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During my almost ten-years professional career as a program evaluator working mostly in developing or transitional countries, I have never faced an evaluation situation in which I did not have to deal with a combination of restrictions related to budget, deadlines, data availability/accessibility, and political pressure from evaluation clients, program staff, program funders, or program impactees. Finding any useful guidance in the literature was hopeless, but on a few occasions I was lucky enough to access a more experienced evaluator to get advice on how to cope with such situations. In most cases, however, I had to think hard, try to do my best, and deal with the consequences of the difficult decisions I had to make. I am sure many of you have experienced or are experiencing similar situations. 
When I first glanced at Bamberger, Rugh and Mabry’s book, it appealed to me as a timely and important contribution to the field. The book aims to provide a robust set of ideas on how to adapt and use social sciences research methods in the design and conduct of evaluations when money and/or time are short, data are not there or are too difficult, expensive, or time consuming to collect, and the political pressures around the evaluation are great. The suggestions presented by the authors to face such challenges are especially interesting because they are grounded in their more than 60 years of combined experience in working in the international development field. 
The book has ambitious goals. It presents in detail a seven-step evaluation framework. It also provides a comprehensive review of the common quantitative and qualitative research methods and their applications to real-world evaluation situations. The result is a 468 page book in small print—13 pages less than the Encyclopedia of Evaluation, the 2005 publication aimed at covering the whole evaluation field/discipline! The book is organized into four main parts, plus an introduction and four appendices. 
The first two parts of the book are devoted to explaining the origins and context of the Real World Evaluation (RWE) approach and its seven steps. Even though the book targets international development professionals, the perspectives presented in the book are clearly applicable to the contexts of evaluators working in developed countries too. 
The seven-step evaluation approach proposed by the authors starts with scoping the evaluation (Step 1). Steps 2, 3, 4 and 5 address the different constraints connected to the empirical part of the evaluation study imposed by budget, time, data and political influences. The last two steps provide information on strategies to strengthen the study design and validity (Step 6) and to help clients use the evaluation findings (Step 7). 
The authors missed the opportunity at Step 1 to discuss needs assessment—an essential tool to guide evaluators to get to the core of the project’s quality, value and importance, i.e., to what extent the project is adequately addressing real and important needs of the targeted population. A good needs assessment should help evaluators assess the quality of the stated objectives and provide essential parameters (evaluative criteria) by which a project should be assessed. I was pleased to see the authors be explicit that evaluators should not limit their quest to find out whether stated objectives have been achieved—a common pitfall in many evaluations. They invite the readers to question whether the program’s objectives have any merit and targeted the right problems and to assess what impacts (positive, negative, intended and unintended) the program/ project has produced. 
The authors rightly mention that project sustainability and generalizability (applicability within other contexts and with different resources) are important criteria to take into account when focusing the evaluation. However, they make no mention of other equally relevant criteria such as costs (what are the project’s monetary and non-monetary—e.g., people’s time and stress to participate—costs?), process (e.g., how ethical and adherent to current knowledge the project implementation is/was?), and comparisons to similar initiatives. 
Finally, I wondered about the authors’ recommendations about identifying the program’s theory as part of the evaluation planning. The authors present two good reasons to defend this position: (i) a program theory helps identify key aspects an evaluation should focus on, and (ii) it helps explain whether possible project failures were caused by bad project design/ implementation or unrealistic goals. I question whether devoting the required time and resources to devising a good theoretical model is really compatible with RWE approach and if it will translate it into savings (time, money, data or political stress) at the end of the day. The second and more crucial question I had was whether one really needs a well established program theory to design and implement a valid and credible evaluation. Many of us would agree that the primary task of a good evaluator is to determine merit, worth and significance of a project based on what it does in reality, and not on what it was supposed to do or how it was supposed to work. Diverting time and effort to help planners develop a good theory model for their project may be for a good cause, but does not specifically help evaluators determine how good a project really is, and certainly adds an extra load to the evaluators’ shoulders. 
Steps 2 through 5 are at the heart of the proposed evaluation approach and the authors present a wealth of information and practical tips on how to cope with situations constraining an evaluation. When working on a tight budget (Step 2), the authors offer five plausible ways of saving money ranging from simplifying the study design (e.g., by eliminating the baseline comparison group or adopting a truncated longitudinal design, starting from midterm measures), to reducing costs related to data collection, input, and analysis (e.g., prioritizing informants, self-administered questionnaires for literate populations.) 

In addressing issues related to time constraints (Step 3), they present nine different strategies including the wise use of external consultants’ time (e.g., by having local evaluators conduct some key activities) and adopting technology to reduce time spent in data entry and analysis (e.g., web-based surveys). Three ideas to deal with data constraints are presented in Step 4 with special emphasis on reconstructing baseline data by accessing secondary data or using recall, key informants, or wide-participatory processes (e.g., PRA—Participatory Rural Appraisal). 
In Step 5, addressing political influences, the authors present soundly advise the RWE evaluator not to accept the value-free doctrine of the social sciences, and to bring values and politics to the heart of evaluation. 
“Although the term evaluation includes value at its epistemological core, many evaluation users expect evaluation to be value free so as to be unbiased… But in evaluation, values and politics are inescapable. Program goals, manifest values, and implementing programs are ways of pursuing these values. Pursuit of goals through programs is an inherently political enterprise.” (p. 113-114)  
The authors do a good job of providing practical strategies to address political influences in the evaluation such as “building an on-going relationship with key stakeholders, listening carefully to their needs, understanding their perception of the political context, and keeping them informed of the progress of the evaluation.” (p. 129) However, they leave readers on their own regarding how to identify and select the right values to guide an evaluation.  
In presenting Step 6, the authors provide a thorough and well founded discussion about threats to the validity of an evaluation. They begin by identifying the main factors influencing adequacy and validity including the appropriateness of the evaluation focus, approach and methods for obtaining the needed information, and the quality and experience of the evaluation team in both evaluation and program content. The remainder of the chapter explores ways to identify threats to the adequacy/validity of quantitative, qualitative and mixed-method designs and practical ways of addressing threats during different phases of an evaluation (planning, implementation, and reporting).  
The final step of the approach is about facilitating the use of the evaluation. The authors offer a compilation of strategies to help clients use the evaluation findings. Strategies include providing formative feedback to help program manager improve their work as the evaluation takes place and facilitating the development of a post-evaluation action plan by those who are responsible for the program. I was a bit troubled with this last strategy. The business of making recommendations is tricky because recommendations are highly dependent on contextual and technical factors that are usually beyond the evaluators’ knowledge. Evaluators, even though they may provide an accurate assessment of the program, may make inappropriate recommendations. Pushing projects to adopt recommendations may be unwise. Second, facilitating the development of a post-evaluation action plan stretches the evaluators’ roles way beyond providing the best possible (valid and credible) assessment of the quality, value and importance of a program. To their credit, the authors stress that stakeholders are the ones driving the follow-up process, not the evaluators. Evaluators should provide recommendations if asked to. The follow-up action plan should be defined by the stakeholders, with support from the evaluators, if the context is favorable.  
Part III of the book is an extensive review—almost 200 pages—of evaluation research methods as they apply to RWE. The authors go in-depth about the benefits of adopting tools from program theory evaluation; provide real-life examples of the practical application of the seven designs quasi-experimental designs most commonly adapted to RWE; discuss the strengths and weaknesses of quantitative, qualitative and mixed-method techniques for data collection and analysis that may be applied to RWE; and, discuss the sampling within RWE, introducing concepts such as power analysis and effect sizes. All six chapters have a wealth of quite helpful examples from the authors’ extensive experience and from other recognized authors in the field and relevant organizations, such as the World Bank.   
The final part of the book has two chapters. The first presents strategies to build evaluation capacity among evaluation practitioners and clients for RWE, as well as to present evaluation findings in a way that will encourage their use. The final chapter summarizes the prior chapters.  A reader without the time to read the whole book will find this last chapter a helpful way to understand the main points of the RWE approach. It is cross-referenced to the previous sections of the book where readers can find additional information.   
The book also has about 40 pages of very useful appendices including (i) a thorough checklist for assessing the adequacy and validity of quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-method designs, (ii) a RWE project worksheet (with concrete examples) for identifying and addressing threats to validity and adequacy; (iii) a list of resources, with contact info, for evaluation capacity building; and (iv) a glossary of terms and acronyms used throughout the book. 
The size of the book makes it a good candidate for a hard-cover, but, so far, we only have it available on paperback. Unfortunately, its market price ($44.95) will be a relevant barrier to the book reaching evaluators from developing countries who could clearly benefit from such a publication. Overall, the book represents a very good and timely contribution worth having on an evaluator’s shelf, especially if you work in the international development arena.
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