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Nomination Justification:

There are many excellent textbooks available to teach aspiring evaluators how to conduct evaluations in a theoretically ideal manner.  In addition, because of the peer review process, journal articles often present examples of evaluations done under very favorable settings.  But what about evaluators who have to work in less-than-ideal situations?  What about evaluations that must be conducted in less-than-favorable settings?
Until now, real-world guidance for evaluators caught in these circumstances has been scarce.  Certainly there have been scattered journal articles, book chapters, and products from the fugitive literature, but for an “accidental evaluator” forced to do her or his best, there has been precious little in the way of experienced advice.

This book, RealWorld Evaluation, fills that gap, and it does so admirably, in my opinion.  It brings together under one cover several different important contributions to the practice of evaluation.  First, it proclaims that most evaluations, even those that begin with high hopes, suffer from one of four types of constraints: budget, time, data, or politics.  Knowing this can help ease the conscience of many practicing evaluators who too often feel that they themselves either created the untenable situation or, at the least, can’t seem to solve it.
Part II of this book then offers, in a seven-step framework, very practical advice for how to handle each of these types of constraints.  Because each of the authors is very experienced in real-world evaluations, this advice rings true and is supplemented by numerous examples.  I think of myself as fairly experienced, yet I can admit that I personally learned quite a lot from their collective advice.

The book also offers yet another benefit.  In Part III, it covers some of the absolutely essential topics today’s practicing evaluators must know, in a succinct and to-the-point manner.  For example, the book discusses quantitative and qualitative designs and methods, mixed methods approaches, and sampling.  In a sense, Part III provides the methodological background necessary for a new evaluator to understand the discussions in Part II, and the authors even advise new evaluators to read the book in that order.

Regarding potential audiences, the book began as an aid for lonely, under-trained evaluators in developing countries.  But as it evolved, it became apparent that the lessons are also useful for well-trained evaluators in developed countries, largely because it addresses topics these evaluators are not likely to have learned elsewhere – how to translate academic ideals into workable actions in the real world.  As the authors accurately state, the book provides a “focus on the real-world issues and challenges not covered in many textbooks”, and it does so for evaluators in a variety of settings.
In short, there hasn’t been another book in the evaluation field like this one, and no other exists now.  It fills what I believe is an essential gap in our knowledge base, and it does so not just theoretically, but with very practical, do-able guidance for real-world settings.  In my opinion, this book will become a classic in years to come, and I hope AEA honors it in 2006, its year of publication.
