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Description of the book

This book is directed to those who conduct, commission and use evaluations working under budget, time, data and political constraints i.e. almost anyone involved in evaluation! It is also directed to those who teach evaluation, as a useful reference on evaluation methodology. The book aims to address the needs of those who are relatively new to evaluation who could use the book as an introductory text and also the needs of those more experienced and formally trained practitioners who may wish to delve into special issues involved in conducting RealWorld evaluations (‘RealWorld evaluation’ is a term the authors have coined).
The authors draw on their experience in conducting evaluations both in developed and developing countries. They identify the constraints of RealWorld evaluations, the threats that those constraints pose for methodological rigour and the validity of conclusions and suggest a wide range of ways to address those constraints to strengthen evaluation design and thereby improve the validity of the conclusions. 

The RealWorld Evaluation (RWE) approach described in the book ‘does not claim to have invented any new evaluation methods. What we have done is to show how standard evaluation tools and techniques can be integrated into a seven step approach for conducting evaluations under RealWorld constraints. A central premise is the value of mixed-method evaluations that combine quantitative and qualitative approaches and methods so as to draw on the strengths of both approaches while compensating for the weaknesses of either approach if used in isolation’. 

The introduction to the book describes how the book is organised and provides a reader’s guide to using the book, taking into consideration the different interests of the wide variety of audiences to whom the book is addressed.

The book has 4 parts: 

1. Chapter 1: Overview of RWE. This chapter identifies constraints and challenges experienced in RWE (in both developed and developing countries) and introduces the 7 step approach to identifying and addressing those constraints and challenges. 
2. Chapters 2 to 8: The seven steps of RWE. These include scoping the evaluation, addressing budget constraints, addressing time constraints, addressing data constraints, addressing political influences, strengthening the evaluation design and the validity of the conclusions, and helping clients and stakeholders use the evaluation. 
3. Chapters 9 to 14: Review of evaluation methods and approaches and their applications in RWE. These chapters provide more detailed discussion of Program theory evaluation; Quantitative designs; Quantitative methods; Qualitative methods; Mixed method evaluation; and Sampling.
4. Chapters 15 and 16: Pulling it all together. The first chapter is on building capacity for RWE and the second is a summary of all previous chapters.
The book also includes as appendices various checklists, worksheets and resources for capacity building. 
Review
The focus of this book is on evaluating impacts. So if the reader’s primary interest is in impact evaluations, this book will be particularly relevant.  A reader whose evaluation interests are wider than impact studies may find the book somewhat limited. There is, however, some discussion of process evaluations but primarily in their role as handmaidens to impact evaluations.  Perhaps the authors’ next RWE book could be about some of those other types of RealWorld evaluation, addressing different types of evaluands, different evaluation criteria, and different purposes of evaluations that are not primarily about impact!

In summary, I commend this book to anyone who is interested in conducting impact evaluations, including the ‘old hands’ who may find it a useful reference text. This review identifies many strong features of the book. For the most part the features that this reviewer considers to be weaknesses do not detract substantially from the value of the book and may not be of concern to others. 
As the authors foreshadow in the introduction, the book should appeal to a wide variety of audiences. The user’s guide is very helpful for directing audiences with different interests and different levels of experience to different chapters. I found the book to be a useful compendium of reminders about methodology and of references to the work of a wide range of key authors. 
The book includes a very useful glossary and words from the glossary are highlighted whenever they appear in the book. This contributes to the reader friendliness of the book.

As a reviewer, I read the whole book and I did find a lot of repetition especially around issues relating to different quantitative designs, and the strengths and weaknesses of those designs. The repetition may have occurred in the interests of making it easier for audiences who only want to read a selection of chapters. While the efficiency of the book could have been improved by greater use of cross referencing and less use of repetition this may have involved a trade-off of reader friendliness in favour of efficiency. The repetition should not be a significant problem for the discerning reader.
There is nevertheless a considerable amount of useful cross referencing between chapters. I checked only a small sample of those cross references and with a few exceptions found them to be accurate and useful. 

The book includes many examples, describes them clearly and uses them effectively. The examples come from both developed and developing nations. Many of the evaluands are relatively clear cut projects providing services and /or infrastructure and some relatively clearly defined capacity building projects funded by donor agencies with clear time bounded accountability requirements. The book will be very helpful for those evaluators who undertake evaluations of such projects and especially for those who conduct evaluations of projects in developing countries. The book may be slightly less useful to those who conduct larger national program and policy evaluations but there is also much overlap in the principles that apply. 
In my view it would have been useful if the authors had paid more attention to the issue of the nature of the evaluand and the implications that differences amongst evaluands may have for choice of appropriate methodology (e.g. evaluands that are simple versus complex, emergent versus pre-specified SMART objectives, types of objectives, types of projects - infrastructure versus development of social capital, structures, delivery mechanisms, planned variability of implementation versus desired standardisation, levels of delivery). Fitting the evaluation methodology to the type of program is arguably more important than choice of methodology according to some pre-ordained hierarchy of acceptable methods.

Moving through the book, first the authors appropriately draw attention to the importance of identifying evaluation purpose and information needs when choosing evaluation methodology. Indeed chapter 2 is ‘First clarify the purpose: scoping the evaluation’. The authors provide a useful checklist of questions that can be used to shape dialogue between commissioners of evaluation and evaluators when designing the evaluation, and developing a joint understanding of and agreement about what can and cannot be achieved by the evaluation and the trade-offs that will be involved. 

The authors identify many challenges arising from lack of money, time, data and different priorities and perspectives (loosely, politics). A chapter is dedicated to each of those categories of real world constraints, the particular challenges that arise from them and particular solutions that might be applied referring to a wide range of quantitative and qualitative designs and methods.  They provide sufficient practical description of these solutions for readers who may not be familiar with them and illustrate them with examples from the field. 
In later chapters, the authors discuss significant and frequently occurring threats (i.e. methodological inadequacies) to the validity of quantitative and qualitative designs. They provide useful checklists of pointers for identifying threats to validity and clear suggestions about ways of addressing those threats, illustrated by examples. Recommended approaches include (amongst other things) basing the evaluation design on a program theory model, complementing the quantitative summative evaluation with process evaluation, incorporating contextual analysis, reconstructing baseline conditions when an evaluator is called in late and no ‘pre-tests’ have been conducted, use of mixed methods approaches and triangulation, adjusting for differences between the project and comparison groups, improving sampling, correct selection of statistical procedures, peer review  and meta-evaluation. 

This book gives a clear description and discussion of various approaches to evaluation design: quantitative, qualitative and mixed method. It provides some useful reminders about the relative strengths and weaknesses of quantitative and qualitative methods which can help readers to make more deliberate decisions about the appropriate combinations of methods. Historically there has perhaps been less pressure in Australia to use traditional experimental or even quasi-experimental designs as the preferred option and less tendency to do so. It is possible that some of us have been so disappointed with the relevance and applicability of traditional quantitative research designs in a wide range of contexts that we have got into the habit of not looking for opportunities to use them even where such opportunities may exist. This book with its ‘can do’ approach may encourage us to look a little more carefully for opportunities than we have grown accustomed to doing.

Also the quantitative-qualitative debates did not ever take off in Australia to the same degree that they did in the United States and perhaps elsewhere. Hence the discussion of the randomised control designs and the quantitative-qualitative arguments may seem intriguing if a little overworked for Australian audiences. I wouldn’t presume to speak for our New Zealand members. 

The authors give considerable attention to seven traditional quantitative designs – two strong designs and five progressively weaker designs (drawing on the classic works of Campbell, Stanley, Shadish and Cook), and their strengths and weaknesses. Amongst quantitative methods there were, however, some omissions such as interrupted time series, a method that may be useful where monitoring data are available over a relatively long time and where a new policy or program is introduced for a whole population. The availability of such data over a sufficiently long period is likely to be greater in developed than in developing countries. The authors do however make a passing reference to the design options that include the possibility of increasing the number of pre-test and post-test points. 
The authors make many references to the usefulness of qualitative methods and the importance of using them in conjunction with quantitative methods (sometimes to make up for less than perfect application of those methods). However, the sheer volume of ‘how to’ material and weight of argument directed to quantitative methods leaves the reader feeling that qualitative methods are the ‘poor cousin’ (despite the fact that the team of authors included a mix of quantitative and qualitative expertise). So I would have liked to have seen more discussion of specific qualitative approaches with a similar depth of treatment as was given to quantitative methods and more extensive and sophisticated discussion and examples of more dynamic mixed methods approaches. Despite the authors’ repeated advocacy for mixed methods the chapter on mixed methods is one of the shorter chapters in the book.

To illustrate the relative treatment of quantitative and qualitative methods: most of the chapter on sampling is about sampling for quantitative designs rather than for qualitative designs. The information about sampling for quantitative designs is presented clearly, is easy to understand and ranges from relatively simple descriptive material through to statistical concepts and formulae relating to sampling error, power analysis and effect sizes, significance tests and so on. 

Many sampling decisions are involved in qualitative research (not just sampling people but sampling decisions underpinning case studies, sampling documents, sampling photographs and so on). There are methods for undertaking such sampling and while some of these are mentioned in the chapter on sampling the level of detail was less than that given to quantitative sampling. This may reflect the relative emphasis in the wider evaluation literature. It may also be that the sampling methods differ so much for each qualitative data collection method as to make it difficult to draw out general principles and methods to the same degree as is possible for quantitative methods. Perhaps sampling is a topic that needs more systematic and in-depth treatment in the qualitative methodology literature more generally and not just in this book.
The chapter on making an evaluation useful traverses much familiar ground from the literature on utilisation and is a helpful summary of techniques to promote use of evaluation findings and recommendations. The discussion of use is primarily related to instrumental use of evaluation findings and so overlooks the potential to promote wider use of evaluations including process use and a variety of non-instrumental uses. However other parts of the book do recognise these other potential uses and ways of fostering them even though they are not specifically included in the chapter on making evaluation useful. 

The discussion of program theory and its usefulness for designing and reporting evaluations is practical, helpful and, as throughout the book, well illustrated with examples. The authors also show how unintended outcomes and alternative scenarios can be built into a logic diagram. In an earlier chapter on ‘not enough time’ for the evaluation, it may have been useful to discuss the application of program theory for determining when there is not enough time for impacts to be achieved or when the time by which outcomes might be achieved is out of synchronisation with budget cycles. There is some reference to this issue in discussion of evaluability assessment. However not much consideration is given to what to do when, despite an evaluability assessment that suggests that a full impact evaluation should not proceed, an evaluation must nevertheless be undertaken. Use of immediate and intermediate outcomes identified in a program theory is one solution, albeit a limited one. 
The authors are strong advocates of program theory throughout the book to the point of saying that ‘before an evaluation can be conducted, it is necessary to identify the explicit or implicit theory or logic model that underlies the design on which a project was based’. The authors include a summary of the critiques of program theory to explain causality. It might have also been helpful to comment that not all eminent evaluators (Scriven included) would share the view that program theory or logic is either necessary or desirable.

For those who are interested in evaluation capacity building, the book has a chapter specifically dedicated to this topic. It identifies the types of skills that are likely to be needed by different audiences (commissioner, practitioners and users, affected populations, and public opinion and media) and even provides examples of model courses and suggested program outlines. Even for those who are not directly involved in evaluation capacity building, this chapter can usefully draw attention to some of the areas in which readers might need to be alert to possible weaknesses of various stakeholders that could be taken into account when commissioning, designing, conducting, reporting and using evaluations.

The checklist for assessing the adequacy and validity of quantitative, qualitative and mixed methods designs and the accompanying worksheet (with a useful worked example) are very comprehensive. They provide a useful series of prompts. The various aspects of adequacy and validity that appear in the checklist and the threats to them are discussed throughout the book. It might have been useful to cross reference the discussion of each point in the checklist to the relevant section(s) in the book. 
The fact that the checklists are so comprehensive is both a strength and a weakness (but on balance a strength!). The checklists could be somewhat daunting to practitioners grappling with real world contraints. Given that, at least in my experience, very few evaluations could be expected to meet all or perhaps even a majority of criteria, the checklist may raise unrealistic expectations amongst evaluators and evaluation users alike. With respect to commissioners and users, an unintended side effect might be that the checklist could provide fuel to those commissioners and potential users who wish to damn the methodology of an evaluation in order to discredit undesirable findings. This comment is more about how the checklists should be used than about the validity of the checklists.
In some cases it will simply not be possible (or perhaps even desirable) to apply the approaches that are suggested in the book to the degree that would be needed to ensure confirmability, reliability, internal validity and external validity to a level that would satisfy the authors. I would have found it useful if the authors had given more attention to what to do when many threats have been identified and few improvements are possible, and when we do not really have the option of walking away from an evaluation. For example it would be helpful to have advice to address such questions as how should we temper conclusions? under what circumstances does the situation become so bad that it would be a farce to try to conduct any type of evaluation? given that an evaluation ‘has to be done’ what might come out of it that could be useful given all the constraints? i.e. not just what we can’t say about a program given all the constraints on an evaluation but what we can say that might be both helpful and defensible. 

The book is strong on its discussion of the research design aspects of evaluation but pays less attention to the valuing part of e-valu-ation. Not only do we need to draw conclusions about the data and conclusions about the program based on the data but we need to be able to make value judgments about programs. What are their strengths and weaknesses? Are the impacts that they are achieving good enough (assuming that we’ve been able to apply sufficient RWE techniques to draw conclusions about impacts)? Worthwhile? Perhaps it is significant that in an otherwise fairly comprehensive glossary and index neither the word ‘evaluation’ nor ‘value’ appears. The authors include a short section on values, ethics and politics with respect to how they affect and sometimes constrain the work of the evaluator and they acknowledge that the values are an inherent part of evaluation. However they pay little attention to the important issue of how to make and construct value judgments as important outputs of an evaluation. With limited time, money, data and so on, making these judgments is in my experience one of the most challenging aspects of conducting evaluations in the real world. In my view this is a continuing issue not just for this book but for the wider evaluation community and evaluation literature.
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