation teams anymore, apart from some limited cases where 
the consortium negotiated access to the earlier evaluations’ selected files to the 
experts. After repeatedly going through this procedure, we felt that much value 
could be added by investing in establishing and maintaining a comprehensive 
repository of standard information for future centralized evaluations.

With respect to democratic commissioning, we find that the EMS has not been 
able to improve knowledge management. The transfer of ownership of evaluation 
results from the Development Evaluation Unit to operational MFA departments 
remained weak, and there were no significant synergies in terms of access to the 
same information required by subsequent evaluations. We also note that these 
weaknesses are related to data management systems and policies at the MFA more 
generally, which could not be changed by the EMS but within which it operated.
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Participation of emerging evaluators

Emerging evaluators were usually part of evaluation teams under EMS. A recent 
evaluation on the use and utility of centralized evaluations found that “The inclusion 
of Emerging Evaluator posts in the teams is most welcome: it gives Finnish young 
professionals a chance to build experience in these evaluations”. In our experience, 
the on-​the-​job learning of emerging evaluators has likely become more effective in 
EMS 2 because the same individuals could participate in different evaluations. This 
was part of a capacity development plan formulated as part of EMS.

Based on two surveys conducted by NIRAS Finland Oy in October 2022 and 
May 2023, all emerging evaluators felt that the level of tasks was adequate for 
learning. It was noted that the tasks needed to be defined clearly, be sufficiently 
challenging, and ideally include both an independent contribution to the evaluation 
(i.e., overseeing a specific part) and supporting more senior team members.

For us, one lesson learned is that the role of emerging evaluators needs to be 
carefully balanced between more or less independent and demanding tasks on a 
case-​by-​case basis. Clearly, emerging evaluators learn more in more demanding 
roles, provided they can fulfill them well. We had very positive experiences with 
motivated and capable emerging evaluators, but we also remember cases when 
intense coaching and unbudgeted additional work were required for achieving sat-
isfactory evaluation end products of emerging evaluators.

In several cases, the emerging evaluators were also the Project Manager from 
one of the consortium companies. We consider this double role beneficial because 
it further supports learning. For example, it offered them the opportunity to partici-
pate in the planning of the evaluation from the very beginning.

Overall, the inclusion of emerging evaluators in EMS teams has provided a 
structured pathway for early-​career professionals to enter the evaluation field. 
When we began writing this chapter, five emerging evaluators had successfully 
transitioned into the “Evaluator” category, with two already engaged in MFA 
evaluations in an independent capacity.

Conclusions

Between 2016 and 2024, the EMS framework introduced a structured, 
professionalized approach to managing centralized evaluations at the MFA of 
Finland. By outsourcing selected evaluation management functions, EMS allowed 
for greater consistency, access to evaluation expertise, and relief from internal 
staffing constraints. Standardized evaluation management processes, transparent 
qualification criteria, and a flexible two-​step contracting procedure supported 
evaluation quality and strategic alignment.

However, the introduction of EMS also redefined the role of MFA commissioners, 
shifting them toward strategic oversight while introducing an intermediary struc-
ture that managed core aspects of evaluations. This increased distance between 
commissioners and evaluators impacted the agency of the MFA’s Development 
Evaluation Unit along the commissioning process, while it also served to provide 
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further trust, expectation management and sense of continuity in the commissioners 
and evaluators’ relations.

The EMS-​related standardization of the commissioning process has been useful 
overall, with a good balance between providing additional structure without nega-
tively impacting adaptability.

The EMS has not been able to improve evaluation knowledge management, 
which remains a systemic issue at the MFA, with institutional systems and policies 
beyond the scope of the EMS.

The EMS contributed positively to evaluator capacity-​building, notably through 
the emerging evaluators program, and realized process synergies across evaluations 
through the role of the Service Coordinator.

Looking ahead, the key question is how commissioning models like EMS can 
continue to evolve to strengthen democratic commissioning. If public agencies 
increasingly adopt structured outsourcing models, future iterations of EMS –​ or 
similar frameworks elsewhere –​ must ensure that commissioners’ roles and agencies 
are further strengthened, that the commissioning process is efficient and effective, 
and that it is supported by the systems within which it takes place.

Notes

	1	 This section draws on the Development Evaluation Norm of the Ministry for Foreign 
Affairs of Finland (MFA, 2015).

	2	 As of March 2024, other responsibilities of the Development Evaluation Unit were evalu
ation guidance concerning development policy and development cooperation; evaluation 
capacity building and training; disseminating evaluation results; general development of 
the evaluation of development policy and development cooperation; and participation 
in international evaluation networks and joint evaluations (https://​um.fi/​deve​lopm​ent-​eva​
luat​ion, accessed March 2024).

	3	 The related tender document “Finland –​ Research and development consultancy ser
vices –​ Framework Agreement for Centralised Evaluations (FACE)” was published on 
the TED website of the European Union: https://​ted.eur​opa.eu/​en/​not​ice/​-​/​det​ail/​233​846-​
2024, accessed June 2026.

	4	 The company information was drawn from the two firms’ websites (www.parti​cip.de/​
en/​comp​anyo​verv​iew/​compa​nyfa​cts/​, www.niras.com/​offi​ces/​finl​and/​, www.niras.com/​
about-​niras/​, accessed March 2024).

	5	 Since EMS 1 began in 2016, the Service Coordinator only changed once from the begin
ning of 2022, when one of us took that job.
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11	� The art of commissioning
Lessons from commissioner–​evaluator 
collaboration1

Ida Lindkvist and Rob Lloyd

Dispute about commissioner competence

During the spring of 2024, Ida Lindkvist, one of the authors of this chapter, was 
involved in a debate about evaluation in Morgenbladet,2 one of Norway’s oldest 
newspapers specialising in politics, culture and science. The discussion was sparked 
by an op-​ed written by Tore Wig, a professor of political science at the University of 
Oslo. Wig argued that Norwegian evaluations were of low quality and claimed that 
consultants were “charlatans” producing quasi-​scientific reports that served their 
own interests. In Wig’s view, the only way forward was for researchers to take over 
and conduct randomised controlled trials of development assistance programmes.

In response, Ida Lindkvist and Tove Sagmo, both employed in the independent 
Evaluation Department3 in Norad and working as commissioners at the time, 
published a rebuttal, and several weeks of debate followed. All agreed low evalu-
ation quality was a problem; instead, the crux of the disagreement was whether 
government agencies needed higher evaluation capacity, including competent 
evaluation commissioners, to ensure useful high-​quality evaluations.

Wig’s claims drew on the Evaluation Department’s meta-​evaluations (2017; 
2020b; 2021)4 of decentralised evaluations, which consistently raised concerns 
about poor methodological quality, lack of ethical considerations, and over-
ambitious scope. In contrast, the OECD’s (2019) peer review commended the 
centralised evaluation function as a leader in its field. Both types of evaluations 
were commissioned by Norad staff, but only the Evaluation Department had a 
separate mandate and staff with specialised evaluation competence, allowing it to 
decide independently what, when, and how to evaluate.

Lindkvist and Sagmo, who commissioned many of these meta-​evaluations, 
argued that the antidote to Wig’s “charlatans” was to strengthen evaluation 
functions and ensure that the staff who conducted and commissioned evaluations 
had the right competencies, including knowledge-​brokering skills, analytical and 
methodological skills, project management skills and a deep knowledge of the 
organisation in which evaluations would be used to ensure evaluation relevance.

In this chapter, we, the authors; Ida from the commissioning body; and Rob 
from the evaluation team argue that competent commissioning is a critical driver 
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of evaluation quality and use in government. We illustrate this through four 
evaluations commissioned by Norad’s Evaluation Department between 2014 and 
2024, in which we were directly involved as commissioner representative or as 
evaluation team lead.

Drawing on our dual perspectives, we examine the role of commissioning from 
multiple angles and show how it is shaped by broader organisational evaluation 
capacity. The chapter is structured in three parts: first, a brief presentation of the 
evaluations; second, an exploration of the interplay between commissioner and 
evaluation team from the perspective of the commissioner; and finally, concluding 
reflections with lessons for other organisations who wish to strengthen the quality 
of commissioning.

The evaluation series

The evaluation series we will discuss began in 2014 with an evaluation titled Can 
We Demonstrate the Difference Norwegian Aid Makes? This first evaluation aimed 
to identify the systemic barriers preventing partners/​grants, the primary source of 
results data in the Norwegian system, from effectively measuring results.5 The 
evaluation found that while existing systems and policies did not prevent capturing 
results, existing practices were not conducive to a results focus. The evaluation was 
part of the broader “When will we ever learn” debate initiated by the Center for 
Global Development (Savedoff et al. 2005).

The second evaluation, Evaluation of the Norwegian Aid Administration’s 
Practice of Results-​Based Management (Evaluation Department 2018), shifted 
focus from individual grants and partner results, the central theme of the 2014 
evaluation, to the broader system of results-​based management (RBM) within the 
Norwegian aid administration. The main difference from its predecessor was that 
it focused on the use of quality results data in RBM, and management of portfolios 
in particular.

Responding to the 2018 evaluation’s recommendations to improve portfolio 
management, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ commitment to act on this, the 
third evaluation, Evaluation of the Norwegian Aid Administration’s Approach to 
Portfolio Management (Evaluation Department 2020a), explored how portfolio 
management was being implemented and how it could be further strengthened.

The final evaluation discussed here, Evaluation of Norad’s Use of Knowledge in 
Portfolio Management (Evaluation Department 2024), assessed the use of know
ledge/​evidence/​results data in portfolio management. It picked up from the 2020a 
evaluation, tracking recommendations and exploring in more depth whether and 
how knowledge was being used in the design and implementation of portfolios. 
This evaluation also adopted a developmental approach, collaborating with the 
administration in embedding knowledge practices within portfolio management 
through the evaluation process (2024, 7).

Viewed collectively, we argue that these four evaluations appear to have signifi-
cantly influenced and shaped how the Norwegian aid administration approached 
results management.
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The foundational 2014 evaluation sparked public debate6 about results meas
urement and the use of evidence in decision-​making and set the stage for subse-
quent evaluations and reforms, and also appeared to influence the critique of the 
Norwegian aid administration that Wig later was a part of. The 2015–​2016 budget 
proposal emphasised the need for strengthened quality of results information (see 
note 5).

The RBM evaluation from 2018 recommended clarifying RBM’s dual purpose 
of reporting and learning, adopting a portfolio-​based approach with clear object-
ives and programme logic and conducting evaluations at the portfolio level. The 
Norwegian aid administration’s response included a commitment to improving 
portfolio management through pilot portfolios and gradual implementation of the 
recommended changes.

The 2020 evaluation of portfolio management informed Norad-​initiated reforms 
to manage its grants effectively and efficiently at the level of the portfolio. Most 
notably, the portfolio management standards recommended in the evaluation and 
accompanying evaluation brief were adopted, along with the recruitment of port-
folio coordinators.

The 2024 evaluation found encouraging signs of progress, including the 
development of theories of change and knowledge plans across portfolios. It 
marked a shift towards stronger leadership support for the use of knowledge 
and dedicated training and guidelines. However, challenges such as limited 
resources and gaps in monitoring, evaluation and learning (MEL) at the port-
folio level persisted. Even before the evaluation was finalised, Norad began 
acting on key findings, integrating tools into guidance and revising the portfolio 
theories of change.

The interplay between the commissioner and the evaluation team

In Figure 11.1, we have summed up how the Evaluation Department as com
missioner collaborated with the evaluation team during the evaluation series 
we have discussed. As can be seen from the flowchart, commissioners have 
an important role throughout the evaluation process, both before and after. For 
some evaluations, the process in Figure 11.1 was repeated multiple times as 
the Evaluation Department continued to follow up on the same issues over a 
ten-​year period. For results-​based management at the grant and portfolio levels, 
the evaluations probably contributed positively to improvements in manage-
ment of grants. It is less certain that they improved the use of evaluations at the 
decentralised level as part of an RBM system. This is perhaps not surprising, as 
evidenced in the above-​mentioned OECD peer review, the organisational cap-
acity to do decentralised evaluations was limited.

To emphasise the importance of the commissioner’s voice, ‘we’ in the sections 
below refers to the commissioner, while reflections from the evaluation team are 
reflected in separate boxes.
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Figure 11.1 � Collaboration between evaluation team and commissioner.
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Scoping

Scoping evaluations involves developing the Terms of Reference (ToRs), building 
user interest and engagement and preparing a full tender package for procurement. 
Deciding what to evaluate, when and for what purpose is key.

The commissioner’s role was not just to oversee evaluations but to actively 
diagnose challenges and shape the reform agenda, thereby demonstrating agency 
and leadership. This would not have been possible without the deep organisational 
knowledge we had developed over the course of the evaluation series. Acting as 
knowledge brokers, we identified and translated knowledge in ways that shaped 
the evaluations. Once the topic of results-​based management was identified, we 
engaged stakeholders across the aid administration and among funded partners, 
such as NGOs, to capture how challenges were experienced in practice. To situate 
the Norwegian context within broader debates, we also consulted external experts—​
for example, John Mayne advised us on the results-​based management evaluation 
during the development of the ToRs and beyond. Finally, we verified our approach 
against national standards by consulting the Norwegian Agency for Public and 
Financial Management (DFØ), whose guidelines served as a benchmark.

Each evaluation built on the last, with recommendations from one shaping the 
focus of the next. The first evaluation addressed the lack of documented results. 
The RBM evaluation tackled the limited use of results data in decision-​making. The 
portfolio management evaluation focused on the absence of coherent structures to 
apply results in a strategic way. These topics were deliberately chosen and then 
socialised within the administration. Strong leadership was essential in both setting 
this agenda and bringing others along. The series of evaluations also benefited from 
retention of experienced staff in the commissioning function.7 Continuity in staff 
in the Evaluation Department facilitated the accumulation of institutional know-
ledge and established relationships that were important in maintaining the series’ 
momentum. More specifically, some of the same staff developed ToRs, identified 
and communicated with key stakeholders throughout the above-​mentioned evalu-
ation processes.

Over the course of the evaluation series, we deliberately adapted the purpose of 
each evaluation to reflect the organisation’s evolving context and needs, shifting 
from emphasising accountability to learning to maximise impact. The evaluation, 
Can We Demonstrate the Difference that Norwegian Aid Makes? (2014) was delib
erately hard-​hitting, built around hypotheses explaining why results data was not 
being gathered. The subsequent RBM evaluation continued this accountability 
focus. As openness to the results agenda increased, we recalibrated. The portfolio 
management evaluation leaned more towards learning: portfolios volunteered 
as case studies and benefited from support in developing theories of change and 
exploring how to operationalise portfolio management. By the time we conducted 
the evaluation of knowledge use in portfolio management, the approach had 
evolved into a close partnership with the Knowledge Department.

As commissioners, we also had a close relationship with Norad’s procurement 
staff and worked extensively with procurement specialists to ensure an effective 
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procurement process. We also scoped the evaluations more tightly and limited the 
number of evaluation questions, as a wide range of questions lower the agency 
of the commissioner and can lead evaluators to cherry-​pick evaluation questions 
according to their interests, rather than the organisation’s needs.

Reflections from the evaluation team

In our experience, evaluation ToRs can often be overloaded with questions, 
frequently the result of compromises between multiple stakeholders. In con-
trast, Norad’s ToRs stood out for their clarity and focus. They were tightly 
scoped, sometimes containing no more than three core questions, which gave 
the evaluation a clear sense of purpose from the outset. This focus sharpened 
our analysis and made it harder to hide behind a long list of loosely connected 
questions. It also raised the bar: with fewer questions, there was nowhere to 
hide; we had to answer each one clearly, robustly, and with confidence. This 
kind of discipline was refreshing and, ultimately, a key factor in the quality 
and impact of the evaluations.

Design

While the ToR set a clear vision and direction, including mentioning relevant 
methods, the tendering process left space for bidders to propose fit-​for-​purpose 
methodologies and innovative approaches. After identifying knowledge gaps, 
engaging users, and defining key questions, we discussed possible methods intern-
ally and, where needed, consulted external experts to validate options, sometimes 
highlighting this competence in the call for proposals. We also avoided being 
overly prescriptive, encouraging methodological development during the inception 
phase and explicitly welcoming revisions to the ToR if they improved alignment 
with purpose.

Reflections from the evaluation team

The ToRs for these evaluations struck the right balance. They were clear 
about the purpose and key questions, and while they provided initial dir-
ection on possible approaches, they didn’t prescribe the methodology. This 
flexibility allowed us to design evaluations that were genuinely fit for pur-
pose and to introduce new and innovative methods along the way.

One of the most impactful innovations was co-​creating recommendations, 
which we first introduced in the RBM evaluation. This approach was 
carried forward into all subsequent evaluations and significantly improved 
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engagement with the “so what” of our findings. In the final evaluation, we 
took this further, working in close partnership with the Norad Knowledge 
Department to co-​develop the recommendations. It felt like a real shift 
towards the organisation not just receiving findings but actively owning and 
using them.

Implementation

During evaluation implementation, the Evaluation Department played a dual 
role: continuously monitoring progress internally to identify and address emerging 
issues promptly and safeguarding the evaluation team’s independence by ensuring 
they could engage openly with stakeholders and ask all necessary questions.

A key milestone during the implementation phase was going through the incep-
tion report and assessing whether it responded to the ToRs and the tender proposal. 
This included assessing whether it adhered to OECD evaluation quality standards, 
the department’s guidelines and standards for the specific methods employed. We 
also shared the inception report with stakeholders and frequently external experts, 
either on the topic or method. We compiled all comments, including our own, in 
a table and shared it with the evaluation team and asked them to explain how they 
dealt with the comments in a revised inception report. We emphasised that it was 
up to the evaluation team to determine how to respond to stakeholder comments. 
The same process was repeated for the draft final report.

We held regular internal check-​ins with the team to monitor how the evalu-
ation was unfolding and to address blockages or concerns before they escalated and 
risked derailing the process. This proactive oversight helped maintain momentum 
and kept the evaluation on course. Equally important was our role in safeguarding 
the evaluation team’s ability to conduct candid inquiries. Through our relationships 
across the organisation, we received feedback and concerns both formally and 
informally. By addressing these issues or clarifying misunderstandings early, we 
prevented blockages and ensured the evaluation team retained access to people 
and information, crucial for maintaining the integrity and depth of the evaluation.

Reflections for the evaluation team

Regular check-​ins with the Evaluation Department were crucial not only for 
coordinating the evaluations but also for discussing any emerging blockages 
or challenges. The Evaluation Department’s strong relationships across the 
organisation meant they had their finger on the pulse; if anyone had concerns 
or was unhappy with the evaluation process, they would often come to them 
first. These check-​ins provided a safe space to surface and address such 
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issues early, helping to maintain trust and keep the evaluation on track. This 
ongoing dialogue between the evaluation team and the department was key 
to navigating challenges and preserving the independence and integrity of 
the evaluation.

In later evaluations, we introduced interim deliverables to stay closely aligned with 
the evaluation team’s thinking and progress. The evaluation of knowledge use in 
portfolio management (2024), which had a strong learning focus, required particu
larly close collaboration with the Knowledge Department. When decision points 
arose where early findings, such as assessments of portfolio theories of change 
and knowledge plans, could be most useful, we asked the evaluation team to share 
results at those moments when feasible.

We also participated in portfolio coordinators meetings. At these meetings 
we shared progress updates, and when new coordinators stepped in due to staff 
mobility, we held separate briefings to ensure continuity of understanding.

Reflections from the evaluation team

Introducing interim deliverables was a valuable adaptation that brought 
both discipline and flexibility to the evaluation process. These milestones 
encouraged us to work iteratively, cycling through data collection and analysis 
rather than waiting until the end—​helping to surface insights more gradually 
and thoughtfully. They also served as important moments for dialogue with 
the Evaluation Department and other stakeholders, providing opportunities to 
test emerging interpretations and adjust course where needed. This ongoing 
engagement helped to build shared understanding and mitigate the risk of 
disconnects between the evaluation team’s evolving findings and stakeholder 
expectations. Importantly, the interim deliverables helped socialise prelim-
inary insights across the organisation, fostering a collaborative atmosphere 
and reducing the potential for surprises at the final reporting stage. While 
not a perfect safeguard, they created a space for reflection and dialogue that 
ultimately strengthened the quality and usefulness of the evaluations.

Dissemination

For those evaluations that had a stronger accountability focus, we invested in public 
dissemination and stimulating debate on the evaluation findings both within the 
Norwegian Aid Administration and in the public. The evaluation director’s direct 
engagement with senior leadership helped us prevent findings from being dismissed. 
Bureaucracies often have a natural reflex to deflect or dilute hard messages; it took 
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strong leadership to hold the line, create space for difficult conversations, and push 
the system to respond rather than retreat. Staff would sometimes also write op-​eds 
and, if relevant, share findings with the press.

In general, for most evaluations, we organised an evaluation launch seminar, 
inviting high-​profile stakeholders, including policymakers and experts within the 
field. We prepared panellists in advance, ensuring they were familiar with the 
evaluation findings, and, when feasible, streamed the seminar online to maximise 
outreach.

Reflections from the evaluation team

From the outset, the Evaluation Department was proactive in communicating 
the findings of the evaluations, particularly those with a strong accountability 
focus. Their efforts often led to a level of external interest that is rare in our 
experience. Several reports generated coverage in national print and broad-
cast media, and public events were well-​attended, frequently drawing senior 
MFA officials, including the Minister for International Development.

This visibility helped raise the profile of the evaluations and, we believe, 
contributed to shaping the broader discourse around evidence and account-
ability in Norwegian aid. While public attention doesn’t guarantee internal 
change, it did create pressure and momentum that made it harder for the 
findings to be ignored. The willingness of the Evaluation Department to 
engage publicly and to take ownership of sometimes uncomfortable messages 
was a key factor in the evaluations’ influence.

For evaluations with a strong learning focus, the department invested in targeted 
communication with strategic users. Preliminary findings were presented to 
different groups, such as the top management group and portfolio coordinators, 
tailored to their needs. Even when the results were critical of current practices, 
walking user groups through the findings and inviting discussion of their validity 
made the conclusions easier to accept.

Reflections from the evaluation team

Having the opportunity to work with the same organisation over nearly a 
decade is unusual and a real privilege. One of the biggest benefits was the 
ability to build relationships and, gradually, trust with both the Evaluation 
Department and key internal stakeholders. That trust wasn’t automatic; it 
was earned over time as people saw how we operated: independent but con-
structive, focused on rigour but also on usefulness.
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As trust grew, the nature of the engagement changed. Stakeholders became 
more open, more reflective, and more willing to lean into difficult findings. 
It allowed us to land messages that might otherwise have been met with 
defensiveness. Dissemination events, in particular, became more than just 
presentations; they were moments of real dialogue, where evidence could be 
interrogated and ideas for change could take root.

Just as important was the relationship we built with the Evaluation 
Department itself. Their trust in us gave us the space to innovate, to challenge, 
and to co-​create. It meant we could work together as true partners, holding 
a mirror up to the organisation, while always keeping the focus on improve-
ment. That partnership was the foundation for everything we achieved.

We used evaluation-​specific learning briefs strategically to explore issues that 
could support the implementation of recommendations. For several evaluations, 
we commissioned, and sometimes co-​authored, briefs that expanded on selected 
topics rather than serving as condensed versions of the full reports.

Reflections from the evaluation team

The Learning Briefs were a valuable way to explore specific issues raised 
in the evaluations in greater depth. Developed in collaboration with the 
Evaluation Department, we selected topics where we felt additional insight 
or practical guidance could add real value for the organisation.

For example, the brief “10 Steps to Creating and Sustaining a Learning 
Culture” built on a key recommendation from the RBM evaluation, namely 
the need to focus more intentionally on fostering a culture of learning. The 
brief translated this recommendation into actionable guidance that teams 
could use. Similarly, following the Knowledge-​Based Portfolio Management 
evaluation, we developed a brief on how to approach MEL at the portfolio 
level, addressing a critical gap identified in that evaluation.

These briefs gave us an opportunity to complement the evaluations with 
practical tools and guidance, helping to bridge the gap between insight and 
implementation.

A way forward for commissioners

Stepping back from this series of evaluations, several factors stand out in explaining 
why it had the impact it did.

First, partnership mattered. The collaboration between the commissioner and 
the evaluation team was built on mutual trust and respect. Critical feedback, for 
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example, on the quality of an inception report, was received with curiosity and con-
structive debate rather than defensiveness. This dynamic strengthened the process 
instead of derailing it.

Second, the evaluations gained traction because both sides respected their dis-
tinct roles while working in ways that made those roles mutually reinforcing (as 
illustrated in Figure 11.1). Organisational change is often slow, but the evaluations 
had influence because of this balance.

Third, longevity counted. Continuity of staff on both sides meant that each 
evaluation could build on the last, without the need to start from scratch every time.

Finally, the relationship was possible only because the organisation had suffi-
cient evaluation capacity. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs and later the Ministry of 
Climate and Environment gave the department freedom to commission evaluations, 
backed by stable funding and institutional support. The department had access to 
archives, a professional evaluation staff (at its peak 11 specialists, later 9), and 
deep experience from development programming, academia, and other evaluation 
agencies.

From this experience, we draw lessons for other commissioners:

Lesson 1: Exercise agency within the limits of independence. Commissioners 
should take responsibility for shaping ToRs and stay engaged throughout the 
process. But agency must be balanced with institutional independence, particu-
larly where accountability is a strong purpose, to avoid undermining credibility 
(see for example Lindkvist and Kennedy-​Chouane, 2024).

Lesson 2: Draw on external expertise. No commissioner can master all evalu-
ation topics and methods. Independent advice can sharpen ToRs and strengthen 
dialogue with the evaluation team.

Lesson 3: Support collaboration. Mechanisms such as interim deliverables and 
framework agreements create space for productive interaction and help build 
trust over time.

Lesson 4: Share responsibility for communication. Effective communication is 
not just the evaluation team’s job. Commissioners play a vital role in designing 
and sustaining long-​term communication strategies within the organisation.

Lesson 5: Build on previous evaluations. To drive organisational change, 
commissioners must be strategic and patient. Linking new evaluations to earlier 
findings reinforces learning, strengthens continuity, and increases the chance 
that change will take root.

Returning to where we began, the debate with Wig highlights a blind spot not only 
among researchers but perhaps also among evaluators: commissioners matter. They 
are the crucial bridge between an evaluation team and the organisation that must 
act on the findings. Commissioners should not be viewed as passive administrators 
of contracts but as active agents who shape the success of evaluations and their 
uptake. Recognising commissioning as a discipline in its own right, and investing 
in the capacity of commissioners, is essential if evaluations are to achieve their full 
potential.
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Notes

	1	 The views, thoughts, and opinions expressed in this publication are those of the author(s) 
and do not necessarily reflect the views of their current or previous affiliated institutions.

	2	 Interested readers are referred to Morgenbladet to read the entire debate (Lindkvist and 
Sagmo 2024c; 2024a; 2024b; Wig 2024c; 2024a; 2024b). Others also engaged in the 
debate (Eggen 2024; Høydal 2024; Reinertsen 2024).

	3	 From 1978 till 2004, it was organisationally situated in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
while from 2004 till 2024, it was organisationally situated in Norad but reported to the 
MFA and, in later years, also to the Ministry of Climate and the Environment.

	4	 Wig only referred to ‘the Norad report’ that documented low quality; however, this report 
must have been the meta-​evaluations, as no other reports systematically assessed evalu-
ation quality.

	5	 Evaluation Department (2014), p. 5.
	6	 Individuals from both the evaluation team and the commissioning body participated in 

this debate. See, for example Lindkvist and Dixon (2014).
	7	 Staff involved had a combination of analytical skills and practical experience with devel

opment assistance, as they included staff with both research and evaluation backgrounds 
and with practical experience from development assistance.
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12	� The good commissioner
Competencies for enhancing democracy in 
commissioning processes

María Bustelo, Ramón Crespo    
and Juan Andrés Ligero

Introduction

The commissioning process for evaluations is an essential and intricate part of the 
evaluation function. It serves as a bridge between the conception of policies and 
interventions and the assessment of their results and value. This process involves 
various stakeholders, each playing a crucial role at different stages. The success of 
an evaluation and its contribution to democratic processes heavily depend on how 
well the commissioning process is managed.

In evaluation theory and practice, the complex and diverse contexts in which 
evaluations are conducted are well-​recognized and addressed by evaluation 
theory and practitioners. However, much of the literature and guidance focuses 
on the role of evaluators. Evaluators are often seen as the central figures who must 
ensure the success of the evaluation through their expertise and interaction with 
commissioners and policymakers. But as evaluators with both research and prac-
tical experience, we know that no matter how well an evaluation is designed and 
performed, if the commissioning process goes wrong or gets difficult, the evalu-
ation will never manage to be successful.

As a result, many existing ethical codes, guides, and competency frameworks are 
geared primarily toward evaluators, outlining how they should conduct evaluations 
and engage with other stakeholders. While these resources acknowledge that 
evaluators are not working in isolation, they often fall short in addressing the com-
petencies needed by other roles. With some exceptions (UKES Guidelines for Good 
Practice in Evaluation), there is practically no guidance for commissioners, who 
are part of the evaluation community and play an important role in the evaluation 
process. Commissioners play a pivotal role in conceiving, facilitating, and guiding 
the evaluation process and use of its results. This gap found in codes and compe-
tency frameworks is significant because commissioners are not merely facilitators; 
they are also change agents who have “agency” in evaluation and can influence the 
entire evaluation process, its results, and use.

To address this gap, we aimed to identify a comprehensive framework of com-
petencies, which considers not only evaluators but also commissioners and users 
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of evaluations. The need for a well-​defined set of competencies for commissioners 
and users is underscored by the increasing complexity of the environments in 
which evaluations are conducted. These environments are characterized by diverse 
stakeholders, evolving policy landscapes, and the demand for evaluations that can 
drive meaningful change. Therefore, it is essential to expand the focus beyond 
evaluators and consider the broader spectrum of roles involved in the evaluation 
process. In this chapter, we are going to focus specifically on the commissioner’s 
role and its specificities in comparison with the evaluator’s role. With this 
chapter, we aim to open a discussion on several questions. Which competen-
cies do commissioners of evaluation need to make the best of a commissioning 
process? What is their potential active role? What do they need to know, and in 
which skills should they be trained to be “good” commissioners? What does it 
mean to be a “good” commissioner? Are there specific competences, distinctive 
from those needed for evaluators, that should be potentially developed? What do 
commissioners need to be better equipped for the evaluation commissioning pro-
cess? This chapter aims to contribute to this book in its attempt to identify and crit-
ically analyze the evaluation function and the relations that are established among 
the different stakeholders participating in evaluation commissioning processes. 
We aim at this endeavor guided by two principles we think can better enhance 
democratic commissioning processes. First, by moving toward a more collabora-
tive, productive, and meaningful relationship between commissioning bodies and 
evaluators, and second, by identifying a more active role for commissioners with 
“agency” during the commissioning process.

What we present in this chapter is part of the analysis we initiated as a par-
ticipatory reflection process in 2023 with alumni from the Master’s in Evaluation 
of Programmes and Public Policies at the Complutense University of Madrid 
(UCM). With more than two decades of history, this program has trained a substan-
tial number of professionals who now occupy various roles in the field of evalu-
ation. The master’s is a professionally oriented program, meaning that some of 
the participants each year act as either evaluators or evaluation commissioners/​
managers while they are being trained in the master’s program, something that 
enriches classroom activities and debates. Several alumni have ended, after the 
master’s program, playing an important role in developing the evaluation function 
in their organizations; others are contributing as policy makers/​users to the evalu-
ation function in their respective sectors. Their experiences provide a rich empir-
ical base for identifying the necessary competencies for evaluators, commissioners, 
and users. The process started earlier in 2021 when the Spanish National Institute 
of Public Administration commissioned us for a study to identify competencies for 
establishing “evaluation capacity itineraries” for public servants and employees. 
Although this work was never fully implemented, it served as a base for the later 
developed Competence Framework in Public Policy Evaluation1 and its division 
into different roles of evaluators, commissioners, and users, although the term that 
has been used is “evaluation managers” and not commissioners, and indeed, the 
framework tends to relate to a more managerial, rather than a political or strategic, 
role of commissioners.
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By drawing on established frameworks such as the EES competencies frame-
work and the UK Evaluation Society’s Framework of Evaluation Capabilities, and 
through engaging with alumni and tutors from the master’s program, we seek to 
develop a nuanced understanding of the competencies required for different roles 
in the commissioning process. This chapter explores the competencies for the 
commissioner’s role in detail, aiming to contribute to the evaluation literature and 
practice by highlighting the importance of a comprehensive approach to compe-
tency development in evaluation.

The chapter presents first some theoretical notes on the concept of agency and 
the study of evaluation competencies. The second and third sections explain the 
methodology used and the analytical framework applied. In the fourth one, we pre-
sent the results of our empirical research, ending with a concluding section with 
lessons learnt and future research.

Theorizing on the concept of commissioners’ “agency” and evaluation 
competences

Thomas Schwandt explains in his article on “Competencies for Evaluation as a 
Civic Science” the connection of the identification of competencies with the pur-
pose of evaluation and how this is central in evaluation systems:

The identification of competencies for professional evaluation work depends on 
a clear understanding of the purpose of that professional work (…). Learning 
from evaluation for making practical improvements and strategic adjustments 
importantly figures in this idea of what evaluation is for. Ideally, this purpose 
should be the central focus in robust, institutionalized national evaluation 
systems.

(Schwandt, 2023: 24)

Therefore, before entering the concept of agency, we would like to set up the scene 
in which commissioners exert that agency. On the one hand, there are evaluation 
systems developed in many countries and organizations where the evaluation 
commissioning processes take place. These evaluation systems that most authors 
claimed from the 1990s as structures to be in place for institutionalizing evaluation 
offer numerous benefits for the evaluation endeavor. Among them, they provide a 
framework for the systematic review and improvement of programs and policies, 
allowing for an integration of evaluation planning with organizational strategy. 
They also enhance evaluation culture and evaluation capacity building within 
public organizations, as well as strengthen evaluation quality. However, they can 
also generate unintended side effects. Frequently, external requirements impose 
excessive constraints on the systems, becoming an administrative burden, which 
might compromise their independence, adaptability, and democratic relevance. 
This phenomenon, known as “evaluation capture”, occurs when a proliferation 
of regulatory frameworks and mandatory evaluation requirements gives rise to 
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inflexible structures that prioritize compliance over substantive inquiry (Raimondo 
and Leeuw, 2022). This might even lead to evaluation systems losing their ultimate 
mission.

On the other hand, we have a pledge of stakeholders –​ evaluators, commissioners, 
and evaluation users –​ executing their roles within those systems or structures but, 
at the same time, being constrained by the administrative burden that somehow 
seems to be parallel to the institutionalization of evaluation systems. This has been 
further analyzed, developing the concept of evaluators’ resilience for navigating 
those systems (Leeuw and Pleger, 2023). Therefore, the effectiveness of these 
evaluation systems depends not only on organizational design but also on the cap-
acity and engagement of evaluators, commissioners, and decision-​makers, being 
crucial the dynamic interaction between institutional arrangements and individual 
agency (Bustelo and Jacob, 2025). Summing up, evaluation systems are shaped 
by contextual factors and institutional arrangements but very much also by the 
behavior and contributions of key individuals, among them, not only evaluators 
but certainly commissioners, to whom the evaluation literature has not paid much 
attention so far.

“Agency” is an old category for political analysis that has been especially used 
and developed by feminist theory. Agency refers to human action, that is, the cap-
acity or ability of an actor to act consciously (Kantola and Lombardo, 2017; Hay, 
2002; Hinterberger, 2013). It is “commonly associated with autonomy, free will, 
and choice (…), and related to power in the sense that individual and collective cap-
acity to act is both constrained and enabled in different contextual circumstances” 
(Kantola and Lombardo, 2017: 71). Apart from power, agency is also related to 
another political category: structure, which “refers to contextual factors (e.g., social 
practices, political institutions) that show some regularity over time and escape the 
immediate control of actors” (Kantola and Lombardo, 2017: 71).

What feminist theories have highlighted is the ability of human action to 
respond, resist, negotiate, and transform structures (Hinterberger, 2013:7–​8). 
Informed by social constructivism, feminist political analysis proposes the idea 
that agency and structures shape each other, being mutually constitutive; that is, 
social and institutional structures bind agents, who also have the capacity through 
action for transforming the structural context in which they are immersed (Kantola 
and Lombardo, 2017). This also goes in line with the concept of “civic agency” 
Schwandt uses in his 2023 article, as “the capacity to navigate, negotiate, and trans-
form the world around us, and it has a collective and not simply an individual 
dimension” (Schwandt, 2023: 25) as can be used “to collaborate with others across 
differences to address common challenges” (Boyte, 2008; quoted in Schwandt, 
2023: 25).

All of these theories are very useful to apply to the concept of commissioners’ 
agency, which can be defined as the ability to act consciously and navigate a 
concrete evaluation system, shaped by contextual factors and organizational 
arrangements, but with the intention to influence –​ and ultimately transform –​ 
that evaluation system in which the commissioning processes take place, through 
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action and strategy, negotiation with stakeholders –​ including evaluators and 
policymakers –​ and resistance –​ as well as resilience –​ to over bureaucratization or 
democratic mission loss. That is, commissioners are not only evaluation managers, 
but they also have a crucial role in enhancing significant, useful, and democratic 
commissioning processes.

Methodology

To identify the necessary competencies for evaluators, commissioners, and users 
in the commissioning process, we employed a participatory and multi-​method 
approach. Participants included alumni, some of whom have played different roles 
in commissioning processes and APROEVAL2 members.

Participatory reflection process

Our primary method involved a participatory reflection process with alumni 
from the UCM master’s program. This program has been running since 2002 
and has trained over 500 professionals, many of whom now serve as evaluators, 
commissioners, or managers. By leveraging their diverse experiences and roles, we 
aimed at gathering a comprehensive understanding of the competencies required 
for effective evaluation commissioning. We first ran a workshop in June 2023 
with a group of 15 alumni involved in the master’s program (either as teachers 
or tutors), in which we used the persona technique for developing the different 
roles (evaluators, commissioners, and evaluation users). This method involves 
creating detailed and realistic profiles of different stakeholder roles based on col-
lective input. Through group discussions, participants helped identify the various 
roles involved in the commissioning process, including evaluators, commissioners, 
and users. This technique allowed us to explore the specific needs, challenges, 
and competencies associated with each role. In a second phase, we implemented 
a larger workshop with approximately 40 participants in the Annual Seminar on 
Experiences of Evaluation in November 2023.

Documentary analysis

An analysis of existing competency frameworks, specifically the EES competen-
cies framework and the UK Evaluation Society’s framework of evaluation capabil-
ities, was conducted. These frameworks provided a foundational structure for our 
study, allowing us to compare the competencies identified through our participa-
tory methods with established standards in the field.

Data synthesis

The data collected were synthesized to identify common themes and patterns. We 
divided the competencies into theoretical-​conceptual and practical-​interpersonal 
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categories, reflecting both the knowledge and skills needed to design and conduct 
evaluations, as well as the attributes necessary for effective communication, nego-
tiation, and ethical practice.

Subsequently, we engaged in an iterative review process with participants 
through email and participatory workshops. Preliminary findings were shared with 
alumni and tutors from the master’s program for feedback and validation. This 
iterative process ensured that the identified competencies were relevant, compre-
hensive, and accurately reflected the evaluation community.

By combining participatory methods with existing frameworks and an itera-
tive validation process, our methodology provides a robust basis for identifying 
and developing competencies for evaluators, commissioners, and users. This 
approach not only highlights the critical skills and knowledge required but also 
underscores the importance of continuous learning and adaptation in the field of 
evaluation.

Analytical framework and categories of competencies

Drawing on the participatory research process described above, the competency 
categories presented below were cross-​referenced with the different phases of 
an evaluation process (see Annex: Competencies Table). This structure allowed 
us to explore how each type of competency is required at different moments of 
the evaluation lifecycle. Rather than listing the competencies in isolation, this 
approach highlights their contextual relevance and dynamic interaction depending 
on the stage of the process. It also oriented our fieldwork to reflect on when, why, 
and how each skill is most needed.

The categories of competencies we used were:

A	 Understanding the discipline: ability to appreciate the unique role of evalu-
ation in society, familiarity with evaluation theories, schools, concepts, and 
approaches, and recognition of its links with social sciences.

B	 Quality standards: ability to identify relevant evaluation questions, construct-
ively engage with stakeholders, understand the value of diverse evaluation 
approaches, and adapt designs and methods to the context.

C	 Technical and methodological potential and methodological skills: understanding 
the formative and summative potential of various methods, techniques, and 
instruments, along with ensuring their validity and reliability.

D	 Management capacity: ability to respond to the needs and concerns of various 
stakeholders, comprehend the theory of change underlying the evaluand, antici-
pate opportunities and challenges throughout the process, and prudently manage 
resources to achieve evaluation objectives.

E	 Interpersonal skills: ability to clearly communicate objectives and results, pro-
mote teamwork, assertive negotiation, and positive conflict resolution. This also 
includes cultural and gender sensitivity.
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F	 Ethics and transformative vision: ability to uphold ethical standards and demo-
cratic values in evaluations, promote the use of evaluations, maintain inde-
pendence in data interpretation and judgment, contribute to the professional 
evaluation community, and pursue continuous professional development.

These were crossed with the phases of an evaluation process, which were the 
following:

a	 Commissioning and motivation for evaluation: Initial framing and conception of 
the evaluation. It includes understanding why the evaluation is needed, who will 
use its results, and for what purpose. It involves identifying the right approach, 
defining evaluability criteria, and shaping the scope of the task.

b	 Definition of the evaluand and context analysis: Clarifying what is being evaluated 
and understanding its environment, it focuses on analyzing the policy, program, 
or service under evaluation. This includes reviewing documentation, identifying 
the theory of change, and mapping the institutional, political, and social context.

c	 Methodological choice: selection of approaches, strategies, and designs that 
best respond to the evaluation questions and context. It includes the ability to 
compare options, assess their feasibility, and justify methodological choices 
(commissioners and evaluators need to be aware of the political and ethical 
implications of these decisions and ensure that the selected methods allow for 
credible and useful results).

d	 Operationalization: defining indicators and rubrics, selecting data collection 
tools, and ensuring the methodological plan is coherent and realistic. It requires 
translating the evaluation framework into clear and practical steps while 
maintaining quality standards. Attention to gender, equity, and sustainability 
dimensions is also central in this phase.

e	 Fieldwork: implementation of data collection in the field, either through 
interviews, surveys, workshops, or other techniques. It includes dealing with 
real-​life situations, unexpected events, diverse actors, etc., and requires flexi-
bility, communication skills, and a strong ethical approach to protect participants 
and ensure data quality.

f	 Data analysis: organizing, processing, and interpreting the data. It requires 
methodological rigor, reflexivity about one’s own assumptions, and integrating 
different sources and perspectives (ensuring triangulation and maintaining 
transparency for credible analysis).

g	 Interpretation and judgment: giving meaning to the results, identifying patterns, 
and linking findings to the original evaluation questions. This phase also 
includes making value judgments, being aware of limitations, and facilitating 
deliberation among stakeholders.

h	 Influence and communication: how the evaluation results are communicated, 
shared, and used. It includes developing dissemination strategies, writing clear 
reports, managing resistance, and supporting dialogue with decision-​makers.
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Results

The participatory reflection process yielded significant insights into the competen-
cies necessary for both evaluators and commissioners involved in the commissioning 
process. We identified key competencies that are crucial across different roles, as 
well as the nuances specific to each role. The competencies framework3 is in the 
Annex to this chapter. Here, we elaborate on the changes proposed during the 
second workshop in November 2023, in which the attribution of each competency 
to each role was discussed. In the analysis, we will highlight the specificities of the 
commissioner’s role. Curiously enough, after the second participatory workshop, 
the competencies assigned to commissioners tended to be amplified.

In general, commissioners’ competencies are present in every category and 
every phase, although they are slightly more concentrated in the categories of 
“enables the evaluation”, “management skills”, and “maintains an ethical and 
transformative vision”. Regarding the phases, commissioners tend not to be so pre-
sent in methodological choice, operationalization, and data analysis. On the con-
trary, their role seems to be more active at the beginning of the evaluation process 
in “commissioning and motivation for evaluation” and at the end in “influence and 
communication”.

Understanding evaluation theory and practice: There are common competencies 
with evaluators, such as familiarity with evaluation theories and approaches, know-
ledge of global trends and emerging skills, and recognizing the distinctive role 
that evaluation plays in society, and both roles should be able to scope evaluations 
plausibly. As something specific to their role, commissioners are also expected to 
contribute to the construction of the evaluation task by helping set priorities and by 
building alliances with other actors. They should be able to redirect or reshape the 
task when it is not well defined and translate it into a structured proposal.

Technical and methodological competencies: both evaluators and commissioners 
must have the skills to design and implement evaluations effectively, ensuring 
methodological rigor and validity of results, and the ability to analyze qualita-
tive and quantitative data and draw valid conclusions to ensure that evaluation 
findings are reliable and actionable. They also need to understand the implications 
of different evaluation theories and methods and be empowered to discuss and 
choose the most legitimate approaches for each context.

In addition to the competencies already listed, commissioners should also be 
able to promote and understand participatory approaches, recognizing the contexts 
in which they are most appropriate. Commissioners are also expected to exercise 
flexibility in methodological planning, adapting to unforeseen changes in the evalu-
ation context. Taking this as a starting point, commissioners should be capable 
of planning realistic evaluation timelines and adjusting them when needed. They 
also need the ability to assess the technical quality of proposed methodologies and 
evaluation approaches (which includes understanding the complexity of evaluation 

 

 

 



The good commissioner  169

designs and their practical feasibility so they can support informed decisions about 
methodology).

Another relevant aspect is their capacity to assess the quality of available data 
and to give credibility to non-​traditional or innovative methods, if they are suit-
able for the evaluation’s purpose. Finally, commissioners should understand that no 
method is inherently superior –​ its appropriateness always depends on the project 
type and evaluation objectives.

Management competencies: Both commissioners and evaluators require strong 
project management skills to handle budgeting, scheduling, and resource alloca-
tion effectively. Engaging stakeholders constructively is also critical for both roles. 
This competency includes communication, negotiation, and conflict resolution 
skills. Both roles must understand and align evaluations with strategic policy goals, 
ensuring that evaluations support broader organizational objectives.

As for commissioner-​specific competencies, they should be able to formulate 
high-​quality terms of reference for evaluations, including clear and focused evalu-
ation questions. They should also understand and manage the political implications 
of evaluations, ensuring that evaluations are not only methodologically sound but 
also politically relevant and feasible.

In addition to managing political implications and writing good terms of ref-
erence, commissioners must recognize and respond to stakeholders’ concerns and 
needs. They also should be able to support the creation of governance spaces, 
like steering groups, that promote participation and commitment. This is clearly 
connected to the commissioner’s role in ensuring that evaluation findings are used. 
They should be able to develop communication plans, adapt language for different 
audiences, and identify possible resistance to change. They are also expected to 
help create the conditions for applying recommendations and to feel responsible 
for promoting their use.

Finally, beyond project management and stakeholder engagement, commissioners 
play a crucial role in facilitating access to relevant data and internal documen-
tation. This involves understanding data protection regulations and ensuring that 
evaluators can consult necessary sources, including administrative records and 
digital systems. Commissioners should also be able to identify and clearly express 
the information needs that the evaluation should address, in line with its goals and 
the institutional context.

Interpersonal competencies: both evaluators and commissioners need to com-
municate evaluation goals, processes, and findings effectively. This competency 
ensures that complex information is accessible to diverse audiences. Promoting 
teamwork and collaboration among evaluation teams and stakeholders is essen-
tial for both roles. This fosters a positive working environment and constructive 
dialogue. In this regard, commissioners are expected to demonstrate facilitation 
skills (this means guiding stakeholder groups, leading constructive discussions, 
and fostering collaboration). Finally, both roles should demonstrate sensitivity 
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to cultural and gender issues, ensuring that evaluations are inclusive and 
equitable.

The fieldwork we carried out also emphasizes the importance of commissioners 
adapting to the communication styles and cultural backgrounds of the stakeholders 
involved in the evaluation. This means being able to identify the appropriate 
interlocutors and knowing how to interact with them effectively, with sensitivity 
to identity, diversity, and communication capacities (these support inclusive and 
respectful engagement throughout the evaluation process).

Ethical and transformative vision: a commitment to ethical practices in evaluation, 
including independence, confidentiality, and respect for participants, is crucial 
for both evaluators and commissioners. Also, promoting the use of evaluations 
by encouraging the application of findings to inform decision-​making and drive 
improvements. This ensures that evaluations lead to meaningful changes and 
enhancements. Both roles should engage in continuous professional development, 
participating in professional networks and seeking opportunities to enhance their 
competencies.

Although not always with deep technical knowledge, commissioners are 
expected to promote attention to cross-​cutting issues such as gender equality, 
human rights, and planetary health. This implies recognizing that methodo-
logical choices are not neutral and that they reflect broader ethical and ideological 
orientations.

Commissioners, therefore, should be aware of how these perspectives shape 
the evaluation and take responsibility for articulating their relevance clearly with 
stakeholders from the beginning. In other words, commissioners should not only 
uphold ethical principles but also show sensitivity to global challenges (e.g., 
alignment with the Sustainable Development Goals and awareness of how evalu-
ation can promote sustainability and equality).

Additionally, during fieldwork, commissioners should ensure participant 
protection and confidentiality and show respect for local customs, beliefs, and 
social roles. And in data analysis and interpretation, they need to integrate gender 
perspectives, understand validity criteria, and support meaningful interpretation 
of results.

Conclusions

The above categories were very useful for guiding the process, but as can be seen 
easily, frequently they overlap and are connected to one another in multiple ways. 
In fact, after the second workshop, we thought that maybe a new category of 
“Promoting the use of evaluation” could be formulated for referring specifically 
to the commissioners’ role related to understanding the general and the organ-
izational context in which the evaluation takes place, the identification of policy 
users’ information needs, and the continuous engagement and communication with 
stakeholders. This was a result after having worked on competencies, also from the 
perspective of the commissioners. There was a clear tendency to extend our scope 
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toward the competencies that give more “agency” to the commissioners, leaving 
more space for their influence in democratic commissioning processes: strategic, 
oriented to the participation of stakeholders and the use of evaluation, and to 
the creation of public value, as well as good coordination and joint work with 
evaluators.

Indeed, in democratic contexts, the evaluation process must guarantee the 
decision-​making spheres of the different actors involved in the evaluation, and 
this responsibility falls mainly on the commissioners who, as actors with the 
greatest ability to influence the evaluation framework, can largely determine the 
commission and its performance.

However, this increased agency does not mean that commissioners, nor their 
institutions, are the sole “owners” of evaluation processes and evaluators are just 
external actors working for them and under their control. Exerting their power as 
commissioners should not imply taking it from evaluators and other stakeholders 
but balancing that power in a horizontal and collaborative relationship with 
them. From a democratic perspective, a recognition of both evaluators and other 
stakeholders as people with their own agency and important roles to play, and with 
whom they need to interact and work with, is necessary beyond the institutions 
they represent and the policy users to serve. That is, commissioners must exer-
cise their agency, but not at the expense of the agency of evaluators and other 
stakeholders. Unfortunately, as an indicator that very frequently this is not the 
case, some professionals consulted reported experiences in which commissioners 
have denied that the evaluator’s name and recognition appear in the evaluation 
report.

During the interviews we conducted to identify competencies, some experiences 
were also reported where commissioners interfered outside the established channels 
in methodological decisions regarding which aspects of the program should not 
be evaluated, the weight to be given to some interpretations over others, or the 
modification or deletion of certain judgments in the final reports. The mechanisms 
for influencing are varied, ranging from subtle but untimely suggestions to more 
explicit mechanisms of pressure, such as express coercion or threats of various 
kinds, such as communicating professional misconduct on social media or not 
making the final payments for the evaluation.

Considering these bad practices reported, and given the “extension” of 
commissioners’ competencies once we started to take seriously identifying compe-
tencies from the commissioner’s perspective, we can raise questions around how 
much about evaluation a commissioner should know? Is it necessary to complete an 
education on evaluation for commissioners? Are there good commissioners –​ we are 
sure they are –​ who are not evaluation specialists? Are the best commissioners the 
ones who have been evaluators before? After more than two decades of educating 
evaluators (and some commissioners, too), we advocate for an evaluation education 
for commissioners. The fact of having both roles in the classroom is an extra oppor-
tunity for enriching perspectives and debates. More than having a specific educa-
tion for commissioners, separated from evaluators, we advocate for having a joint 
education, when possible, reinforced by a continuous evaluation capacity-​building 
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for both evaluators and commissioners –​ a joint education that should better reflect 
the specific competencies for commissioners and a commissioner’s perspective 
and that highlights the democratic nature of evaluation processes. Now that democ-
racy is at stake, the role of commissioners for assuring democratic commissioning 
processes that contribute to public value is more important than ever.

Notes

	1	 This “Competency Framework for Public Policy Evaluation” was elaborated in 2023 in 
Spain by the Institute for Public Policy Evaluation and the National Institute of Public 
Administration. It identifies the competencies that civil servants with duties or functions 
related to the evaluation of public policy should demonstrate, based on their professional 
profiles. See https://​digi​tal.gob.es/​cont​ent/​dam/​por​tal-​mtdfp/​func​ion-​publ​ica/​eva​luac​ion-​
de-​politi​cas-​publi​cas/​COMPE​TENC​IAS/​Marco_​de​_​com​pete​ncia​s_​en​_​eva​luac​ion.pdf 
(in Spanish).

	2	 APROVEAL (Asociación de Profesionales por la Evaluación) is a Spanish and Portuguese 
(Iberian) association of evaluation professionals.

	3	 The competencies framework elaborated is organized following the different phases 
of the evaluation on the vertical axis and the categories of competencies on the hori-
zontal one.
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13	� Training for critical evaluative 
thinking

Per Øyvind Bastøe, Øyunn Syrstad Høydal and 
Knut Fossestøl

Introduction

This chapter discusses an initiative to address deficiencies in commissioning and 
using evaluations in public administration in Norway through a training course. 
The purpose of the course, held twice in 2024, was to build evaluation capacity by 
teaching effective, useful, and professional evaluation practices. The aim was to 
improve the outcomes of evaluation activities in the organizations the participants 
belong to (Preskill and Boyle, 2008; Wandersman, 2014).

Building evaluation capacity has also been discussed in previous books in this 
series. For instance, it was one of the conclusions in the book edited by Boyle 
and Lemaire (1999) that unique institutional characteristics in each country make 
generalization difficult. In line with this conclusion, our purpose was to build an 
evaluation capacity custom-​made for the Norwegian context.

The course was based on a recognized discrepancy between public administra-
tion assigned to solve persistent problems requiring extensive knowledge, collab-
oration, and cross-​disciplinary dialogue and a government governed by indicators 
and parameters that are overly simplistic and narrow to encompass this method 
of operation. The assumption was that the solution to address this challenge was 
not merely to enhance the knowledge of commissioning, implementing, and using 
evaluations. There was also a need to cultivate dialogical skills and critical thinking 
at both individual and organizational levels. The strategy was to encourage crit-
ical, evidence-​based, and independent approaches to evaluation by promoting 
broad reflections related to evaluative thinking. Evaluative thinking refers to an 
attitude characterized by curiosity, belief in the value of evidence, and the ability 
to reflect and ask questions as a basis for action (Baker and Bruner, 2012). This 
way, building evaluation capacity holds the potential to promote democratic values 
within public administration.

The need for strategic anchoring, systematization, and planning of evaluations 
has been highlighted as an important improvement area to strengthen the use of 
evaluations in central government agencies (Haugnæss and Gram, 2017). Such 
considerations are shared by the OECD, referring to governments being confronted 
with complex policy challenges, declining levels of trust, and resource constraints. 
To establish robust institutions and practices that promote the use of public 
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policy evaluations, OECD has launched recommendations for policy evaluations 
structured around three mutually reinforcing pillars; (i) Institutionalize evaluation, 
(ii) Promote the quality of evaluations, and (iii) Conduct evaluations that impact 
decision-​making.

Despite being a requirement since 1997, the evaluation practices in Norway are 
remarkably variable across agencies and ministries (DFØ, 2016; Høydal, 2019). 
Arguably, there is a fragmented understanding of what evaluation is and how it 
can be implemented and used in a way that produces knowledge leading to better 
policy and improved use of knowledge in governance. Furthermore, there is a 
lack of knowledge about how civil servants commission and utilize evaluations 
and other forms of evidence, even though a key task for this group is to provide 
the knowledge required for policy formulation (Høydal, 2020). Efforts over the 
years have been made to strengthen public evaluation practice in Norway through 
recommendations and guidelines issued by the Ministry of Finance (MoF) and the 
Directorate of Public and Financial Management (DFØ). So far, these efforts have 
had limited effects.

The training course was developed and implemented through collaboration 
between an international evaluation expert, an experienced evaluator/​researcher, 
a researcher in the field of evaluation, and representatives of DFØ.1 Together, we 
represented a wide range of evaluation expertise and insights in some of the central 
perspectives present in the national evaluation context.

The Norwegian context

The global trend of evaluation takes place within national knowledge regimes 
characterized by their respective institutional and cultural features (Campbell and 
Pedersen, 2014). For instance, Duffy (2017) claims UK policy evaluation to be 
close to economic traditions like auditing and monitoring, while the Norwegian 
evaluation tradition is heavily influenced by the social sciences, both theoretically 
and methodologically (Dahler-​Larsen, 2013). The influence from social sciences 
could be explained by the establishment of several institutes of applied social 
science to produce knowledge for policymaking in the post-​war period. Institutes 
that later came to play a central role in evaluations of public sector initiatives. 
An important institutional base for Norwegian policy development and implemen-
tation is the close collaboration between researchers, administration, politicians, 
and interest organizations. Different research institutes and research competencies 
are closely linked with different functions in public administration. The various 
sectors maintain research institutions and frequently use experts for investigation. 
The close connection between research and evaluation could be the reason why 
Norwegian bureaucrats generally believe evaluations are of good quality and why 
most are positive toward evaluation more generally (Høydal, 2019).

The anchoring in the social sciences may also explain the lack of academic 
training specific to evaluation and why a distinct evaluation profession has not 
emerged. Researchers from universities and research institutes have traditionally 
performed most public evaluations and are still, together with a growing number 
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of consultants, significant contributors. Consequently, the general awareness of 
evaluation is low, and terms like “applied research”, “reports”, and “evaluations” 
are, to some extent, overlapping. The international evaluation vocabulary has also 
had limited use and influence. However, it is reasonable to assume that consultants 
representing international companies are more familiar with the international 
evaluation standards and concepts than evaluators based in Norwegian research 
institutions. Winckler Andersen (2014) argues that interests and strategies may also 
be prioritized differently between commissioners, consultants, and researchers.

All parts of the Norwegian central administration are formally required to pro-
vide information on their effectiveness and efficiency by conducting evaluations. 
The evaluations are meant to be integrated into plans and strategies along with other 
forms of knowledge production (DFØ, 2016; Tornes, 2012). Hence, evaluations are 
in practice, on the one hand, linked to research and are seen as central in providing 
a knowledge base for political decisions, in line with the ideal of evidence-​based 
policymaking. On the other hand, the government administration, in its guidelines, 
predominantly sees evaluation as one of several tools in performance management. 
Performance management is integrated with financial management and planning 
and follows a set structure with budget, letters of allocations from ministries to 
agencies, planning, and reporting both within each agency, between agencies and 
ministries, and from sector ministries to the Ministry of Finance.

How evaluations are initiated varies between ministries and agencies and 
between different sectors. Evaluations commissioned by ministries tend to be more 
political and ad hoc than the evaluation activity initiated by agencies (DFØ, 2016). 
The agencies play a central role as providers of evidence for the central admin-
istration. The relationship between agencies and ministries balances the profes-
sional autonomy of the agencies against the political agenda of the ministries and 
the political regime. While some agencies initiate most of their own evaluations, 
others mainly follow instructions from their ministries. There are also differences 
in the selection of programs and other activities to be evaluated. Some follow a 
structured approach of requiring evaluations of all new programs, while others ini-
tiate evaluations only where there is clear political interest (Høydal, 2019).

There are significant variations in the evaluation frequency between different 
sectors. While sectors like defense, transport, and communication rarely 
commission external evaluations, sectors like health, education, and social policy 
do this frequently (Tornes, 2012). The variation could be explained by differences 
in complying with the regulative text as well as sector-​specific characteristics like 
the size and number of public interventions. According to Bogenschneider and 
Corbett (2010), the field of social policy is, for instance, particularly vulnerable 
to debate and disagreement, both because it is characterized by value-​laden phe-
nomena such as family, education, and health, and because it contains a high pro-
portion of so-​called wicked problems. This could be a reason why social policy is 
among the most frequent evaluation initiators.

No agencies or ministries have a separate evaluation unit, although the big 
agencies have departments dedicated to knowledge management with personnel 
specialized in commissioning evaluations.2 The role of this personnel is to identify  
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and select the best evaluators as well as ensure the quality of the evaluations. The 
commissioning process is usually a collaboration between experts in research and 
development units or technical departments and procurement units. The general 
perception is that the competence of those involved in the commissioning processes 
is variable, and there is also a certain fear of making formal mistakes, which leads 
to a certain degree of rigidity in the processes.

Even though most public evaluations are in the threshold that requires inter-
national tender (DFØ, 2016) and thus are strictly regulated, there are ways for the 
public sector to influence the choice of evaluators. In interviews, civil servants 
have revealed how they influence the choice, for instance, by asking for pro-
ject leaders or team members with specific academic qualifications for large 
evaluations. However, they may choose consultants without such qualifications for 
smaller evaluation projects, where effectiveness is more important than analytic 
competence. Similarly, they can formulate the tender announcement specifically 
regarding which aspects to include in the evaluation and thus influence who is eli-
gible (Høydal, 2020).

The experts are not avant-​garde

The outset for the collaboration in the organizing of the training course was an 
emerging intention within DFØ to establish a closer relationship with researchers 
in academic institutions and involve them in tasks such as training. We all shared an 
interest in evaluation and an understanding that central administration needs better 
knowledge about evaluation. At the same time, we realized that we had different 
perceptions of how these elements are connected and how they ideally should be 
interconnected. We considered ourselves less as experts and more as facilitators for 
dialogue to increase mutual understanding with the course participants.

DFØ was primarily concerned about the seemingly widespread confusion 
concerning the links between evaluation and other tools used for performance 
management in the central administration. Some of the confusion was caused by 
evaluations being administered by units focusing on knowledge creation, while per-
formance management was administered by central administrative units. Several 
other aspects were also brought to the table, such as:

	• The overall lack of practical skills concerning how to commission evaluations 
and how to use evaluations.

	• The need for better insight concerning methodological possibilities and 
limitations.

	• The lack of overarching knowledge about evaluation per se.

It turned out that planning the course contained many of the same challenges we 
thought the course would address. We agreed that there was a need to view per-
formance management and evaluation in context, but we did not have a unanimous 
understanding or even a common answer to how to do this. The representatives from 
DFØ were to some degree bound to policy regulations in their communication, and 
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it took a while before the other members of the group understood the directorate’s 
perception of the problem related to evaluation and performance management. 
In the end, the representatives from DFØ acknowledged that one of their main 
concerns was that evaluations rarely serve as a significant supplement to the quan-
titative and indicator-​based process of performance management due to the silo 
mentality in the bureaucracy. One of the problems is the lack of collaboration 
between research units and performance management units. A consequence of this 
separation is that management parameters are detached from knowledge creation.

As the training evolved, new issues emerged, for instance, related to the use 
of international concepts. The international evaluation expert and DFØ were 
influenced by traditions and concepts from the international evaluation commu-
nity, like the OECD standards and criteria. While the evaluation researcher and the 
evaluator, both sociologists, came from a Norwegian research background, they 
were reluctant to adopt these concepts. From their perspective, the strength of the 
Norwegian evaluation tradition is its influence from social sciences and a belief 
that this is a better guarantee for quality than advice from the OECD. Instead of 
trying to develop a common language and a shared conceptual platform, we chose 
to accept the different views and to be open about this plurality in the course and to 
use our multiple perspectives as an asset.

Based on the experience from DFØ, we also identified a potential conflict between 
participants’ request for quick fixes, that is, the high interest in practical guidelines 
describing why and how to evaluate, and our shared ambition to promote broader 
reflections through evaluative thinking. The latter, for instance, involves reflections 
on evaluation in relation to other forms of information or knowledge produced for 
the sector as well as evaluation as a broader societal phenomenon (Høydal, 2019). 
It also implies insights into the potential power embedded in evaluations and evalu-
ation processes as well as the limits of this knowledge production (Høydal, 2021). 
Knowledge, we believed, was crucial for understanding the role of evaluation in 
relation to other tools and processes used in the public sector.

The course takes form

After defining common ground, we started to develop a theory of change for the 
course. Weiss (1995) defines a theory of change as a theory of how and why an 
initiative works. In this case, the outset was the hypothesis that the training would 
improve the evaluation capacity in the participants’ respective organizations. 
However, developing the details of the theory was more complicated. One issue 
was related to who the potential participants would be. Who would be our target 
group, and who would like to come? Since the course involved a participant fee, 
the number of participants from each organization would be limited. From DFØ’s 
former experience, civil servants with a particular interest in evaluation would 
always turn up, and this group typically belongs to development and research units.

Based on DFØ’s concern about the confusion regarding the relationship between 
evaluation and other tools used for performance management, we decided to pri-
marily market the course as an opportunity to learn more about evaluation and 
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commissioning of evaluation in relation to performance management. Consequently, 
we hoped to reach bureaucrats occupied with evaluation as learning, as well as con-
trol and management. Based on our focus on capacity building, we stressed that the 
participating organizations would benefit more from the course if they sent two or 
more participants.

In the end, we established a simple theory of change that could work for a mixed 
group of participants:

Problem:

Limited use of evaluations in public performance management.
Limited or incomplete understanding of what evaluation is.
Limited practical knowledge related to commissioning and use of evaluations.

Activity:

Four-​day training course.

Output:

Completed course.

Outcome

Increased knowledge of and interest in initiating and using evaluations in one’s 
own agency/​ministry.

Increased understanding of the possibilities and limitations of evaluations in 
performance management.

Increased knowledge of how to plan and commission evaluations.

Impact

Improved evaluation capacity of key personnel in ministries and agencies. The 
enhanced capacity will then lead to increased institutionalization, improved 
quality, and better commissioning and use of evaluations, and thus to 
increased transparency and accountability, and ultimately to more effective 
resource use.

Assumptions

Relevant lectures, knowledge sharing, and group discussions.
Active interest and involvement of participants.

To reflect the theory of change, the course was organized into four modules. 
Module one was aimed at giving the participants a broad introduction to evalu-
ation as a method and societal phenomenon (Høydal, 2019) and the challenges of 
evaluating in the public sector. In this session, the participants were introduced 
to evaluation from all four perspectives: the international evaluation expert, the 
experienced evaluator, the researcher in the field of evaluation, and DFØ.

The next two modules were focused on the commissioning of evaluations and 
the data gathering/​reporting phase. In these modules, the participants were also 
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provided with practical guidelines, for instance, on how to develop a program 
theory/​theory of change and how to design an evaluation. In module four, the focus 
was back on a more general level when the topic was the use of evaluations in the 
public sector. Here, we focused on the different forms of use of evaluation results, 
the communication of results, and the use of evaluations in relation to performance 
tools. All modules were structured with group activities to engage the participants 
and facilitate the application of their newly acquired knowledge.

Lessons and reflections

To do the right thing

People who work in public administration want to do things right. They want to 
master their daily tasks and the daily operation of the organization in a good way. 
They want to follow recommendations and standards and get clear and useful 
answers. At the same time, the situations and tasks they are to handle are always 
complex and consist of various instances with different expectations that are set 
for them and that cannot be met simultaneously (benefit realization/​utility, insight 
work, and compliance/​reliability, to mention a few). It requires experience and 
insight to make clear priorities in the process of commissioning evaluations, and it 
takes courage to balance political and professional interests.

In addition, it requires a willingness from managers and commissioners to dia-
logue, to ask naive questions, and to try and fail, which are often very demanding to 
handle, while at the same time showing that they are responsible, have control, and 
maintain daily operations. One of the most important functions of the course was to 
open up for such an experience-​based dialogue. This was to be done, not least, by 
the four course leaders participating in the entire course all the time, representing 
different roles and viewpoints and demonstrating disagreement and uncertainty in 
their own presentations and plenary discussions.

The administration is not one

The government administration is large and complex, and the participants in the 
course were in different situations. From the large welfare sectors with exten-
sive external deliveries related to income security and services related to work 
or children, and where much of the service production takes place in municipal-
ities that the state cannot directly control, to small enterprises which wanted to 
streamline their own governance and organization. The former have large research 
and development units with employees experienced in ordering external research 
and evaluations, as well as large administrative units primarily geared at perform-
ance management tools. The participants from such organizations understood the 
need for interaction between knowledge production and performance management, 
while smaller organizations sought assistance to think better about how knowledge 
could support efficiency and reduce resistance to change in their own employee 
professions. It was demanding to develop a course to meet such diverse needs.
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What is evaluation?

Our ambition was to give room for evaluative thinking by creating a setting open for 
curiosity, critique, and collective reflections. In line with this premise, we sought to 
establish openness for the many different forms, functions, and uses of knowledge 
and information in public administration and less rigidity related to such important 
aspects. We stressed the meaning of context in relation to evaluation and how the 
understanding of evaluation has varied through the past decades (Dahler-​Larsen, 
2011). However, we also presented the official evaluation definition provided by 
DFØ and guidelines for public evaluations. While some enjoyed the broadening 
of their evaluation horizon, others became frustrated, and a fundamental question 
repeated by participants throughout the course was what is evaluation really? This 
uncertainty was reiterated by some in the evaluation of the course. On the one 
hand, this persistent confusion could be due to evaluation being a phenomenon 
that is difficult to grasp. On the other hand, it could be a negative consequence of 
our attempt to broaden the participants’ understanding of evaluation. It’s possible 
that the participants’ prior knowledge influenced the extent to which they bene-
fited from our open approach and that participants who already had some evalu-
ation experiences were best equipped to make use of the more holistic perspective 
presented.

How should I evaluate?

In line with DFØ’s prior experience and the feedback from the pilot, many 
participants were very interested in “step by step guidance”. Our ambition was 
to teach the participants that even though guidelines could be useful, every evalu-
ation has its own individual characteristics and challenges that must be handled 
accordingly. Hence, we sought to teach the participants about the different tasks 
and challenges during the different phases of an evaluation process, without 
presenting quick-​fix recipes. However, we did inform about different aspects to 
focus on during the different stages of an evaluation process, and we informed 
about more practically oriented online resources. The participants were also given 
a presentation on procurement regulations by an expert from DFØ. Our strategy 
to avoid “step by step guidance” partly seems to have failed. In the evaluation 
of the courses, participants still asked for such information and “more practical 
knowledge”.

Do we need to build an evaluation system?

We believe that having some sort of evaluation system in place in organizations 
will improve the implementation of the evaluations (Martinaitis, Christenko, and 
Krauciuniene 2019). A system helps clarify what the evaluation activities include 
(roles, responsibilities, etc.) and how evaluations fit in relation to other functions in 
learning and performance management. At the same time, we wanted to acknow-
ledge the limitations of establishing a rational system and pay sufficient attention 
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to norms, routines, and beliefs. Consequently, we talked about the risks that a too-​
rigid system may increase the focus on metrics, risk-​aversion, conformism, and a 
compliance mindset. Again, we stressed the need to encourage behaviors that pro-
mote autonomy, flexibility, and critical reflection (Dahler-​Larsen and Raimondo 
2024). At least some of the participants expressed appreciation of this approach. 
Once again, we believe the more experienced participants to be the most positive 
in this respect.

Did we manage?

The aim of the course was to build the evaluation capacity of the participants and 
the agencies and ministries they represented through evaluative thinking. In our 
theory of change, we hoped for an outcome related to

	• Increased knowledge of and interest in initiating and using evaluations in one’s 
own organization.

	• Increased understanding of the possibilities and limitations of evaluations in 
performance management.

	• Increased knowledge of how to plan and commission evaluations.

Despite the critique previously mentioned, the course evaluations all the 
participants gave at the end were generally positive. However, we gained a more 
accurate impression of the actual outcomes during follow-​up discussions with 
participants two months after the course. Seven people participated in a follow-​up 
meeting, representing five different organizations with varying levels of experience 
in evaluation, ranging from very limited to advanced. Despite this variation, all 
participants had utilized the course content in various ways. The participant with 
no prior experience had reflected on “evaluation and how to evaluate” specific 
cases or aspects in their work. Another participant had conducted a thorough evalu-
ation of a seminar in their leadership group, and the results had been constructively 
debated. Two participants from another organization believed the course to be very 
useful. However, despite support from their closest leader, they were frustrated due 
to the top leaders’ lack of interest in implementing evaluation in management. This 
led to a meaningful discussion where relevant experiences and strategies on how 
to overcome such organizational hindrances were shared. The most experienced 
participant, who had previously been part of a successful project where evaluation 
became integrated into management, aimed to replicate this success in her new 
role but had not yet succeeded. From her perspective, the course had validated her 
ideas, reinforced her perspective, and strengthened her drive in her current project.

These short glimpses of individual experience gave us the impression that 
the course had indeed led to an increased interest in and understanding of evalu-
ation. It has also led to practical use on different levels, as well as reflections and 
discussions related to knowledge use in administration and, more specifically, 
related to evaluations in performance management.
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Conclusions

Some lessons may be drawn from this effort to build evaluation capacity in the 
Norwegian central government administration. One lesson relates to the chosen 
approach to focus on evaluative thinking rather than on evaluation tools and 
techniques. A second relates to the attempts to refer to international evaluation 
standards and criteria in the Norwegian context. The third lesson is about building 
evaluation capacity to promote democratic values.

When it comes to the first lesson, we wanted, as described in the introduction, to 
stimulate critical, evidence-​based, and independent reflections by promoting broad 
reflections related to evaluative thinking. This was also reflected in the organization 
of the course, where we presented ourselves as facilitators, representing different 
perspectives, rather than a unified group of experts. When some participants kept 
asking for guidelines or asking about the core of the evaluation phenomenon, it 
could, on the one hand, be seen as a sign of our strategy being a failure. On the 
other hand, it could be seen as an expression of learning or a reflection process 
starting from a very basic outset. We believe the fact that participants kept asking at 
least reflects the success of our ambition to make room for dialogue and openness.

The second lesson is related to the relationship between the international and 
the Norwegian approaches to evaluation, reflecting the gap between international 
organizations’ ideas about evaluation and national values and interests (Schwandt, 
2009). The course itself gradually made us more reflective and articulate around this 
fact, and this led to a growing acknowledgment of the value of both paradigms –​ 
in combination in a Norwegian context –​ a point of view we tried to bring to our 
participants.

A third lesson is related to the overall theme of this book; how evaluation 
contributes or potentially contributes to promoting democratic values and practices. 
Evaluation is currently closely associated with the results-​based management trad-
ition of measuring and reporting on the achievements of intended objectives of an 
economic transfer, a grant, or a public sector reform initiative. We aimed to expand 
the understanding of evaluation beyond merely being another tool for measurement. 
On the one hand, we emphasized the understanding of not only the possibilities but 
also the limitations of evaluation throughout the course. This included discussing 
topics like evaluation and power, as well as the relationship between evaluators 
and the commissioners of evaluations. On the other hand, we emphasized evalu-
ation as useful for promoting reflection and critical thinking. We tried to widen the 
participants’ perspective on the use of evaluation. To understand that, evaluation 
should also be understood as a means to uncover abuse of power, misuse of funds, 
and negative consequences for vulnerable user groups. We think that at least some 
of the participants started to understand this potential for evaluation.

By spending time together –​ participants and organizers, representing different 
organizations, perspectives, and levels of knowledge and experience related to 
evaluation – we believe the course contributed to an open dialogue,​ a dialogue we 
believe to be essential for democratic values and practices.
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The overall success of the training course will rely not only on how well we 
managed to conduct the training, but also on several factors within the participants’ 
own organizations and, not least, what the central actors in the government admin-
istration (e.g., the Ministry of Finance and the DFØ) will do in the future to institu-
tionalize evaluation and evaluation use. In the near future, there may be a need for 
clearer priorities in the Norwegian public sector, and evaluation can then play an 
important role. However, whether evaluations are used wisely will depend on the 
bureaucracy’s knowledge and understanding of evaluation.

Notes

	1	 DFØ administers the regulations on financial management in government institutions and 
provides advice and guidance on governance, socio-​economic analysis, administration, 
and management.

	2	 The Agency for Development Cooperation has been an exception until recently by hosting 
an independent evaluation unit responsible for evaluating all aspects of Norwegian inter-
national evaluation cooperation. This unit is now outsourced to a smaller public organiza-
tion in another part of the country.
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In memory of Marek Kozak, a friend and colleague dearly missed.

Introduction

Evaluation units (EUN) are key commissioning authorities in the context of evalu-
ation related to the European Union’s Cohesion Policy (CP). They shape, oversee 
and coordinate the agendas of evaluative activities for specific policies, programs 
or agencies. EUN, acting as commissioning authorities, initiate evaluations and 
supervise the execution of individual studies, often run part of the analyses, and 
feed study results back into the policy-​decision process. EUNs are relatively 
common; they operate in the context of the EU Cohesion Policy (Kupiec et al., 
2023), US federal programs (see: US Congress, 2018), international agencies 
(Raimondo, 2018) and various policy-​specific domains (Smith, 1984). However, 
the pivotal role of EUN as commissioning authorities that co-​shape merit and the 
use of evaluation is overlooked in the current literature (see Chapter 1: Stame & 
Bustelo, 2027).

This chapter focuses on the case study of the Academy of Evaluation (AE) –​ an 
educational effort to build capacity among commissioning authorities in Poland. AE 
was a one-​year postgraduate free-​of-​charge university program dedicated exclu-
sively to civil servants (co-​financed by European Union technical assistance). The 
Polish National Evaluation Unit (NEU) and the University of Warsaw implemented 
eight program editions from 2008 to 2017, reaching over 250 staff from over 50 
Polish national and regional evaluation units and civil servants not directly related 
to evaluation activities. The case of the AE is an interesting example of a systemic 
effort to build competencies among commissioning authorities. It offers insights 
into evolving ideas among Polish policy practitioners and academics on what cap-
acities are needed for effective commissioning of evaluation and what methods are 
suitable for teaching personnel of commissioning authorities. The implementation 
of the AE ended in 2017 because most of the direct addressees in the Polish CP 
administration had been trained, and there were organizational changes within the 
institution that coordinated the implementation of this initiative.
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The chapter is based on the following group of sources: (1) a review of the 
literature on evaluation and public administration in Poland; (2) the detailed docu-
mentation from eight editions of AE (the content of tenders and offers for AE, 
final results of each edition, regular post-​classroom surveys with participants, 
supervisors’ observations from classrooms, notes from review meetings, etc.); 
(3) two evaluations executed during and at the end of AE implementation 
(Muszyńska et al., 2011; Śliwowski, 2018); and (4) our recollections of the events. 
Our case study is not an objective analysis since two of us were directly involved 
in running the AE.1 Rather, it is the contemplation of “reflective practitioners” on 
lessons learned from the journey. We attempted to mitigate our subjectivity in two 
ways. First, we brought the third author to the conversation –​ Marlena Stępień, a 
young expert who was not involved in AE but is currently operating in the Polish 
evaluation context. Second, we implemented a structured process to reflect on the 
main strengths, weaknesses and factors influencing the academy.

We hope this chapter contributes to the ongoing discussion on evaluation 
capacity building among commissioning authorities for co-​producing quality 
evaluations and utilizing results effectively.

The context and origins of Academy of Evaluation

Polish system of evaluation

Before the 1990s, Poland lacked public sector evaluation. Modern administra-
tion began after Poland’s democratic transition (Olejniczak, 2013). External 
donors introduced evaluation practices, though studies remained scarce (Żuber & 
Bienias, 2008). Poland’s 2004 EU accession required the implementation of stra
tegic planning and evaluation practices. The EU provided funding and assistance 
to enhance public administration capacity. The EU has driven Poland’s evalu-
ation culture development, aligning with European CP financial perspectives (see 
Table 14.1). The Polish evaluation system has three key features: predominant 
external evaluation through contractors, domestic consulting firms as evaluators 
and gradual influence of EU standards on national policies.

The beginning of AE and its formal arrangements

The AE initiative arose from three enabling factors. First, a favorable environment 
existed for government-​academia cooperation on policy and administration cap-
acity building. EU regulations and funding created an opportunity, emphasizing 
evaluation in CP implementation (Council of the European Union, 2006, articles 
47–​49) and advising capacity-​building efforts. Thus, the activities of the Academy 
could be co-​financed by the European Union through the technical assistance 
programs.

The second element was a proven framework for long-​term training, created 
with academia. The Academy of Regional Development, a joint initiative by the 
Ministry of Regional Development and EUROREG –​ University of Warsaw, started 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 



Academ
y of Evaluation 

191

Table 14.1 � Summary of the evolution of Polish evaluation system

Period System architecture Scope of operations Key challenges and milestones Number of 
evaluations

2004–​2006 Formation of the system: creation of 
EUN, development of procedures

7 units

Limited in scale 
but foundational 
development of the 
system

-​NEU designated to coordinate all 
development strategies and programs 
in 2006

-​Focus on setting up the structure
-​basic mix of qual-​quan methods used in 

studies

84 (60 in 2006)

2007–​2013 Expansion: regional units established, 
further decentralization

57 units

Rapid growth in 
the number and 
robustness of 
evaluations.

-​Counterfactual methods introduced and 
popularised

-​NEU competencies expanded
-​Strong focus on results-​oriented policies 

and impact evaluations

883 (158 in 
2010)

2014–​2020 System stabilized, though some loss of 
momentum in evaluation culture

33 units

Fewer evaluations 
conducted, with some 
EUN closed.

-​Decline in annual number of evaluations
-​Units decreased from 57 to 33.

518

2021–​2027 The system remains stable. Some of 
the positive practices have stopped

The system remains 
decentralized with 33 
EUN still operating.

-​Ongoing implementation, though decline 
in annual evaluations noted

-​More co-​design approaches used in study 
developments

240
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in 2005 as postgraduate studies on regional policy for public administration. This 
model served as a blueprint for establishing a new evaluation academy.

The third factor was the growing demand for evaluation education, which 
focused on the commissioning authorities’ perspective. In 2008, during the planning 
of AE’s first edition, the evaluation system was in the early stages of growth. New 
commissioning authorities were established to conduct evaluation studies, staffed 
by young individuals with academic training but lacking practical experience in 
evaluating public policies. The AE aimed at addressing this gap.

The first edition of the AE was conducted through a free-​hand procurement pro-
cedure, allowing discussions among public administration employees, experts and 
academics on developing an innovative study program. The procurement aimed to 
organize workshops on evaluating socio-​economic development programs titled 
“Academy of Evaluation of Socio-​Economic Development Programs” for central 
and regional institution employees. The workshops totaled 170 hours over 12 two-​
day sessions in Warsaw, with 50 expected participants.

The tender’s objective was to provide current evaluation theory and practice, 
emphasizing evaluation’s importance for improving public interventions, particu-
larly for EU CP goals. The training aimed to teach participants to use evaluation as 
a learning and management tool for regional development. This tender first iden-
tified core competencies needed for efficient evaluation implementation. Annual 
tenders for single editions provided both a risk of discontinuity and an opportunity 
for continuous program adaptation.

Academy’s vision, participants and merit

The Theory of Change for AE

The terms of reference for the consecutive editions of the AE were translated into 
three main objectives that the program pursued over the years:

1	 embedding evaluation within regional development and management by intro-
ducing contemporary theories and public sector management standards;

2	 fostering a multidisciplinary discussion of various evaluation research concepts, 
methodologies and approaches based on both domestic and international 
experiences; and

3	 enhancing the practice of evaluation research functions in the public sector by 
studying both domestic and international cases.

Table 14.2 provides a generic Theory of Change (ToC) for the AE based on all 
editions’ documentation. The first ToC version emerged after the 2nd edition of the 
AE. The ToC aimed to articulate AE’s vision and role in the evaluation system and 
plan changes in new editions for coherence and continuity. During the first classes, 
it also served as a canvas for participants to map their expectations about know-
ledge gaps, training needs and realistic anticipation of AE’s career impact.
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Specific recruitment strategies, learning methods and teaching content selec-
tion followed those assumptions. We discuss them in more detail in the following 
sections.

The participants of the Academy

The primary information source on AE participants and learning outcomes is the 
2018 study with summaries of participants’ surveys conducted during each AE 
edition and follow-​up on alums (Śliwowski, 2018). Surveys conducted during each 
edition were obligatory for all participants.

AE started with a target group of potential commissioning authorities of EU 
CP evaluation in Polish central and regional public administration –​ personnel of 
EUN, monitoring and strategic planning departments for EU programs. Over the 
years, the AE has evolved, attracting participants with high managerial roles in 
national programs and people with extensive experience coordinating evaluation 
projects. That led to a more specialized focus. Despite this trend, participants’ 
profiles remained diverse, with varying experience levels in the evaluation field 
present in each edition.

Two hundred fifty-​six individuals participated in the eight editions of the AE. 
Half were ministry employees, predominantly from the Ministry of Regional 
Development (44 people), and numerous participants were from the Prime 
Minister’s Office (28). One-​fifth of the participants worked at the Marshal’s Office 
or its units. Thus, most participants came from the central administration and 
regional levels of self-​government.

Sixty-​seven percent of all participants were women, mirroring the trend in 
Polish public administration.2 Most participants were from Warsaw (83%), likely 
because the classes were held there. The average participant age was 32, indicating 
a young demographic, with two-​thirds under 40, the typical peak professional age. 
Thus, the AE knowledge and skills could benefit individual careers and institu-
tional operations.

Surveys from the fourth to the eighth editions revealed that 52% had no experi-
ence in commissioning or conducting studies, 32% had commissioned studies, 
10% had conducted studies, and only 16% had done both. These figures highlight 
the Polish evaluation system’s focus on external evaluations over internal ones. 
Moreover, 83% of participants said the AE was their sole educational experience in 
evaluation, and 49% had no prior educational exposure to the subject.

Participant motivations were equally varied, as surveys from the fourth to eighth 
editions showed. About one-​third attended to acquire new skills for daily work 
related to CP evaluation. Others aimed to enhance skills in project and strategy 
evaluation areas such as control, auditing, monitoring, reporting and regulatory 
impact assessment or to develop competencies relevant to public sector roles. 
Thus, the AE attracted civil public sector personnel who worked as commissioning 
authorities for evaluations, but also wider socio-​economic analyses used in govern-
ment decision-​making. This diversity fostered a unique participant group interested 
in evaluation, underlying the program’s broad applicability.
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Curriculum for commissioning authorities

Over eight years, the AE’s curriculum evolved. Initially, it emphasized tools and 
skills for drafting evaluation tenders for specific programs. Later editions expanded 
to cover various applications and approaches for sectoral evaluations. The last 
editions adopted a holistic approach to orchestrating evaluation and other evidence-​
based activities in government. The curriculum recognized that EUN act as change 
agents and facilitators of organizational learning processes, eventually adopting the 
term “knowledge brokers” (Olejniczak et al., 2016).

Definition of evaluation units as knowledge brokers

Knowledge brokers are intermediaries that steer flow of research evidence 
between knowledge producers (researchers, experts, evaluators) and know-
ledge users (decision-​makers, public managers). They are instrumental for 

Table 14.2 � The Theory of Change for AE

IF… we organize good 
learning process for right 
participants…

THEN… we will trigger 
positive cognitive and 
behavioral changes among 
participants…

AND THAT… would lead to 
better evaluation practices 
in our public institutions.

Right participants
Participants already have 

some experience in 
evaluation.

Participants have 
intrinsic motivation for 
participation.

Participants are embedded 
in a supportive 
organizational 
environment.

Good learning process
The merit is of high 

quality and relevant to 
participants’ work.

The teaching is based on 
effective educational 
strategies and methods 
for adult learners.

Cognitive change
Increase in individual 

knowledge and skills 
on the latest evaluation 
expertise.

Strengthen the number 
of evaluation experts 
in the Polish public 
administration system.

Behavioral change
Alumni start using the 

gained knowledge and 
skills in their daily work

Alumni gain confidence 
in participating in the 
evaluation-​related 
activities of their 
organizations and the 
Polish public sector.

Alumni continue to develop 
networks among like-​
minded practitioners of 
evaluation.

Micro-​
organizational change

AE alumni share their 
expertise with the direct 
team in which they work.

The unit where AE alumni 
work improves their way 
of working, and their 
approach to E&M tasks.

Structural change
The improvement of 

practices at the level 
of departments and 
institutions.

The improvement of 
practices in various 
sectoral and functional 
areas (e.g., policy themes, 
fields of action).

AE alumni maintain contact 
with other AE graduates.

Source: Evaluation report of editions 1 and 2, mind maps from AE participants.
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connecting the demand for evidence-​based knowledge with its supply in the 
ecosystem of government decision-​making.

Source: Based on: Dobbins et al. (2009), Frost et al. (2012) and 
Olejniczak et al. (2016).

The AE’s curriculum was an ongoing attempt to address the practical question for 
educating commissioning authorities: What essential knowledge and skills are 
needed to be an effective knowledge broker in public administration?

Insights from literature reviews, discussions with practitioners, debates from 
major evaluation associations brought us to the conclusion that knowledge brokers 
in the context of Polish public administration must: (1) understand government 
decision-​making dynamics, (2) formulate practice-​oriented research questions 
(including evaluative questions), (3) comprehend the credibility of social research 
design and methods, and (4) disseminate knowledge by building an evidence 
base for policy discussions, networking, communicating findings. Table 14.3 
summarizes the knowledge broker curriculum.

Methods of teaching adults professionals

The teaching team included leading national and international experts in evalu-
ation and public policies from academia, research institutions, public administra-
tion and international organizations. International experts introduced emerging 
ideas, sectoral experts shared national practices, and EUROREG researchers 
facilitated workshops and theory-​to-​practice sessions. This approach allowed inte-
grating diverse conceptual and methodological innovations into Polish context in 
a coherent way.

The Theory of Change for the AE assumed that teaching, in order to be 
effective, needs to use educational methods for adult learners. That is why the 
didactic approach was based on four pillars from adult learning literature. The 
first was backward design, where educators initially identified the course’s core 
goals –​ what students should achieve and its significance. Course activities were 
then built around these core elements and connected to the final assignment (Lang, 
2016; Tokuhama-​Espinosa, 2021, 42–​60). AE program centered on knowledge 
brokers and core competencies (see Table 14.3). Additionally, participants’ final 
assignment –​ a draft of a commissioned evaluation –​ was integrated and initiated 
in Week 1 of the course.

The second pillar, Elaboration Theory, states that learning content should be 
structured from general to complex. This approach uses zoom lenses: starting with 
an overview to understand how parts relate, then focusing on each part in detail, 
and finally zooming out to show connections again. This gist-​to-​details method 
significantly enhances retention (Kirschner and Hendrick, 2020, Chapter 16; 
Medina, 2021, 59). At AE, we began with the overarching concept of evidence-​
informed policies and evaluation in modern public policies, and then delved into 
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the processes of designing, conducting and utilizing evaluations. To manage com-
plexity, AE participants used mind maps for note-​taking, designing and discussing 
their commissioned evaluation ideas.

The third pillar of the AE was the Experiential Learning Model (ELM), 
grounded in trial-​and-​error learning. Learners engage in a cyclical process of 
experiencing, reflecting, thinking and acting, allowing them to adjust their mental 
models based on practical experiences, leading to continuous relearning (Kolb, 
2013). In AE practice, this translated into extensive workshops and practical 
exercises following lectures to apply theoretical concepts to real problems. Applied 
tasks constituted 70% of teaching time. ELM was implemented through inter-
active methods, including case studies relevant to participants’ contexts, debates, 
discussions and simulations. We even developed a serious board game to simulate 
typical activities of EUN for regional development programs (Olejniczak, 2017).

The final component of our didactic strategy facilitated three interaction types 
during courses: student-​student (SS), student-​teacher (ST) and student-​content 
(SC). These interactions correlate with enhanced achievement and student satis-
faction (Bernard et al., 2009). On AE, participants consistently worked in small 
teams (SS), received supervision and engaged in discussions with instructors (ST) 
and accessed readings and practical materials before, during and after classes (SC).

The effects and impact of the Academy

The impact on participants

The AE evolved over its various editions, leading to changes in graduate surveys 
and learning outcomes. While the profiles and competencies of graduates varied, 
the AE’s impact can be illustrated with two core areas: understanding intervention 
logic and acquiring reliable knowledge.

The first area, understanding intervention logic, was focused on organizing 
public management concepts through mind maps, which participants rated highly 
across all editions. However, despite positive evaluations, participants found it dif-
ficult to transfer this knowledge to their daily work, highlighting the challenge of 
integrating new tools into public administration.

The second area focused on practical skills, such as formulating evaluation and 
research questions and coordinating studies. Workshops on Public Procurement 
Law and research methodology were particularly well-​received, although attempts 
to increase sophistication (e.g., introducing advanced methods) faced challenges 
due to time constraints and language barriers.

Career impact data is limited, but we have some insights on how the know-
ledge gained is passed on to the professional responsibilities of AE graduates. The 
follow-​up study of alumnus (Śliwowski, 2018) noted that while many graduates 
took on operational and management roles, 6% transitioned to the private sector. 
Most graduates (56%) are involved in identifying socio-​economic challenges and 
evaluating policy implementation, with some also working on project design and 
evaluation.
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Table 14.3 � AE –​ generic curriculum (synthesis of eight editions)

MODULE 1: Understanding 
the context and logic of policy 
interventions
(50 academic hours)*

MODULE 2: Identifying 
knowledge needs
(40 academic hours)*

MODULE 3: Obtaining 
credible knowledge
(70 academic hours)*

MODULE 4: Sharing 
knowledge with users
(30 academic hours)*

Exam session
(15 academic hours)*

Learning goals:
(1)	 Understand the broader 

context in which brokers 
operate. This refers to 
the decision-​making 
dynamic, organizational, 
and regulatory 
environment of evidence-​
informed public policies.

(2)	 Comprehend the object 
of evaluation activities –​ 
public interventions. This 
involves unpacking the 
Theories of Change that 
underlie public policies, 
programs, projects, and 
regulations.

Learning goals:
(3)	 Identify and 

articulate the 
knowledge needs of 
different knowledge 
users. The spectrum 
of users includes 
senior decision 
makers, public 
managers, and policy 
stakeholders.

(4)	 Develop skills in 
formulating clear 
research questions, 
and prioritizing 
knowledge needs 
(need to know vs. 
nice to know).

Learning goals:
(5)	 Grasp the spectrum of 

research designs and 
methods for acquiring 
credible knowledge for 
public policy purposes.

(6)	 Learn the logic of 
evaluative assessment, 
ethical and effective 
conduct of evaluation 
contracts.

Learning goals:
(7)	 Explore the spectrum 

of activities and 
processes brokers 
can proactively plan 
to increase the use 
of evidence in public 
policy.

(8)	 Explore effective ways 
to share evidence with 
various knowledge 
users in the policy 
process. That means 
choosing appropriate 
forms and channels of 
communication and 
combining the results 
of various studies into 
evidence streams.

Objectives of the exam:
(a)	 Test the factual 

knowledge of 
the individual 
participants

(b)	 Test how they 
apply knowledge 
and skills in real-​
life scenarios, 
working as a team.

(Continued)
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MODULE 1: Understanding 
the context and logic of policy 
interventions
(50 academic hours)*

MODULE 2: Identifying 
knowledge needs
(40 academic hours)*

MODULE 3: Obtaining 
credible knowledge
(70 academic hours)*

MODULE 4: Sharing 
knowledge with users
(30 academic hours)*

Exam session
(15 academic hours)*

Courses in Module 1:
(i)	 Introduction to Evidence-​

Informed Public Policies
(ii)	 New developments in 

selected sectoral policies
(iii)	 Theories of Change for 

public interventions
(iv)	 Knowledge Brokers 

simulation game
(v)	 Idea mapping and 

MindManager

Courses in Module 2:
(i)	 Evaluation and 

Monitoring cultures 
and systems in 
OECD countries

(ii)	 Knowledge 
management in the 
Polish system of CP

(iii)	 Asking research 
questions, defining 
concepts and 
indicators

Courses in Module 3:
(i)	 Research designs (RCTs, 

quasi-​experiments, 
macroeconomic 
modeling, descriptive 
studies, case 
studies, Theory-​
Driven Evaluations, 
participatory approaches, 
simulations)

(ii)	 Research methods and 
tools –​ quantitative, 
qualitative, 
mixed-​methods

(iii)	 Management 
of evaluation 
contracts –​ Commissioning 
Authority’s and 
contractors’ perspectives.

Courses in Module 4:
(i)	 Types of evidence use 

and effective strategies 
for dissemination of 
results

(ii)	 Effective data 
visualization

(iii)	 Argument-​building and 
storytelling

(iv)	 Writing in plain Polish

Content of the exam:
(i)	 Knowledge test 

(multiple choice 
questions)

(ii)	 Capstone teamwork 
project: designing 
Terms of Reference 
for evaluation 
contract (different 
topics available)

* 1 academic hour =​ 45 min.
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Graduates frequently performed tasks like searching for evidence, preparing 
reports and reviewing research assumptions. However, only some are involved in 
primary research or database management. Regarding key skills, data searching 
and visualization were identified as critical.

Regarding communication and networking, most graduates collaborate within 
or between authorities. Only 24% work with target groups, and only some present 
their research findings to external stakeholders, political leaders or the media.

The study identified three core areas for future development: general public 
administration skills, analytical capabilities and communication. Notably, research 
coordination skills were deemed more important than analytical abilities, reflecting 
the role of public administration in managing rather than conducting evaluations. 
Communication skills were also undervalued.

The study of alums raised key questions about the future of the similar 
projects: whom it should educate and who its target audience should be. Options 
included even more specialized courses for EUN and policy analysts, more gen-
eric courses for civil servants or a hybrid model. However, the closure of the AE’s 
program left that dilemma undecided.

The role of the Academy in the system

The AE significantly influenced the maturation of evaluation commissioners 
and the entire evaluation system in Poland. This long-​term program, coupled 
with developing an evaluation culture under the CP, has substantially enhanced 
commissioning authorities’ methodological knowledge and analytical skills, chal-
lenging evaluators (contractors) to use more ambitious methods. One notable 
achievement is the incorporation of qualitative criteria in bid assessments for 
selecting evaluation contractors.

The competencies and work of graduates who stayed within the public system 
influenced the system’s overall performance. This impact was visible in three 
ways (Bartosiewicz-​Niziołek et al., 2020; NEU observations from the network 
dynamics over the years). First, the quality of research plans and terms of ref-
erence improved, along with contractor collaboration, through clear expectations 
and goal-​oriented pursuits. Second, the quality and depth of discussions improved 
at professional meetings, such as Evaluation Steering Groups and proceedings of 
M&E committees. Third, the cooperation and experience sharing of EUN within 
the CP system grew in vertical (central-​regional level and contractors) and hori-
zontal terms (direct exchange between regional units). Thus, although planned 
follow-​up networking initiatives for graduates did not materialize, the memory 
of the AE remains strong among participating EUN employees. The knowledge 
imparted years ago is now well-​established and developed.

The AE did not change the structure of evaluation commissioning practices 
in Poland, which means external dominance over internal evaluations. There are 
growing arguments for implementing internal or hybrid evaluations (related to, 
among other things, a shrinking market of contractors), but attempts to implement 
them are still limited mainly due to the small size of the EUN, which is burdened 
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with many other tasks. With this in mind, the AE has contributed to improving the 
quality of the activities of EUN as commissioning authorities.

The final element of the evaluation process –​ utilizing and promoting study 
results –​ remains problematic and undervalued. Issues persist in effectively com-
municating evaluation results to decision-​makers and the public, which is crucial 
for participatory evaluation. Evaluation reports lack media appeal, and meetings 
typically involve only public administration representatives, emphasizing the 
necessity for evaluators to possess communication skills, including networking, 
result presentation, research promotion and participatory techniques. These abil-
ities contribute to the profile of a modern knowledge broker. While enhancing ana-
lytical and methodological skills is vital, the previously identified needs during the 
AE’s implementation are now more pertinent than ever.

Reflections and lessons learned

The primary lesson from years of the AE initiative is that capacity-​building activ-
ities for commissioning bodies should be viewed as an ongoing, evolutionary pro-
cess influenced by feedback, stakeholder reflection, environmental changes and 
varying learner groups.

We found that a comprehensive academic program offers a valuable form of sys-
temic capacity-​building for commissioning authorities and broader public adminis-
tration personnel, serving as a viable alternative to short-​term training and summer 
schools. This approach provides greater stability and depth, making the academic 
diploma an appealing milestone in the career development of civil servants despite 
requiring a greater time investment.

Regarding the program’s content, there was a clear evolution from the technical 
skills of “contracting evaluations” to a more holistic perspective of “commissioning 
knowledge insights”. The idea of commissioning authorities as knowledge brokers 
eventually emerged from adapting the AE curriculum. Knowledge brokering 
remains a useful framework for addressing the needs and competencies of staff 
commissioning evaluations. However, it may require updates to address modern 
evaluation challenges, such as new strategies for addressing the erosion of evidence-​
based discussions among decision-​makers (Marra et al., 2024), new methods for 
co-​designing evaluations with target groups, and the effective and ethical use of 
Generative Artificial Intelligence (Nielsen et al., 2024).

When reflecting on what makes these types of initiatives possible, we can 
point out the combination of endogenous and exogenous factors. First, Polish 
decision-​makers and management were open to disseminating evaluation know-
ledge and developing the system. This openness led to the second aspect –​ 
the real collaboration with the academic institution, where dialogue between 
practitioners and academics shaped the program. The third factor was European 
funds, which provided essential and sustainable financial support, covering 
the costs of the academy. This combination of factors enabled the creation of 
a unique project within public administration, where pioneering ideas are often 
met with resistance.
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Looking more broadly at how this type of initiative contributes to promoting 
democratic values in evaluation work, we identify four key aspects. Firstly, this 
initiative has fostered an understanding among commissioning authorities about 
the critical role of evaluation in supporting democratic decision-​making. Public 
policies need evaluations to establish their merit and worth, and EUNs facilitate 
evidence-​based decision-​making with evidence, thereby strengthening democratic 
processes.

Secondly, the AE empowered commissioning authorities by equipping them 
with the knowledge and skills to engage meaningfully with experts and researchers 
conducting evaluations. This empowerment enhanced their ability to shape 
discussions on policy effectiveness and enabled them to guide external experts, 
foster constructive critiques and demand higher-​quality contracts and outcomes.

Thirdly, at the methodological level, the AE introduced a range of approaches 
and techniques that reflect democratic principles. These methods enabled more 
inclusive practices, including co-​designing research processes with marginalized 
groups and stakeholders, thereby ensuring that diverse voices were heard and 
considered in the evaluation of public policies.

Lastly, the AE contributed to the development of a community of practice, 
bringing together individuals and institutions dedicated to advancing evaluation 
and, more broadly, evidence-​informed decision-​making. This community serves as 
a critical space for knowledge exchange, peer learning and collaboration, further 
enhancing the democratic ethos in evaluation work.

The AE also signals the limits of capacity building. Even the best-​educated 
commissioning authorities, working with evaluators, need an audience for evi-
dence –​ civil society, journalists and decision-​makers interested in evidence-​
informed debates. Thus, when discussing ambitious schemes of evaluation 
practices promoting democratic ways, we should be aware that the evaluation craft 
is embedded in a broader socio-​institutional context that shapes and often limits 
our efforts.
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Notes

	1	 Karol Olejniczak was, together with Marek Kozak, co-​supervisor of the program at the 
University of Warsaw. Piotr Strzęboszewski was the supervisor of the program from the 
side of the Polish Ministry and National Evaluation Unit.

	2	 According to 2023 data, nearly 63% of public sector employees are women (Statistical 
Yearbook of Labour 2023, Statistics Poland).
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15	� Democratic commissioning
Lessons from theory and practice

María Bustelo and Nicoletta Stame

In memory of Thomas A. Schwandt, for his inspiration about the “democratic pur-
pose of evaluation”, values and valuing, Ethos and professionalism. And for the good, 
inspiring and meaningful moments shared with him throughout the EES Biennial 
Conferences.

The project for this book began with a discomfort with mainstream commissioning 
and its predominantly bureaucratic characteristics, such as evaluation capture, 
think-​do and ritualism (Raimondo & Leeuw, 2021). These characteristics had 
daunting effects that were contrary to the avowed democratic mission of evaluation 
(Schwandt, 2023). We began investigating the links between commissioning, the 
demand side of evaluation, and democratic values. Could democratic commissioning 
exist? What would it be like? We could only answer the first question positively if 
we could provide evidence for the second question and offer suggestions for more 
encouraging practices.

Why the uneasiness? First, we had to isolate the commissioning process from 
institutionalized evaluation systems. How did mainstream commissioning become 
“bureaucratized” and lose part of its mission? Over the past few decades, much 
of the evaluation practice has become institutionalized within evaluation systems 
that establish evaluation as a standard practice within public organizations. 
Commissioning processes usually take place within these systems and are influenced 
by them. These systems are intended to promote environments that are favorable 
to evaluation and useful by making evaluation more integral to decision-​making. 
They also aim to promote transparency by communicating findings and supporting 
accountability. Additionally, these systems are meant to safeguard the independ-
ence and integrity of evaluation (Bustelo & Jacob, 2025; Leeuw & Furubo, 2008).

However, some authors have pointed out “a number of pernicious facets that can 
accompany the institutionalization of evaluation within bureaucracies” (Raimondo &      
Leeuw, 2021, p. 143). One problem is that evaluation systems can become an 
administrative burden, leading to overly rigid structures in which compliance takes 
precedence over meaningful inquiry (Bustelo & Jacob, 2025). Others argue that 
evaluation systems “can limit actors’ agency and impose top-​down pressure on 
how and when evaluative activities should be conducted” (Benerdal & Larsson, 
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2021, p. 64). Another problem is the risk of overstandardization. Institutionalizing 
evaluation practices should not mean conducting all evaluations in the same way. 
Uniformity often prevents adaptability across policy contexts and limits the cap-
acity of evaluations to produce nuanced, context-​specific insights (Andersen, 
2021). Other authors have noted that the shortcomings of these evaluation systems 
are particularly problematic for democratic approaches to evaluation because they 
often leave the responsibility of ensuring stakeholder participation and influence to 
the individual evaluator (Benerdal & Larsson, 2021).

We might conclude that any democratic intention within an evaluation 
system should consider the role of other participating actors, particularly 
commissioners, who are important guarantors, enablers and drivers of demo-
cratic commissioning processes. Therefore, this volume focuses not on evalu-
ation systems “per se” but on the commissioning process and, specifically, on 
the often-​overlooked role of commissioners and how they can exert their full 
agency within those systems.

Second, it was necessary to consider the role of commissioners in their relation-
ship with evaluators. While the supply side of evaluation could claim a long tradition 
of evaluation approaches leaning toward democracy, the topic of commissioning –​ 
not to mention democratic commissioning –​ had just begun to attract serious research 
attention (Brousselle, 2022; Cox & Barbrook-​Johnson, 2021).

When analyzing what commissioning implies within the entire evaluation 
process (deciding what to evaluate, terms of reference, choosing an evaluator, 
contracting, management and use), we had to focus on its processual nature. At 
each step, responsible choices must be made in collaboration with other actors.

To address the deficiencies, and make commissioning compatible with demo-
cratic evaluation, we needed to explore to what extent the system in which 
evaluations are asked could be open to allow democratic practices. We also needed 
to examine the role attributed to commissioning in each system and the strategies 
commissioners might undertake to promote democracy.

This is what the studies presented in the previous chapters have done. Then, we 
could venture theorizing about democratic commissioning. To take this new step in 
our inquiry, we realized that we could benefit from Barry MacDonald’s pioneering 
work and its further utilization.

	- MacDonald (1977) defined democratic evaluation vis-​à-​vis other forms of 
evaluation (bureaucratic and autocratic): could we draw a similar distinction for 
the commissioning policies of evaluation systems?

	- Schwandt (2018) inquired into how evaluation could be considered a form of 
democratic professionalism (Dzur): could we draw a similar conclusion for a 
managerial task (Catsambas & Davidson, 2024) like commissioning?

Our experience in writing this book enables us to answer these questions positively. 
The rest of this chapter will explain why we believe this to be true.

We will proceed as follows: first, we will review the analytical frameworks used to 
distinguish democratic and non-​democratic practices in evaluation and apply them to 
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the actors involved: evaluators and commissioners. In the second part, based on what 
we have learned from the previous chapters, we will offer more explicit guidance on 
what this means for commissioners’ competence and behavior in practice.

Part I –​ Defining democratic commissioning

Democratic evaluation as a policy

Barry MacDonald was the first to theorize what it means for an evaluation –​ and 
not just the political regime in which it operates –​ to be democratic. His pioneering 
views have inspired broader developments and will also inspire our work. Our 
proposed approach follows MacDonald’s typology of evaluation studies based 
on the supply side, which is determined by whom the evaluator is responsible for.

1	 Bureaucratic evaluation occurs when the evaluator accepts the values of those 
in office and acts as a management consultant trying to satisfy their client, who 
owns the final report. The techniques used must be credible to policymakers, 
who are mainly concerned with “utility” and “efficiency”. Its key justificatory 
concept is the “reality of power”.

2	 Autocratic1 evaluation occurs when the evaluator offers external validation 
of policy in exchange for compliance with his recommendations. The evalu-
ator is aware of the bureaucracy’s constitutional and moral obligations, but his 
techniques need validation from the academic research community. The key 
concepts are “principle” and “objectivity”. The key justifying concept is “the 
responsibility of office”.

3	 Democratic evaluation occurs when the evaluator collects definitions of and 
reactions to the program, recognizes value pluralism, and acts as a broker of infor-
mation exchanges between different groups of informed citizens. The report must 
be accessible to non-​specialist audiences and should not contain recommendations. 
The key concepts are “confidentiality”, “negotiation” and “accessibility”. The key 
justifying concept is “the right to know” (MacDonald, 1977).

As we have seen in Chapter 1 (Stame & Bustelo, 2027), MacDonald’s definition of 
democratic evaluation has provided the basis for further elaborations on democratic 
evaluation. Moreover, it resonates with more recent elaborations on democracy, rec    
alled by our authors to locate democratic commissioning. In this way, Rogers & 
Montague (based on Hanberger, 2006) distinguish between democracy: i. To the 
people (elitist); ii. For the people (participatory); iii. With the people (discursive). 
Similarly, Ling & Millard refer to Fishkin (2009)’s deliberative democracy.

While MacDonald’s typology is based on the supply side of the evaluation, it 
can be utilized also when we look at the counterpart, that of the demand side, that 
is, commissioning.

In Chapter 3, Rogers & Montague (2027) have identified three basic situations 
where evaluations are demanded, which we can consider as forms of evaluation 
policy:
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1	undemocratic evaluation policy when evaluation is:
	- absent: in dictatorial regimes, or in specific sectors (like fossil fuel subsidies), 

there is no demand for evaluation.
	- token: reviews undertaken by external agencies are done for compliance 

purposes only, with limited public access to the findings or scrutiny of the 
process.

2	technocratic evaluation policy2 that focuses on providing information to elected 
officials so they can make transparent, evidence-​informed decisions.

3	democratic evaluation policy that explicitly supports active dialogic and delib-
erative engagement with communities or supports their self-​determination.

Our chapters on commissioning experiences (second section of this volume) pro-
vide examples of situations characterized by these different kinds of evaluation 
policies.

Some chapters analyze evaluation policies of the second type, their different 
aims and results: Chapter 10’s analysis (Laaksonen & Palenberg, 2027) of the 
Evaluation Management Services of the Finnish Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) 
shows how it created structured processes that made the provision of evidence 
more transparent. The MFA policy for the creation of the Evaluation Management 
Services (EMS) was motivated by the concern for methodological quality and the 
need for coordination of centralized evaluations, that are considered crucial for 
learning and policy planning. The authors, however, observe that, notwithstanding 
the well-​oiled machine of the EMS, the whole process of knowledge management 
was wanting; it was not possible to establish a comprehensive database as part of 
EMS, which would have helped avoid repeating requests for information from pre-
vious centralized evaluations. In its turn, the Polish policy of the Learning Agendas 
analyzed in Chapter 8 (Olejniczac, Kupiec & Park, 2027) focuses on identifying 
evaluation demands that can elicit useful and novel information. They well embody 
an evaluation policy of the second type.

Other chapters analyze what an evaluation policy of the third type looks 
like: Chapter 5 (Koleros, Liston & McGhee, 2027) refers to the movement of 
the Equitable Evaluation Initiative promoted by a group of philanthropies, that 
is premised on the collaboration between commissioners and evaluators, where 
both parties are actively involved in defining the evaluation’s goals, methods and 
outcomes. Such a policy is based on a shared set of internal practices rather than a 
series of external actions performed by evaluators alone.

Democratic commissioning as a way of interpreting a management role

In all those situations, it is not only a matter of evaluation policy, which depends 
on the political authority, but also on the actions to implement it. These actions 
include the choices made by people charged with specific commissioning tasks, 
such as selecting the evaluand, writing the terms of reference (ToR), contracting, 
managing and utilizing. These people may be functionally appointed, as well as 
operators who perform these tasks alongside other duties (Catsambas & Davidson, 
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2024). It is precisely in the implementation of the commissioning evaluation policy 
when the commissioners gain (or not) agency.

Commissioners play a crucial role in interpreting the evaluation policy mandate 
(Lipsky, 1980). Regardless of the intentions of the evaluation policy, implementing 
that policy within an evaluation system is very different and depends greatly on 
the commissioners. Their interpretation and implementation of any evaluation 
policy –​ certainly of the second or third types listed above –​ is key to democratic 
commissioning. This is why, throughout this book, we have been interested in 
how commissioners who intend to contribute to democracy through evaluation 
might exploit their situation. As Catsambas (2027) suggests in Chapter 6, similarly 
oriented commissioners can develop appropriate strategies regardless of their loca-
tion. This is an encouraging inspiration for our work.

To conceive of a democratic way to perform this managerial role, we can pro-
ceed analogously to how we approached evaluation in general. In the former, we 
compared variations in the demand and supply sides of evaluation (as proposed 
by MacDonald). Here, we can compare variations in the managerial role of 
commissioning (demand) with those in the professional role of evaluation (supply). 
Following Schwandt’s analysis of the evaluator’s professional role, we can distin-
guish between technocratic and democratic managerial styles of commissioning.

Inspired by Dzur (2008) on democratic professionalism, Schwandt (2018) 
inquired into “the ethical and civic dimension of what it means to be a profes-
sional evaluator”, particularly a democratic one. “What is the public good that the 
aspiring profession of evaluation is to serve?”

Dzur was interested in the link between professionalism, the realm of sociology 
and democracy, the realm of political science, and how democracy might inform the 
characteristics that traditionally define a profession. These characteristics include 
(a) training in specific knowledge, (b) self-​regulation, such as codes of conduct 
and certification and (c) social responsibility, or an orientation toward community 
interests instead of individual self-​interest. This involves protecting critical social 
interests from being “colonized by market forces” (Dzur, 2008, pp. 44, 47).

Dzur’s concept of “democratic professionalism” is based on “commitment to 
knowledge as well as co-​direction of professional services” with laypeople, and 
public collaboration (2008, p. 130). It draws on Dewey’s conception of the demo
cratic professional as the one “who worked with rather than for the public, who 
facilitated public understanding and practical abilities rather than led the public” 
(Dzur, p. 5).3

Elaborating on Dzur’s argument, Schwandt (2018) identifies three types of pro
fessional evaluators:

	- Social trusteeship, “the belief that evaluators best serve their clients and the 
public interest by producing valid, empirical evaluative knowledge, independent 
of any political agenda or special appeals” (p. 233)

	- Technocratic professionalism, “apparent in evidence-​based approaches to deci-
sion making based in rigorously developed causal claims stemming from ana-
lyzing randomized experiments” (p. 234).

 

 

 

 



212  The Power of Commissioning

	- Democratic professionalism, “participatory evaluation that are genuinely col-
laborative, share authority and responsibility for decisions, and are grounded 
in an ethical (versus pragmatic) justification (…) it results from deliberative 
democratic theory and a conception of democracy as a way of life (not just a set 
of political arrangements)” (p. 234).

Can this distinction have a parallel in the opposite role of commissioner? While 
professionals, and evaluators for that matter, work in the civil society sphere (that 
Dzur calls “middle democracy”), commissioners belong to the public sector, by 
definition regulated by law and supposed to work in the public interest.

With reference to Dzur’s professional characteristics, commissioners certainly 
share with evaluators the need for training in the specific activity that is evaluation; 
hence, our concern for training commissioners on the potentialities of evaluation 
(see chapters in the third section of this volume).

But what about commissioners’ relationship to the public interest? In con-
temporary welfare states, where policies are evaluated based on their ability to 
improve population well-​being, reference to public interest is generally equated 
with policy success (efficiency plus effectiveness), reflected in how evaluations are 
commissioned. Commissioners’ activities are regulated by public service laws, and 
they are expected to be loyal to political elites. This reduces their freedom of action, 
but it doesn’t preclude their autonomous agency within the evaluation process, 
especially when they collaborate with external actors and broaden the evaluation’s 
perspective. While evaluation professionals are free to decide which values to 
honor, setting themselves as technocratic or democratic evaluators, commissioners 
can play a subordinate role, feeling bound by strict regulations and dependent on 
upper-​level political decisions. Alternatively, they can play a more autonomous 
role, seizing opportunities in open situations to avoid over-​bureaucratization, over-​
standardization and excessive rigidity. In doing so, they act in the name of stake-
holder collaboration and public interest.

Thus, there may be various degrees of alignment between the evaluation 
policy and commissioning. Commissioners may adhere completely to the evalu-
ation policy or exert some autonomy. For example, they may pursue democratic 
goals that are distant from the evaluation policy. They may also interpret their 
role in a legalistic way, identifying commissioning with contracting, even in the 
presence of a democratic policy. All of this is a matter of strategy, which we will 
discuss below.

Adherence to the evaluation policy of an organization will showcase 
corresponding kinds of commissioning:

	- Bureaucratic commissioning: asking token reports for mere compliance (purely 
submitted to the internal power unbalance, as in the concept of “evaluation cap-
ture” (Raimondo & Leeuw, 2021)

	- Technocratic commissioning: tendering for “robust research” to offer decision-​
makers as in the idea of evidence-​based movement

	- Democratic commissioning: involving stakeholders and their empowerment

 



Democratic commissioning  213

Our chapters provide abundant exemplification on these different types of 
commissioning, through the analysis of how the various phases and tasks of 
commissioning are tackled in the cases, or topics, under scrutiny. In some cases, 
they are even presented in rubrics in Chapters 3 and 4 (Rogers & Montague, 2027; 
Ling & Millard, 2027).

Chapter 2’s identification (Perrin & Stame, 2027) of the main aspects of 
commissioning is an account of the differences between bureaucratic and demo-
cratic commissioning. The latter is premised on the idea that commissioners’ power 
should push them to take responsibility in getting a useful evaluation, throughout 
all its process. The guiding principles of a democratic evaluation would imply 
engaging other stakeholders and collaborating with them, utilizing a bespoke 
approach, able to allow for changes in the situation and iteratively readapting the 
evaluation questions, being open to the bigger picture, and “building in consider-
ations regarding utilization from the beginning of the evaluation planning”. Such 
principles are based on a lived experience of contrasting an all-​too frequent prac-
tice of bureaucratic commissioning, characterized by repetitive requests –​ for the 
same programs, with the same ToR, the same pick of evaluators, the same “one size 
fits all” approach –​ and a mechanical use of guidelines and standards.

Rogers & Montague, 2027 delineates three requisites for democratic 
commissioning: transparency, engagement and heterogeneity. On top of the 
authors’ rubric, these characteristics may also work for distinguishing democratic 
commissioning from other types. Transparency implies explicating evaluation 
plans and reporting achievements both in terms of methods for data collection 
and analysis, and processes for governance and quality assurance; but the authors 
have experienced cases of censure of non-​favorable data, a trait of bureau-
cratic commissioning. Engagement would imply providing resources, authority, 
incentives and opportunities to support meaningful engagement with participants, 
not considered as simple sources of data, as would happen in bureaucratic 
commissioning. Heterogeneity would mean identifying and seeking to understand 
variations and explicitly paying attention to this in recommendations, instead of 
looking for an average effect, that would lead to the same recommendations for a 
varied population, a typical trait of technocratic commissioning.

In their turn, Ling & Millard, 2027 draw a rubric of a “Right Holder-​Centric 
Approach” stating to what extent a situation meets the criteria for democratic 
commissioning: accessibility and inclusiveness (“comprehensive strategies are in 
place to ensure the inclusion of all relevant vulnerable or hard-​to-​reach groups”); 
engagement in data interpretation (“right holders are actively involved in interpreting 
the data, and their feedback is integral to the evaluation process”); access to results 
(“results are fully shared with right holders, ensuring transparency and access for 
all stakeholders”); operationalization of results (“right holders are actively engaged 
in discussions and decision-​making on how results are operationalized”). For each 
of these criteria, fully meeting them could be considered tantamount as democratic 
commissioning, while not meeting them as bureaucratic commissioning.

In Chapter 5 (Koleros, Liston & McGhee, 2027), the “equitable evaluation  
platform” opposes democratic commissioning (“critical practices of collaboration  
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for equitable evaluation”) to technocratic commissioning (demands for actions  
performed by external evaluators). This distinction overlaps that between double-​ 
loop learning (inquiring on the assumptions and beliefs of the foundation, addressing  
power asymmetries and root causes of complex societal issues) and single-​loop  
learning (operationalizing equitable evaluation principles through a set of actions  
that make a more conventional evaluation “more equitable”). Collaboration with  
evaluators (and other stakeholders, as grantees and foundation staff) requires nego-
tiating differing perspectives and expectations, but it also offers the chance to build  
a more inclusive and aligned understanding of what equitable evaluations entail, by  
empowering stakeholders to “co-​create solutions that address systemic inequities  
effectively”.

Table 15.1 shows how the traits of commissioning that have been analyzed in 
the aforementioned chapters compare with the typology of commissioning.

An intermediate summing up. What do commissioners want to be?

We firmly believe in the “democratic purpose of evaluation” (Schwandt, 2023).  
However, we are aware that evaluations may be conducted in ways that undermine 
democracy, or worse, become tools for non-​democratic governance within  
rigid evaluation systems. This underscores the importance of identifying the  
characteristics of a democratic evaluation. MacDonald pioneered this line of  
thinking when he distinguished democratic evaluation from bureaucratic and  

Table 15.1 � Traits of different types of commissioning

Bureaucratic Technocratic democratic

Rogers & 
Montague

•	 Censure on report
•	 No resources for 

engagement of 
beneficiaries

Requiring RCT 
(homogeneity)

•	 Transparency
•	 Engagement
•	 heterogeneity

Ling & 
Millard

•	 Echo 
chamber effect

•	 Right-​holders not 
consulted

•	 Right-​holders not 
owning the results

•	 accessibility and 
inclusiveness

•	 engagement in data 
interpretation

•	 access to results
•	 operationalization of results

Koleros, 
Liston & 
McGhee

Mere 
operationalization 
of equitable goals

•	 Equity
•	 Cooperation
•	 dialogue

Perrin & 
Stame

•	 Serial ToR
•	 Mechanical use of 

guidelines
•	 Standardized 

approach

Intruding in 
methodologies

•	 Taking responsibility
•	 Cooperation
•	 Responsibility for changes 

in situation (iterative 
approach)

•	 bespoke approach
•	 engage stakeholders in all 

aspects of the evaluation
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autocratic evaluation. This typology continues to inspire evaluators and other  
practitioners.

We claim that for an evaluation to be democratic, all actors involved in the 
process, including commissioners, should act according to democratic principles. 
We found that MacDonald’s typology, which has already been used for other 
evaluation-​related aspects, can also be applied to commissioners. Table 15.2 shows 
the full range of applications of that typology and its variations.

As with all typologies, Table 15.2 represents alternative poles set as good/​
discrete/​bad or white/​gray/​black. These are abstract concepts of net alternatives 
that may not seem realistic in everyday life with all its complexities and 
uncertainties.

The typology helps us understand that, like evaluation, commissioning is not 
a neutral activity and has consequences based on how it is performed. What the 
typology means is that commissioning, as evaluation, is not a neutral activity, 
and has its consequences in whatever way it is performed. The typology helps us 
understand what commissioners want to be (the same question Schwandt asked 
evaluators), what are the values they pursue with their activity, what they are acting 
for. In this way, the typology complements our discourse on the three headings. It is 
a matter of agency, as commissioners are confronted with the consequences of their 
decisions. It is also a matter of approaches, ranging from positivist to construct-
ivist. Some approaches ignore the role of the commissioner, while others engage 
them. All these approaches imply a related kind of commissioning. Finally, it is a 
matter of evaluation systems, ranging from rigid to flexible.

However, democratic commissioners will continuously encounter situations in 
which it is unclear how to align with their aspirations. As Tom Ling suggested 
during a session at the 2025 INTEVAL meeting, they may need to “dance” between 
technocratic and democratic solutions, developing strategies to take advantage of 
favorable situations or limit risks.

Table 15.2 � Typology of democracy and its adaptation to evaluation

Types of democracy Types of 
evaluation

Evaluation 
policy

Evaluation 
professionalism

Commissioning 
role

(Hanberger) (Fishkin) (MacDonald) (Rogers 
Montague)

(Schwandt)

Competitive Bureaucratic Absent
token

Bureaucratic

Elitist (To 
the people)

Elitist Autocratic For evidence-​
based policy

Social Trustee
Technocratic

Autocratic

Participatory
 (For the 

people)
Democratic 

(With the 
people)

Participatory

Deliberative Democratic Deliberative 
engagement

Democratic Democratic
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This discourse leads us to address a different question: What can or should 
commissioners who want to pursue democratic values do? This is a matter of prac-
tical guidance, which we will address below.

Clearly, commissioners play a pivotal role in evaluation processes. This role is 
political and strategic, not technocratic. They are not merely managers looking for 
compliance with norms and terms of reference (ToRs): they must exert their agency 
and recognize their pivotal role between evaluators, stakeholders of the evaluands 
and policymakers who will use the evaluations.

Taking into account the content of the various chapters, as well as our 
discussions and debates at the INTEVAL meetings in Rome (2023), The Hague 
(2024) and Washington (2025), we can identify two main dimensions that char-
acterize the pivotal role of strategic, political and democratic commissioners. 
One dimension relates to the individual and organizational styles through which 
commissioners exercise their authority. A flexible approach that moves away 
from rigid adherence to rules and norms can facilitate adaptation to each evalu-
ation context. This style involves considering the context beyond the organiza-
tion or institution to reach society as a whole, based on the idea that democratic 
commissioners should be accountable to the public interest, not just institutional 
compliance. This approach should incorporate ethics oriented toward the concepts 
of “ethos” and professionalism rather than focusing solely on professionalization 
(Schwandt, 2017). The second dimension relates to the inclusion and involvement 
of stakeholders, including evaluators, policymakers and other evaluand’s voices, 
in the commissioning processes. A co-​responsibility and co-​creation scheme 
between commissioners and evaluators, rather than a hierarchical one, is key to 
democratic commissioning. This means not leaving the identification and engage-
ment of stakeholders as the sole responsibility of evaluators but rather considering 
it a shared responsibility with commissioners. Commissioners could play a more 
active role by exercising their authority and agency while respecting and recog-
nizing the authority and agency of evaluators and other stakeholders. This would 
entail stronger involvement in evaluation processes and go far beyond ensuring 
compliance with terms of reference.

Part II Practical guidance for democratic commissioning: what can/​
should commissioners do if they want to act according to democratic 
values?

To organize the practical advice that can be extracted from the book, we used 
an adaptation of the typology that Bustelo, Crespo, & Ligero (2027) used in 
Chapter 12 to identify evaluation competencies (see Table 15.3). This adapta
tion reflects a specific commissioner’s perspective. These are seven categories or 
areas: 1. Understanding the discipline; 2. Strategic & democratic evaluation vision; 
3. Technical and methodological knowledge and skill; 4. Management capacity; 
5. Interpersonal and organizational skills; 6. Ethics and transformative vision; and 
7. Promoting evaluation use and influence. Although 2, 4, 6 and 7 are specifically 
key areas for commissioners, this does not mean they should also be attentive to 
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and develop 1 and 3 (more specifically important for evaluators) and 5, a key area 
for any role.

Considering the three headings set up in Chapter 1 (Stame & Bustelo, 2027) for 
analyzing the encounter between commissioning and democratic principles, we 
have developed these seven areas: the responsibility of commissioners and their 
exercise of agency; the influence of different evaluation approaches (methods, 
values and relationships) on the commissioning process; and the necessary consid-
eration of the context in which evaluation occurs, that is, evaluation systems. For 
example, an understanding of the discipline and the theory and practice of evalu-
ation is necessary for the “agency” we claim for commissioners who commit to and 
contribute to democratic commissioning processes. The more evaluation education, 
knowledge and experience commissioners have, the greater their capacity to act. 
Having a good knowledge of evaluation systems is necessary for commissioners to 
develop a strategic and democratic evaluation vision (2), management capacity (4), 
methodological skills (3), and ethics and a transformative vision (6) of values, as 
well as interpersonal and organizational skills (5) for relationships. Finally, to pro-
mote evaluation use and influence, commissioners need a combination of agency 
and knowledge of evaluation approaches and systems.

1	Understanding the discipline, the theory and practice of evaluation. This 
includes appreciating the role of evaluation in society, and being familiar with 
evaluation theories, schools, concepts and approaches, as well as evaluation 
links with other social sciences.

Strictly speaking, commissioners do not need to be evaluation experts, but they 
should have a basic understanding of the discipline. In this book’s third section, 
Chapter 12 (Bustelo, Crespo & Ligero, 2027), Chapter 13 (Bastøe, Høydal & 
Fossestøl, 2027), and Chapter 14 (Olejniczak, Strzęboszewski & Stępień, 2027)) 
advocate for a certain type of evaluation training for commissioners, and the 
title of the section –​ “Educating the commissioner, through a dialogue between 
commissioners and evaluators”-​ reflects positive experiences with training and 
capacity building for commissioners. All of these experiences involve dialogue 
between commissioners and evaluators. Dialogue is always more enriching when 
both parties have a similar starting point. In discussions with INTEVAL members 
who have been evaluators and commissioners, everyone recognizes the usefulness 
of understanding the theory and practice of evaluation to be a good commissioner.

This volume’s co-​authors propose basic “dos and don’ts” related to the theory 
of evaluation. For example, there is the concept of evaluative thinking, which 
is critical thinking applied to evaluation contexts (Bastøe, Høydal, & Fossestøl, 
2027), and the importance of context. This means designing the evaluation around 
the specific context, information needs, and the context in which the evaluation is 
taking place (Perrin & Stame, 2027). For this reason, Bustelo, Crespo, & Ligero 
(2027) caution commissioners against imposing any concrete methodological or 
theoretical perspective and recommend negotiating it with the context, the needs 
of the evaluand, the evaluators, the users and other stakeholders. Additionally, an 

 



218  The Power of Commissioning

important feature of evaluation theory is its political nature. This implies acknow-
ledging evaluation as a social and political practice, not just technical work (Bustelo, 
Crespo, & Ligero), and recognizing that evaluation –​ and thus commissioning –​ is 
shaped by power and interests (Ling & Millard, 2027). Additionally, some co-​
authors argue that commissioners should use theory-​driven approaches to better 
understand the evaluation process and link program design, implementation and 
observed outcomes (Chapter 9: Marra & Buscemi, 2027). In sum, if commissioners 
are equipped with an education in, and competencies related to, the discipline’s 
recognized theoretical principles, they will be better prepared to fulfill their role 
as commissioners. This idea is supported by the three chapters in the third block 
(Bustelo, Crespo & Ligero, 2027; Bastøe, Høydal & Fossestøl, 2027; Olejniczak, 
Strzęboszewski & Stępień, 2027).

2	Strategic & democratic evaluation vision: ability to identify relevant 
evaluation questions, use of evaluative thinking, constructively engage with 
stakeholders, understand the value of diverse evaluation approaches, and adapt 
designs and methods to the context.

This is a key area for commissioners. If anyone should have a strategic vision for 
evaluation systems, it should be them. Therefore, they must lead, enable and promote 
this strategic, democratic vision within organizations that commission evaluations. 
To this end, in Chapter 13, Bastøe, Høydal, & Fossestøl (2027) encourage critical 
evaluative thinking because commissioners must reflect on why an evaluation is 
initiated and how the results can promote democratic values, such as transparency 
and participation. According to Buckley et al. (2015), evaluative thinking is crit
ical thinking applied to the context of evaluation. It is motivated by an attitude of 
curiosity and a belief in the value of evidence. It involves identifying assumptions 
and presuppositions, understanding the evaluand’s program theory and theories of 
change, asking reasoned questions, setting relevant evaluation questions strategic-
ally, pursuing deep understanding through reflection from multiple perspectives, 
acknowledging democratic values and the diversity of evaluation approaches, and 
offering informed decisions in preparation for action. Evaluation systems where 
commissioning processes take place should allow evaluative thinking to reach its 
full potential.

The four chapters in the first block of this volume (Chapter 2: Perrin & Stame, 
2027; Chapter 3: Rogers & Montague, 2027; Chapter 4: Ling & Millard, 2027; 
and Chapter 5: Koleros, Liston & McGhee, 2027) present this vision of strategic 
and democratic evaluation. Additionally, the six chapters reflecting on experiences 
where this strategic vision (or lack thereof) is key to understanding the challenges 
and opportunities of commissioning in different contexts (Chapter 6: Catsambas, 
2027; Chapter 7: Lahey & Lucks, 2027; Chapter 8: Olejniczak, Kupiec & Park, 
2027; Chapter 9: Marra & Buscemi, 2027; Chapter 10: Laaksonen & Palenberg, 
2027; Chapter 11: Lindkvist & Lloyd, 2027) present this vision.

Catsambas (2027) sums up her advice with the phrase, “Map and strategic-
ally navigate context”. According to her, commissioners must assess the political, 
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institutional and organizational context in which they operate in order to identify 
opportunities and constraints. This mapping helps align evaluations with demo-
cratic values, such as inclusion, equity and transparency, even in restrictive or pol-
itically sensitive settings.

Perrin & Stame (2027) argue that commissioners must seek meaningful stake-
holder engagement throughout all phases of the evaluation process to bring a stra-
tegically democratic vision to evaluation processes. This engagement should start 
with conception and continue through utilization. Rogers & Montague (2027) 
encourage commissioners to consider using “community engagement-​oriented” 
guiding principles to complement conventional evaluation principles by supporting 
dialogue across differences, deliberation processes and community members and 
stakeholder groups taking in new information, understanding different viewpoints 
and making informed decisions. Ling & Millard (2027) propose framing evaluations 
to empower right holders and vulnerable groups. They suggest asking who benefits 
from each evaluation and who is included or excluded. They also advise avoiding 
the temptation to reduce democratic debate to elite-​driven processes and adapting 
evaluation purposes to support democratic deliberation. Similarly, Bustelo, Crespo 
& Ligero (2027) claim that commissioners should exercise their agency and power 
strategically, but not at the expense of evaluators’ and other stakeholders’ agency. 
Koleros, Liston, & McGhee (2027) argue that commissioners should enhance 
an equitable evaluation framework by incorporating self-​reflexive practices that 
examine their organization’s assumptions, power dynamics and internal politics 
rather than commissioning external “equitable” actions. In essence, they imply 
that the traditional contractor-​client power dynamic is incompatible with equitable 
evaluation principles.

Even when outsourcing operational functions, this strategic perspective and 
oversight should be retained, as full delegation can risk the direct relationship 
between commissioners and evaluators. Commissioners must be decision-​makers, 
not merely contract managers. Democratic commissioning depends on dialogue, 
not delegation alone (Laaksonen & Palenberg, 2027). Commissioners should act 
as knowledge brokers, linking evidence to organizational needs. To do so, they 
must balance accountability with learning objectives and engage stakeholders and 
external experts early in the process (Lindkvist & Lloyd, 2027). It is also important 
to commission evaluations that clearly demonstrate how the findings will inform 
programming and accountability (Marra & Buscemi, 2027). The commissioner 
role should therefore evolve from technical to strategic (Olejniczak, Kupiec & 
Park, 2027).

Bastøe, Høydal & Fossestøl (2027) warn us about the risks of standardizing 
evaluation practices in public administration to the point that they lose their poten-
tial to provide real learning and their ability to challenge power. Lindkvist & Lloyd 
(2027) discuss the danger of isolating evaluations from broader debates or organ-
izational reform needs. Laaksonen & Palenberg (2027) discuss the danger of out-
sourcing to the extent that it might erode the commissioner’s sense of ownership 
over the evaluation’s purpose and process. Conversely, Bustelo, Crespo & Ligero 
(2027) argue that commissioners should not act as if they are the sole owners of the 
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commissioning process, implying that evaluation is a process that belongs exclu-
sively to the organization that commissions it, and evaluators are only external 
consultants who do a job that does not belong to them.

3	 Technical and methodological knowledge and skills: understanding the 
strengths and challenges, as well as the formative and summative potential 
of various methods, techniques and instruments, including their validity and 
reliability.

Almost all co-​authors acknowledge the implications of method selection. From 
there, in Bustelo, Crespo & Ligero (2027) assert that commissioners should 
have some methodological expertise to understand that methodological choices 
are not neutral and reflect broader ethical, theoretical, conceptual and visionary 
orientations. In Rogers & Montague (2027) emphasize the importance of paying 
attention to heterogeneity in democratic commissioning. They argue that it is 
necessary to investigate and report on the differential experiences of key groups, 
resources, effects and implications, rather than simply reporting average effects 
or treating differential effects as “nuances”. This is often overlooked when using 
randomized controlled trials (RCTs) and experimental approaches exclusively. 
Ling is more specific, talking about the usefulness of participatory and discursive 
approaches to surface diverse perspectives. Perrin & Stame (2027) claim the flexi-
bility of the outcome approach to evaluation commissioning.

In the context of Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) implementation in 
Lahey & Lucks (2027) warn us about the common mistake of relying solely on 
traditional linear evaluation approaches in contexts of high uncertainty or multiple 
stakeholders. They also caution against assuming that one-​size-​fits-​all evaluation 
methods or timelines are appropriate, and they emphasize the importance of not 
letting methodological rigidity prevent the timely delivery of findings relevant to 
decision-​making (“don’t let the perfect be the enemy of the good”). Lindkvist & 
Lloyd (2027) believe that commissioners should allow for innovation by not pre-
scribing methodologies too rigidly.

4	 Management capacity: ability to respond to the needs and concerns of various 
stakeholders, anticipate opportunities and challenges throughout the process, 
and prudently manage resources to achieve evaluation objectives.

Along with category 2, this represents the most specific and key role for 
commissioners. For this category, we were inspired by the chapter on 
“Commissioning Great Evaluations” in Catsambas & Davidson (2024) for scoping 
evaluation criteria and questions, determining the best way to contract an external 
evaluation, and writing Terms of Reference (ToRs). We also include resource man-
agement, including timing and calendars, in this category.

Regarding their management capacity in general, Marra & Buscemi (2027) 
warn commissioners to allocate sufficient resources so that evaluation funding 
reflects the scale of public investment. Bustelo, Crespo & Ligero (2027) identify 
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an effective commissioner as one who is fair, just, and inclusive. This means that 
playing this role involves taking proactive actions to develop procedures, contracts, 
management plans and monitoring systems that respect the different roles assigned 
to the various actors in the evaluation process.

Regarding the scope of evaluation criteria and questions, all co-​authors empha-
size the pivotal role of commissioners. Rogers & Montague (2027) emphasize 
securing evaluation questions that promote collective learning and stakeholder 
engagement. In Chapter 9, Marra & Buscemi (2027) emphasize providing clear, 
context-​sensitive evaluation questions and maintaining open dialogue with 
contractors throughout the process.

To frame adequate evaluation questions, the co-​authors offer practical advice 
related to the flexibility and adaptability of the management process, as well 
as allowing spaces for coordination, teamwork, participation and co-​creation. 
Perrin & Stame (2027) warn commissioners against following rigid templates, 
or “ticking bureaucratic boxes”, while Ling & Millard (2027) proposes antici-
pating contextual changes and allowing for iterative adjustments. This includes 
not scheduling evaluations only around political cycles. Laaksonen & Palenberg 
(2027) also caution against confusing standardization with rigidity. Rather 
than replacing context-​sensitive evaluation design and relationships, uniform 
procedures should enhance them. Bustelo, Crespo & Ligero (2027) advocate for 
the creation of governance spaces, such as steering groups that promote partici-
pation and commitment. Koleros, Liston & McGhee (2027) advocate for the cre-
ation of shared decision-​making processes in which commissioners, evaluators 
and grantees have an equal voice in shaping evaluation goals and methods. 
These steering committees should also include technical, thematic and evaluation 
experts to ensure quality and learning (Marra & Buscemi, 2027). In the case of 
outsourcing some commission services, Laaksonen & Palenberg (2027) advise 
promoting structured formats and toolkits that support process clarity and mutual 
expectations. They also advise using intermediary roles (e.g., service coordinators) 
to support, not substitute, commissioner engagement and responsibility. Lindkvist 
& Lloyd (2027) advise using interim deliverables to maintain alignment between 
commissioners and evaluators.

Some authors warn commissioners about the importance of balancing internal 
actions and outsourcing and the danger of using outsourcing to avoid internal 
responsibilities. Koleros, Liston & McGhee (2027) argue that equitable evaluation 
should not be merely a checklist of external actions. Rather, it should be funda-
mental internal practices that guide every step in the commissioning process. Marra 
& Buscemi (2027) advise against treating in-​house and outsourced evaluations as 
interchangeable without first assessing internal capacity.

To do a good job scoping evaluation criteria and questions, it is necessary to 
provide sufficient time, resources and opportunities to meaningfully involve 
all key stakeholders in the evaluation process from the start. This involves not 
underestimating the budget and timeline needed for truly collaborative, equity-​
centered approaches, managing complex, multi-​sectoral or horizontal evaluations 
and supporting flexible evaluation processes, especially under time or resource 
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constraints. This ensures relevance and the need for structured dialogue and coord-
ination mechanisms in complex evaluations.

Determining the best way to contract an external evaluation should allow for 
the establishment of contracts that guarantee evaluators’ independence, and the 
decision-​making autonomy of the various actors involved, as well as the specifi-
cation of responsibilities and tasks to ensure respect of different roles (evaluators, 
commissioners, users and other stakeholders) (Bustelo, Crespo & Ligero, 2027). 
In this regard, the co-​authors caution us to ensure, through distinct procedures, the 
autonomy of the entities responsible for payment from those accountable for man-
aging and monitoring evaluations. This will prevent payment delays from being 
used as a means of controlling evaluators. Laaksonen & Palenberg (2027) also 
emphasize the importance of introducing transparent qualification criteria and par-
ticipatory team selection processes that include space for commissioner input and 
stakeholder balance. In any case, these authors argue that evaluation team selection 
cannot be treated as a purely administrative process because it is a relational act 
with strategic implications.

In their analysis of the Italian Cohesion Policies’ evaluation market, Marra & 
Buscemi (2027) provide concrete examples and advice for managing a truly demo-
cratic and strategic procurement process that yields better results. The authors 
advise diversifying contracting to include large and small firms to promote com-
petition, methodological pluralism and policy relevance. This includes facili-
tating partnerships between large and small firms to balance capacity and local 
knowledge. This diversity should prompt commissioners to divide contracts into 
specialized tasks, thereby increasing transparency and enabling more nuanced 
evaluations. However, as they point out, the market currently operates based solely 
on the reputation of evaluation firms, ignoring their actual value based on substan-
tive contributions. The authors warn commissioners against relying on a single 
contractor for an entire programming period, unless the contractor demonstrably 
supports participation, continuity and learning. They also caution against excessive 
auction rebates, which they believe should be limited, as these rebates can under-
mine evaluation quality and perpetuate market concentration. They emphasize the 
importance of not prioritizing price over content quality, particularly in complex, 
multi-​year evaluations. They also advise against over-​bundling contracts with mul-
tiple deliverables that dilute focus and compromise methodological rigor.

Regarding the writing of Terms of Reference (ToRs), Laaksonen & Palenberg 
(2027) propose that commissioners co-​design them with evaluation teams during a 
flexible pre-​contracting phase to foster alignment, ownership and quality. However, 
Lindkvist & Lloyd (2027) advise commissioners to define clear, tightly scoped 
ToRs. Ling & Millard (2027) argue that ToRs should allow for causal complexity 
(“causal density”) and should not be overloaded with too many disconnected or 
unfocused questions (Lindkvist & Lloyd, 2027).

5	 Interpersonal and organizational skills: flexibility and capacity to adapt, 
ability to clearly communicate objectives and results, promote teamwork, 
assertive negotiation and positive conflict resolution. Especially important for 
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the relationship between commissioner and evaluator. This also includes cul-
tural and gender sensitivity.

Almost all of the authors, as well as our interviewed INTEVAL colleagues, 
emphasize the importance of interpersonal skills and a practical approach on the 
part of the commissioners. This approach should not be solely driven by norms 
or by what should be done, but rather by flexibility in order to understand and 
adapt to the context (Bastøe, Høydal & Fossestøl, 2027; Perrin & Stame, 2027 ).  
Catsambas (2027) believes that commissioners should exercise influence beyond 
their formal roles. This means that even when evaluation is not their primary 
responsibility, they can go beyond procedural tasks to shape evaluations that ele-
vate marginalized voices, encourage open dialogue and promote civic engagement. 
In this sense, Olejniczak, Kupiec & Park (2027) conclude that, in addition to being 
contracting authorities, commissioners should be facilitators. However, Laaksonen 
& Palenberg (2027) highlight that we should not underestimate the influence of 
staffing limitations and information management systems on the practical possibil-
ities of commissioning.

Pollard (Appendix: Pollard, 2027), in her analysis of the model of the Neo-​
Weberian State, argues that organizational rules and requirements about 
commissioning evaluations should be interpreted to provide maximum opportun-
ities to give voice to citizens, particularly direct beneficiaries, and enable delib-
erative engagement. Nearly all of the authors advocate for commissioners to 
actively promote stakeholder participation by engaging civic stakeholders early 
and throughout the process and by not reinforcing echo chambers where only dom-
inant voices are heard (Ling & Millard, 2027).

Lindkvist & Lloyd (2027) make a special mention of the relationship between 
commissioners and evaluators, arguing that commissioners should foster trust and 
long-​term collaboration with evaluators. According to Bustelo, Crespo & Ligero 
(2027), a good commissioner executes their agency and power in a negotiated, hori-
zontal, collaborative and collegial manner. This approach recognizes evaluators’ 
roles as not only analysts, but also facilitators and communicators in complex 
systems (Lahey & Lucks, 2027). Consequently, it facilitates evaluators’ access 
to diverse participants, ensuring that service users are not excluded or treated as 
passive data providers (Ling & Millard, 2027). Additionally, it prevents gatekeeping 
of information and limits evaluators’ access to internal organizational dynamics 
only when relevant to understanding the work (Koleros, Liston & McGhee, 2027). 
Lindkvist & Lloyd (2027) emphasize safeguarding evaluator independence while 
monitoring quality. For Ling & Millard (2027), it is important to support adapta-
tion, dialogue and review moments.

6	 Ethics and transformative vision: ability to uphold ethical standards and 
democratic values in evaluations, maintain independence in data interpret-
ation and judgment, use a collaborative approach with evaluators and other 
stakeholders respect and recognition of evaluation teams, and contribution to 
the professional evaluation community.
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Catsambas (2027) asks the commissioners to balance risk with ethical responsi-
bility. This means they should be aware that promoting democracy through evalu-
ation may entail personal and professional risks. They must make calculated 
decisions balancing bold action with ethical considerations, including protecting 
participants and themselves.

Rogers & Montague (2027) argue that commissioners should expect transpar-
ency in evaluation processes and products, ensuring that reporting is full and frank 
except where privacy commitments require otherwise. They imply that simply 
reporting evaluation findings does not achieve transparency without information 
about processes or opportunities to engage. Koleros, Liston & McGhee (2027) also 
recommend establishing clear communication protocols to foster transparency and 
democratic participation throughout the evaluation process. Ling & Millard (2027) 
recommend sharing results transparently and accessibly.

Lahey & Lucks (2027) caution commissioners to use evaluations as facilitative 
tools to navigate competing interests and potential trade-​offs, producing credible 
insights into future opportunities for improved results for all, including the most 
vulnerable. Pollard’s appendix demonstrates this commitment to inclusion when 
she instructs commissioners to consider how commissioning activities can reflect 
national commitments to human rights and equality, enabling minority groups’ 
rights, voice and interests to be heard. Ling & Millard urge us not to overlook how 
evaluations privilege some voices while excluding others. They also emphasize the 
importance of prioritizing the inclusion of vulnerable and hard-​to-​reach groups and 
respecting right holders as active interpreters of findings.

Upholding ethical standards and democratic values in evaluations means 
safeguarding the commissioning process from bad practices caused by vested 
interests. This includes the interests of the commissioners themselves, as well as 
those created by political or organizational defensiveness. Lindkvist & Lloyd (2027) 
clearly warn commissioners against diluting findings due to these interests. Ling 
& Millard caution against designing evaluations solely to satisfy policymakers. 
Bustelo, Crespo & Ligero (2027) urge commissioners to pay special attention to 
interference in the drafting of final evaluation reports. These authors offer prac-
tical advice on how to avoid bad commissioning practices identified by evaluation 
practitioners who are alumni of the Complutense University of Madrid master’s 
program and have experienced these practices firsthand over the last 25 years. 
They emphasize the importance of commissioners not interfering with evaluators’ 
work outside established channels, particularly in methodological decisions, such 
as which aspects of the program should be evaluated, the weight given to cer-
tain interpretations, and the modification or deletion of judgments in final reports. 
Following Ernest House, who warned us in Evaluating with Validity (1980) about 
discrepancies in evaluation content, they propose that commissioners who disagree 
with interpretations, judgments or recommendations given by evaluators might add 
a note explaining their reasons for disagreement instead of trying to modify evalu-
ation reports. More specifically, they argue that commissioners should recognize 
evaluators’ roles and report authorship, and should not use practical issues, such as 
payments, management or administration, to modify the evaluation process.
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7	 Promoting evaluation use and influence: referring specifically to the 
commissioners’ role related to understanding the general and the organiza-
tional context in which the evaluation takes place, the identification of policy 
users’ information needs, and continuous engagement and communication with 
stakeholders. This also includes promoting Evaluation Capacity Building for 
the promotion of evaluation use and influence.

Interestingly, after working with competencies from the perspective of the 
commissioners, Bustelo, Crespo & Ligero (2027) propose adding this category 
to the list. It is embedded in the other categories and refers specifically to the 
commissioners’ role in promoting the use and influence of evaluations in their 
organizations.

Commissioners should first consider the issue of understanding the general and 
organizational context in which the evaluation takes place and enhancing a con-
tinuous organizational learning process in that context. To do so, Lahey & Lucks 
(2027) argue that commissioners should first ensure that knowledge generated 
through evaluations remains accessible and relevant over time. They promote 
evaluations as not only real-​time learning tools, but also long-​term knowledge 
resources. More specifically, Laaksonen & Palenberg (2027) recommend investing 
in system-​level infrastructure, such as knowledge repositories, to ensure continuity, 
reduce duplication and promote learning. They also recommend using frame-
work contracts to create continuity across evaluations and enable learning loops 
and shared institutional memory. However, they caution against assuming that 
improved evaluation management systems automatically lead to improved know-
ledge use. They argue that without systemic change in how institutions handle 
evaluation results, democratic gains will remain limited. Additionally, Lindkvist 
& Lloyd (2027) recommend building continuity and institutional memory across 
evaluations and linking new evaluations to previous ones to reinforce learning.

Another important issue related to enhancing use is, once again, stakeholder 
involvement. According to Marra & Buscemi (2027), stakeholder involvement can 
improve the formative use of findings, especially in contexts with a weak evaluation 
culture. Lahey & Lucks (2027) argue that the most effective way to promote the 
use of evaluations is to establish open communication and productive relationships 
between commissioners, evaluators and other partners. It is crucial not to exclude 
important sectors or institutions that will be essential for implementing evaluation 
recommendations. Koleros, Liston & McGhee (2027) emphasize the importance of 
allocating sufficient time and resources for authentic relationship-​building among 
all evaluation stakeholders from the outset. Finally, Ling & Millard (2027) caution 
against limiting the use of results to the internal needs of commissioners, espe-
cially by empowering right holders to act on findings and holding duty-​bearers 
accountable.

Communication of results is key to enhancing use, and Lindkvist & Lloyd 
(2027) recommend planning it strategically instead of treating it as an after-
thought. For that, it is necessary to invest in dissemination and communication 
strategies. Commissioners should not rely solely on long technical reports. They 
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Table 15.3 � Summary of dos and don’ts

Category Dos Don’ts

1.	Understanding 
the discipline

-​	 Acknowledge evaluation as a social and political practice, not just 
technical work.

-​	 Be familiar with evaluation theories (evaluative thinking, attention 
to context, evaluation political nature), schools, and approaches.

-​	 Acknowledge a diversity of methodological and theoretical 
perspectives

-​	 Don’t attempt to impose a standardized framework or 
approach

-​	 Don’t treat evaluation commissioning as a neutral, 
purely administrative exercise.

-​	 Don’t ignore power dynamics shaping evaluation 
agendas.

2. Strategic & 
democratic 
evaluation vision

-​	 Acknowledge commissioners’ agency as central to evaluation 
quality and democracy.

-​	 Frame evaluations to address relevant social needs and democratic 
purposes: inclusion, equity, and transparency.

-​	 Map and navigate context, always negotiating evaluand’s needs, 
evaluators, users and other stakeholders.

-​	 Constructively engage stakeholders, ensuring inclusion of diverse 
perspectives and voices.

-​	 Balance accountability with learning and improvement.

-​	 Don’t isolate evaluations from broader societal 
debates.

-​	 Don’t commission evaluations only for bureaucratic 
compliance.

-​	 Don’t reduce democratic debate to elite-​driven 
processes.

-​	 Don’t act as the only owners of the commissioning 
process

3. Technical & 
methodological 
knowledge and 
skills

-​	 Understand that methodological choices are not neutral
-​	 Be aware of evaluation methods and tools, and when they are more 

effective.
-​	 Ensure methodological appropriateness and rigor but also leave 

space for innovation.
-​	 Promote the attention, beyond average effects, to the differential 

experiences of key groups.

-​	 Don’t pretend that methodological choices are 
technically objective

-​	 Don’t dictate methods without considering context and 
validity.

-​	 Don’t rely in “one size fits all” evaluation approaches 
in contexts of multiple stakeholders

-​	 Do not allow methodological rigidity impeding timely 
decision-​relevant findings

4. Management 
capacity

-​	 Play a fair, just and inclusive management role, respecting the 
different roles assigned to the various actors in the evaluation 
process.

-​	 Introduce transparent qualification criteria and participatory team 
selection processes.

-​	 Don’t plan evaluations with insufficient timelines and 
resourcing for engagement and participation.

-​	 Don’t only follow rigid templates
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-​	 Co-​design ToRs with evaluation teams to foster alignment, 
ownership, and quality.

-​	 Formulate evaluation questions for collective learning and 
stakeholder engagement (provide sufficient time, resources, and 
opportunities for it)

-​	 Support and create governance spaces, like steering groups, that 
promote participation and commitment.

-​	 Don’t overload ToRs with too many disconnected, 
unfocused or unrealistic evaluation questions.

-​	 Don’t treat evaluation team selection as a purely 
administrative process.

-​	 Don’t over-​bundle contracts with multiple deliverables 
that dilute focus and compromise methodological 
rigor.

5. Interpersonal & 
organizational 
skills

-​	 Engage civic stakeholders and enable deliberative engagement with 
citizens

-​	 Exercise influence beyond formal roles
-​	 Build trust and collaborative relationships with evaluators and 

stakeholders.
-​	 Communicate clearly and promote teamwork.
-​	 Safeguard evaluator independence while monitoring quality
-​	 Exercise negotiation and conflict resolution with sensitivity

-​	 Don’t isolate the evaluation process from stakeholders.
-​	 Don’t exclude service users or treat them as passive 

data providers.
-​	 Don’t let organizational silos undermine collaboration.
-​	 Don’t limit evaluator´s access to internal 

organizational dynamics when they’re relevant to 
understanding the work

6. Ethics & 
transformative 
vision

-​	 Balance risk with ethical responsibility, committing to equity, 
cultural sensitivity, and democratic values.

-​	 Foster transparency and democratic participation with 
communication protocols throughout the evaluation process.

-​	 Prioritize inclusion of vulnerable groups and respect right holders 
as active interpreters of findings.

-​	 Respect evaluators’ expertise and other stakeholders’ contributions.

-​	 Don’t allow political pressure or organizational 
defensiveness to distort findings.

-​	 Don’t perpetuate exclusion or inequity through 
evaluation practices.

-​	 Don’t design evaluations only to satisfy policymakers
-​	 Don’t not interfere with evaluators’ work outside 

of the established channels, especially regarding 
methodological decisions.

7. Promoting 
evaluation use & 
influence

-​	 Invest in and ensure effective dissemination and communication 
strategies tailored to audiences.

-​	 Invest adequate time and resources for relationship-​building among 
all evaluation stakeholders from the start

-​	 Create conditions for stakeholders to use results.
-​	 Link evaluations across time to build organizational learning.
-​	 Build evaluation capacity and engage yourself in continuous 

professional development

-​	 Don’t relegate dissemination to an afterthought.
-​	 Don’t rely solely on long technical reports.
-​	 Don’t allow evaluation findings to remain unused or 

hidden.
-​	 Don’t leave out sectors critical to implement 

evaluation recommendations.
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should prepare audiences in advance, tailor communication and use multiple tools, 
including events, briefs, podcasts and visuals, to reach wider publics (Ling & 
Millard, 2027).

Finally, building evaluation capacity is necessary to promote the use, influ-
ence and sustainability of democratic practices. According to Catsambas (2027), 
commissioners can foster long-​term democratic impact by strengthening evaluation 
systems and building capacity within institutions and communities. This includes 
investing in the skills, resources and organizational culture that support participa-
tory and rights-​based approaches. Along with other authors, Lindkvist & Lloyd 
(2027) caution against neglecting evaluation capacity within organizations because 
sustainable change requires institutional support. Lahey & Lucks (2027) argue that 
commissioners should also support the development of evaluation awareness and 
capacity among decision-​makers, including those beyond the direct process of 
designing and managing evaluations. The third section of this volume extensively 
covers the necessary evaluation capacity building for commissioners, empha-
sizing the promotion of evaluative thinking (Bastøe, Høydal & Fossestøl, 2027), 
identifying specific competencies of commissioners (Bustelo, Crespo & Ligero, 
2027), and recommending long-​term, comprehensive capacity building, as well as 
systemic networks and communities of practice (Olejniczak, Strzęboszewski, & 
Stępień, 2027).

Notes

	1	 The current meaning of the term “autocratic” is different from when MacDonald conceived 
his typology. His concept of autocracy referred to the preeminence of academics over 
policymakers and the public. Today we refer as autocracy as to those systems of gov-
ernment based on personal power over their people and control against democratic and 
liberal countries (see Anne Applebaum Autocracy, Inc., 2024, for a thorough account of 
contemporary incarnations of it). We keep the term “autocratic” here, while we change it 
to “technocratic” (following Schwandt) when we draw analogous typologies.

	2	 Rogers and Montague do not label this type of policy, but in the context of their argument 
we may well use this name.

	3	 Dzur (2008, p. 41) draws on Dewey, according to whom democracy is defined by “social 
equality, communication, collaboration, reflection”.
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Appendix
Applying insights from the model of the Neo-​
Weberian State to commission more democratic 
and valuable evaluations1

Alison Pollard

This appendix reflects on the merit of applying insights, approaches and tools that 
are aligned with the Neo-​Weberian State (NWS) model to commission evaluations 
that are more democratic and useful for public administrations. Analysis of 
European public administrative reforms since 2000 shows that many have been 
informed by the NWS model. This model has hierarchy as a principal form of 
co-​ordination and incentivizes civil servants to meet citizens’ needs, apply pro-
fessional leadership styles and achieve results. When it is interpreted in relation to 
commissioning evaluations, it highlights the importance of applying participatory 
approaches to engage citizens –​ particularly direct beneficiaries –​ and exploring the 
extent to which results frameworks are valuable and sufficiently consider design, 
context, contribution and beneficiary needs. It recognizes the importance of pro-
fessional leadership styles to support creativity and agility within commissioning 
activities. The model also shows the value of applying reflexive rationality –​ the 
logic of consequences and appropriateness –​ as well as results. When interpreted in 
relation to commissioning evaluations, this highlights the importance of reflecting 
on the extent to which policies support the achievement of national and global 
commitments to respect for human rights and equality, which are essential elem-
ents of democracy.

Bureaucracy, public administrations and Weber

Public administrations are the organizations with delegated responsibility for 
assessing the design and value of different policies and areas of government expend-
iture. The evaluations they commission support transparency, accountability and 
have the potential to inform organizational learning and decision-​making at the 
regional, national and international level. The organizational structure of public 
administrations is inherently bureaucratic: they follow a rules-​based structure that 
is operated by officials, with clearly defined hierarchical reporting and account-
ability structures. Logic, rationality and rules inform decision-​making. Given the 
important role that public administrations play in commissioning evaluations, it 
is valuable to reflect on if and how conceptual models that analyze the structure 
and dynamics of bureaucracies can provide insights to help us understand the 
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evaluation commissioning process. Although Max Weber wrote about bureaucra-
cies in the early twentieth century, his work remains highly relevant to contem-
porary analysis of public administrations.

Weber is widely recognized as creating a valuable ideal type –​ a methodo-
logical tool that can be used to interpret reality –​ that supports understanding of the 
characteristics and dynamics of bureaucracies. Weber (1997) argues that bureau-
cracy is critical to the functioning of public administrations in modern societies. 
The Weberian ideal type of bureaucracy identifies rationality and logic as driving 
forces for decision-​making, with clearly defined organizational rules and chains 
of command informing working practices. Tasks are divided among staff based 
on their skills and expertise. This is seen to maximize effectiveness and efficiency 
as people work in consistent and coherent ways with roles that are specialized, 
structured and complementary. However, Weber (1997) notes that this can limit 
collaboration and creativity, create siloed working and lead to excessive adherence 
to bureaucratic rules. This way of working is problematic in environments where 
evaluations are commissioned because it incentivizes a high level of standardiza-
tion and evaluation capture within the commissioning process. This limits oppor-
tunities for evaluations to be agile, responsive to emerging needs for evaluative 
evidence by public administrations. It also limits opportunities for evaluations to 
reflect the voice of different groups of citizens.

The Neo-​Weberian State: a model to analyze bureaucracies

In contrast to Weber’s ideal type of bureaucracy, Pollitt and Bouckaert (2011) argue 
that the NWS model places a greater emphasis upon public administrations being 
incentivized by:

	• Understanding and meeting citizens’ needs to support democratic accountability 
and responsiveness;

	• Complementary representative democracy activities that increase voice and 
engagement;

	• An orientation toward results and accountability of results; and
	• Increasing professionalization of management and leadership.

These developments, along with modernization, development and digitalization 
provide public administrations with incentives and tools that mitigate against 
standardized, siloed and excessively bureaucratic ways of working. Instead, they 
support greater creativity and collaboration. Pollitt and Bouckaert (2011) assert 
that the emergence of NWS-​oriented public administrations in many countries 
has enabled states to work to develop relevant, efficient and effective responses to 
complex global challenges including the climate crisis, global security and artifi-
cial intelligence.
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In his recent working paper, Bouckaert (2022) notes that there are two variations 
of the NWS ideal type. The first highlights “top down” professional and results-​
orientated management that is led by civil servants when they are not constrained 
by rigid bureaucracy and hierarchy. The second focuses on the value and role of 
citizen engagement and “bottom up” influence from citizens and civil society. 
In reality, Bouckaert argues that there are hybrids and combinations of the two 
variations within public administrations and an additional influence of the role of 
markets, which engage and collaborate with the public sector.

New Public Management (NPM) and New Public Governance (NPG) are the 
two other main conceptual models that have been applied and discussed when 
analyzing recent public sector reforms. NPM emphasizes the value of applying 
the principles and practices of the free market and competition within the public 
sector to increase efficiency, with citizens seen as customers. The creation of quasi-​
markets is seen as valuable because they support agility and customer focus while 
also increasing value for money. Specific examples of NPM approaches within 
public administrations include the increasing use of private contractors and com-
petitive tendering to deliver outsourced services through professionalized pro-
curement activities. The NPG model emphasizes the importance of governance 
networks, which are multiple inter-​dependent actors, stakeholder groups and 
partnerships to delivering effective public services. This includes organizations and 
networks across the private, voluntary and public sector. The use of these networks 
and relationships is seen to lead to enhanced public‒private and public‒non-​profit 
collaboration that can address complex problems and subsequently deliver public 
value (Osborne, 2006 and 2010).

Andrews, Bezes and Van de Walle (2016) argue that between 2008 and 2013 
most Western European public reforms were primarily NWS or NPG-​based 
approaches, rather than NPM. They cite analysis of reforms within public gov-
ernance that focus on improved collaboration, transparency and e-​governance as 
rooted in the development of the NWS, based on a model of NPG or synergies 
between the two. Similarly, Torfing (2020) draws on analysis of public sector 
reforms in OECD member states to show that different governments have identi-
fied different aspects of the NWS, NPM and NPG models that are most operation-
ally, politically and contextually appropriate and combined them within reforms to 
public administrations.

There are clearly challenges with isolating one specific model when analyzing 
the structure and functioning of public sector bureaucracies. However, I agree with 
Krogh and Triantafillou (2024) that there is value in understanding these reform 
models as conceptual models to explore structures and dynamics within public 
administrations, including to understand how evaluations are commissioned. In the 
next section, I identify specific characteristics of the NWS model that are relevant 
to public administrative environments where evaluations are commissioned and 
consider how they can provide opportunities to commission more democratic and 
useful evaluations.
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Neo-​Weberian characteristics of bureaucracy

The Neo-​Weberian model of the state emphasizes the continued relevance of the 
following aspects of Weber’s ideal type of bureaucracy:

	• the important and irreplaceable role of the state;
	• the value of administrative and representative law;
	• a distinctive professionalized civil service with task specialization;
	• the centrality of formal rules and bureaucratic regulation; and
	• clearly defined organizational structures and lines of accountability.

Pollitt and Bouckaert (2017) identify distinctive “neo aspects” within the NWS 
model, which respond to significant recent changes in the digital, societal and 
environmental contexts in which public sector bureaucracies work. Three “neo 
aspects” are particularly relevant to commissioning evaluations: a focus within 
public administrations on understanding and meeting citizens’ needs, profession-
alization of leadership and management; and a motivation to deliver results for 
citizens.

Increasing focus on understanding and meeting citizens’ needs

Citizens are a heterogeneous group of people. They include direct beneficiaries; 
indirect beneficiaries; and others who have an interest in or relationship with a 
policy or program, such as through their status as taxpayers or residence within a 
country. In the NWS model one of the primary motivations within contemporary 
public administrations is meeting the needs of citizens. This increasing orientation 
toward meeting citizens’ needs has been influenced by changing societal norms 
about rights, roles and responsibilities of citizens and the emergence of represen-
tative democracy activities. This includes increasing opportunities and societal 
motivations for citizens to articulate their needs, share their views and hold elected 
governments to account through digital technology, community-​based activities 
and direct action.

Pollitt and Bouckaert (2017) argue that public administrative reforms that are 
informed by the NWS model facilitate a culture of quality and public service that 
focuses on understanding and meeting the needs of citizens and responding to 
their feedback. This in turn, facilitates an environment where civil servants are 
motivated to work in more creative, agile and dynamic ways to better under-
stand and respond to citizens voice and needs. This has specific implications for 
commissioning evaluations. It is conducive to supporting the development of 
working environments where commissioners are incentivized to develop in-​depth 
knowledge about interventions being evaluated and evaluation as a discipline. 
It also incentives commissioners to listen to feedback from citizens about their 
concerns, interests and better understand the perspectives of direct beneficiaries 
in particular, as they have the most in-​depth knowledge of the policy or program 
being evaluated. As such, reforms in public administrations that are informed by 
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the NWS model are conducive to organizational cultures where staff are supported 
to commission evaluations that reflect the concerns, needs and interests of citizens 
and generate timely, relevant and insightful findings in response to these needs.

Citizens panels have been operationalized in France since 2020 as a method 
of increasing direct democracy in a range of policy areas, including the devel-
opment of a national strategy to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. In 2021 Paris 
created a permanent citizens’ council to ensure citizen-​led voice and direct dem-
ocracy inform local legislation affecting Parisians. This approach is aligned with 
the French Republic’s Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizens (1789) which 
states “society has the right to require of every public agent an account of its 
administration” and the country’s aim of increasing citizen engagement in demo-
cratic decision-​making. As part of France’s national strategy for the prevention and 
fight against poverty, the government created a citizens’ panel of people who had or 
were currently experiencing poverty to ensure unique insight, lived experience and 
expertise from those affected by poverty informed the government’s actions. A sub-​
group of eleven people from this panel were identified to create an evaluation citi-
zens’ panel with responsibility for identifying evaluation priorities and providing 
advice about evaluation approaches. Members of the panel were specifically asked 
to reflect on their identity as French citizens who had experiences of poverty, pol-
icies that had aimed to tackle poverty and apply their values, experiences and views 
to inform decisions about evaluations. All members received training about the 
role of evaluation, evaluation approaches, questions and techniques prior to their 
participation in the panel to support their ability to provide informed, relevant and 
useful feedback.

The panel highlighted the value of the evaluation strategy including a qualita-
tive approach and reflecting on the contribution of different community groups, 
voluntary organizations and family networks to preventing and addressing poverty. 
The panel also noted the importance of the evaluation strategy exploring the role of 
policies that were not specifically included in the national poverty strategy but may 
have contributed to a reduction in poverty. The French Government’s assessment 
of this approach concluded that it played an important role in ensuring the evalu-
ation activities reflected the voices, needs and interests of citizens (République 
Française, 2024). It was seen as a form of direct democracy within the design of the 
evaluation strategy and approach. While this way of working did not solely focus 
on commissioning evaluations, it can be applied to democratize and increase citizen 
voice and engagement –​ particularly for direct beneficiaries –​ in the commissioning 
process.

Other participatory strategies can be applied to increase the voice and role 
of citizens, including direct beneficiaries and groups that represent them, within 
commissioning activities. Web-​based consultations with stakeholders, co-​creation 
within evaluation commissioning processes, and joint evaluation activities can help 
to orient civil servants to commission evaluations that better understand and reflect 
the voice and needs of citizens, particularly direct beneficiaries. For example, the 
United Kingdom’s Independent Commission for Aid Impact (ICAI) organizes 
regular online public consultations to seek feedback from citizens about which 
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aspects of the UK’s international development program should be reviewed (United 
Kingdom, 2024). This way of working aims to increase citizen voice, inclusion, 
engagement and insights from the voluntary sector, international development 
research institutes and beneficiary communities to improve relevance, democratic 
engagement and the utility of ICAI’s evaluative reviews.

UNICEF’s Participatory Approaches Methodological Brief (Guijt, 2014) 
provides detailed guidance on different participatory approaches that can be 
utilized within evaluations to engage and empower direct beneficiaries of a 
program or policy. This guidance notes the importance of asking the reflective 
question of “who should be involved, why and how” at each stage of the design 
and development of an evaluation. While this guidance is focused on evalu-
ation in general, these reflective questions can be applied within all the stages 
of commissioning evaluations to support timely and appropriate engagement 
with citizens that are direct beneficiaries. Commissioning evaluations that reflect 
and the voice and values of citizens, and particularly direct beneficiaries, is 
highly aligned with the NWS model’s focus on understanding and responding 
to the needs and feedback from citizens. Direct beneficiaries are able to provide 
uniquely valuable contributions to commissioning activities because they have 
lived experience and detailed knowledge of the context, their own needs and the 
policy or program.

Increasing orientation toward understanding the achievement of 
results in ways that are contextualized, holistic and meaningful

Pollitt and Bouckaert (2017) argue that within NWS-​oriented public administrations, 
staff are managed and incentivized to achieve results that are relevant to the stra-
tegic goals of the organization. Structuring and delivering work in accordance with 
results targets and frameworks is seen to incentivize civil servants to design and 
deliver relevant, effective and efficient public services. Evaluation commissioners 
can play a critical role in supporting public administrations to understand the value, 
relevance and impact of results for different groups of citizens as well as exploring 
design, process and context. Evaluations can be commissioned to ask critical 
evaluative questions and to contextualize analysis of results rather than focus on 
traditional results-​based questions. For example, the commissioning process can 
ask evaluative questions about whether and why results frameworks and targets are 
realistic, appropriate in relation to different contexts, the needs and perspectives of 
beneficiary communities and how they could be improved.

Similarly, commissioning activities can support public administrations to 
gather insights and support interpretation in relation to the achievement of 
results. Evaluations and evaluative activities that consider these questions have an 
important role to play in enabling organizations to develop relevant and tailored 
results frameworks and deliver results in ways that are meaningful and relevant to 
their citizens and direct beneficiaries in particular. Supporting commissioners to 
play this valuable role, rather than simply designing evaluations to assess whether 
results targets have been achieved requires organizations to provide training and 
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support commissioners to develop critical evaluative thinking skills and evaluation 
approaches.

Two examples of evaluations that have provided insightful analyses of organiza-
tional results frameworks and results-​based management systems are: the FAO’s 
evaluation of its Strategic Results Framework (2019) and the Council of Europe’s 
evaluation of its Results Based Management system (Balogun and Kabell, 2021). 
Both evaluations conclude that the RBM systems in these organizations developed 
and matured significantly in recent years due to organizational commitments and 
investments. They also found that these systems were primarily focused on and 
successfully meeting accountability needs and in the case of the Council of Europe 
organizational communications needs. Balogun and Kabell (2021) note that due 
to the mandate and structure of the Council of Europe, meeting accountability and 
communication needs are critical outcomes for the organization’s RBM system. 
Similarly, the independent evaluation of the FAO’s RBM system (FAO, 2019) 
recognizes the importance of the RBM system enabling the organization to be 
accountable to its members.

These evaluations identify opportunities for the organizations to critically 
reflect on how their RBM systems could be developed to support strategic learning 
and contribute to more reflective and evaluative organization-​wide cultures. They 
highlight the merit of the organizations developing their systems to be more 
contextualized, and capture data to support better understanding of whether, 
how and why outcomes are being achieved for different communities. Balogun 
and Kabell (2021) note that there is value in the Council of Europe developing 
standardized indicators that are aligned with an over-​arching organizational theory 
or theories of change to improve organizational understanding about how results 
are contributing to strategic objectives. They also identify the benefits of applying 
contribution analysis to help the Council of Europe understand if, how and why 
delivery of results has led to changes for different groups and in different contexts 
at the intermediate objective level. The evaluation notes that this would support 
the RBM system to be more useful for organizational learning, informed decision-​
making and wider knowledge generation.

Similarly, the evaluation of the FAOs’ RBM system (FAO, 2019) notes that 
while the organizational results framework has become more strategic and 
aligned with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) it lacks alignment 
with wider organizational narrative and theory of change. The evaluation shows 
that there are opportunities for this system to identify contribution pathways 
and inform wider organizational analysis about the extent to which, how and 
why organizational intermediate outcomes have been achieved. The evalu-
ation concludes that this type of reorientation would enable the RBM system to 
collect evaluative evidence to help the FAO understand how, why and the extent 
to which meaningful change occurred and in which contexts. It also recognizes 
the value of RBM systems providing qualitative insights about design issues, 
contribution, causal pathways and change rather than aggregate reporting to 
demonstrate results.

 

 

 



238  Appendix

These evaluations illustrate the valuable role that public administrations can 
play by commissioning evaluations that critically reflect on results frameworks 
and RBM systems and exploring the extent to which they capture the needs, 
voice and priorities of citizens and sufficiently consider context, contribution 
and design. This can enhance the voice of beneficiaries within the commissioning 
process and enable organizations to collect and use evidence about program 
design and results that are credible, contextualized and reflect democratic voice 
and values.

Professionalization of leadership and management

A key feature of Weber’s ideal type of bureaucracy is the use of formal rationality to 
make decisions. Weber defines formal rationality as actions that happen as a result 
of a means-​end rational calculation –​ rational steps informed by evidence, logic 
and science to achieve a goal (Weber, 1997). However, March and Olson (2011) 
argue that in response to technological, societal and environment developments 
decision-​making within NWS oriented public administrations is grounded in 
Weber’s (1997) logic of rationalization with the logic of consequences and of 
appropriateness. This includes consideration of values embedded within legal 
frameworks such as human rights and equality. According to the United Nations 
Commission on Human Rights (2002), equality and respect for human rights are 
essential elements of democracy. Applying a logic of rationality within the evalu-
ation commissioning process involves considering the value of results achieved, 
if and how an intervention has considered human rights and equality as well as the 
achievement of its goals. As such, it is conducive to commissioning more holistic, 
democratic and valuable evaluations. This approach is often termed “reflexive 
rationality” and applying this logic of rationality can support commissioners to 
ensure human rights, diversity and equality commitments that are articulated 
within globally ratified agreements and national laws are considered in their work. 
This supports the commissioning process to give voice and representation to 
marginalized, more vulnerable and excluded communities. It also enables evalu-
ation to play a role in holding democratically elected governments to account 
for meeting their global commitments and national laws on equality and human 
rights.

The NWS model highlights the role that increasing professionalization of leaders 
and managers plays in limiting the risk of NWS-​based public administrations being 
overly process-​focused and applying rules in rigid ways. Coaching styles of man-
agement, democratic and consultative leadership styles, and inclusive decision-​
making practices embrace democratic values. They emphasize the importance of 
human-​centered management, equity and inclusivity within decision-​making. They 
also aim to empower staff and delegate decision-​making with strategic guidance 
(Grant, 2021). Large public administrations including the United Kingdom’s Civil 
Service (UK Government, 2018) and the Organisation for Economic Co-​operation 
and Development (OECD, 2022) identify these ways of working within their 
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professional competency frameworks. While these leadership styles and behaviors 
cannot be assumed to be practiced within NWS-​based public administrations, the 
structures and goals of these organizations are more likely to reward and support 
them. Increasing professionalization within public administrations facilitates 
working environments where staff are motivated and empowered to apply organ-
izational rules, including those about evaluation commissioning processes and 
practices, in pragmatic and contextually relevant ways.

Practical ways to apply an NWS lens to commission 
more democratic and useful evaluations

Understanding and reflecting on the model of the NWS provides a range of 
insights about how evaluations can be commissioned to be more democratic 
and valuable to public administrations. In particular, this appendix highlights 
the following four approaches that can be employed within commissioning 
activities:

Be citizen-​led –​ and direct beneficiary led in particular –​ when      
commissioning evaluations

Engage with citizens and direct beneficiaries in particular when designing and 
implementing commissioning activities, including work to develop evaluation pri-
orities and questions. This is conductive to commissioning activities being more 
democratic as they reflect the voices, views and perspectives of citizens. Given 
their in-​depth experience of policies or programs it is particularly important to 
engage direct beneficiaries as a distinct group of citizens during commissioning 
activities.

Explore results frameworks and systems, including the extent to which they 
consider context, design and processes within commissioning activities

Reflect on the appropriateness and value of organizational results targets, 
frameworks and systems, including how they consider context, beneficiary needs 
and design issues when commissioning evaluations. Reflecting on these organiza-
tional tools when designing and implementing commissioning activities can pro-
vide valuable insights about they could be more meaningful, useful and relevant to 
beneficiaries’ needs, priorities and values.

Apply reflexive rationality to consider if and how policies support human rights 
and equality within the context of national laws and global commitments

Explore how the commissioning process can give voice and representation to more 
marginalized and excluded communities by reflecting on whether and how policies 
support equality and respect for human rights, which are essential elements of dem-
ocracy. This can support public administrations to understand how they can meet 
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commitments and enable citizens to hold their governments to account on these 
elements of democracy.

Explore how professional leadership and management styles within the organization 
can support evaluation commissioning activities to be creative and agile

Understand leadership approaches, management styles and subsequent opportun-
ities to commission tailored, contextualized and creative evaluations that support 
democratic voice and accountability. This involves commissioners being trained 
in evaluation as a discipline, evaluative thinking and participating communities of 
practice to share learning and good practice.

Conclusion

The NWS model’s focus on meeting citizens’ needs, delivering results and pro-
fessional leadership skills can be applied to support evaluation commissioning 
activities to be more democratic and valuable to public administrations and the dem-
ocracies that they serve. Techniques such as citizens panels, public consultations 
and participatory approaches can be integrated into the design and delivery of 
commissioning activities. These ways of working provide opportunities for citi-
zens –​ particularly those with valuable lived experience of the program or policy 
being evaluated –​ to play an active role in the commissioning process. They support 
democratic processes and values to be embedded within evaluation commissioning 
activities by creating opportunities for knowledge, views and expertise of groups 
of citizens with the most insightful knowledge to inform the design and implemen-
tation of commissioning activities.

Commissioning evaluations in ways that support organizations to critically 
reflect on results targets, frameworks and results-​based management, including 
how they consider context, design issues and contribution, can help these tools 
become more beneficiary-​centric. They can support decision-​makers to understand 
how results-​based management systems can better understand program design, 
processes and results being achieved in relation to the needs and priorities of their 
citizens and direct beneficiaries in particular.

The NWS model also provides valuable insights about how commissioners of 
evaluations can apply reflexive rationality to support evaluations to give voice 
and representation to more marginalized communities. By applying the logic 
of consequences and appropriateness, evaluation commissioning activities can 
explore whether and how policies are supporting the achievement of national and 
global commitments to equality and respect for human rights which are funda-
mental aspects of democracies. Increasing professionalization of leadership, more 
democratic management approaches and higher levels of autonomy for staff are 
also aligned with the NSW model. They are conducive to creating environments 
that facilitate more creative and agile evaluation commissioning activities which 
in turn support the design and delivery of evaluations that are more democratic, 
tailored and useful.
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The influence of the NWS model has been evident in many recent reforms 
of public administrations in economically developed countries. This appendix 
highlights the merit of applying insights from the model to increase democratic 
voice, processes and values within commissioning activities. This can support 
the generation of valuable evaluative evidence to inform decision-​making, 
improve transparency and enhance accountability of democratically elected 
governments.

Note

	1	 The opinions expressed in this chapter are the author’s own and do not reflect the views 
of the OECD.
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