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Abstract
We highlight some key issues regarding evaluation pol-
icy, including themes that emerged across chapters of
this volume. These topics include what an evaluation
policy is, the kind of content that evaluation policies
can have, learning agendas (which are an increasingly
common component of evaluation policies, especially
at the U.S. federal level), the processes by which evalu-
ation policies are developed and implemented, the role
of relationships in evaluation policies, and the conse-
quences of evaluation policy. We briefly highlight how
the chapters in this volume offer guidance to those
involved with developing, implementing, or revising
an evaluation policy, especially—but not only—in the
U.S. federal context in the wake of legislation signed
into law in 2019. Looking to the future, we also share
suggestions for further advances with respect to advo-
cacy, accountability, research, and practice related to
evaluation policies.

INTRODUCTION

The topic of evaluation policy has received less attention among evaluators than it deserves
over the decades since “[m]odern social program evaluation emerged in the 1960s”
(Shadish et al., 1991, p.22). Most articles and books about evaluation focus on evalua-
tion methods, evaluation theories or approaches, and even the paradigms that undergird
evaluation approaches—far more so than on evaluation policy. The relative inattention to
evaluation policy is unfortunate and perhaps surprising, given that evaluation policy can
determine whether, when, and how systematic evaluation is done, thereby “enabling and
constraining the potential contributions evaluation can make” (Mark et al., 2009, p. 3).

In this chapter, we use the previous contributions to this issue of New Directions for
Evaluation (NDE) as a starting point for identifying a set of key issues and themes regard-
ing evaluation policy. Our comments, and indeed the current issue itself, update an ear-
lier issue of NDE (Trochim et al., 2009) and draw on a growing body of recent writing on
evaluation policy, much of it reporting empirical research (e.g., Al Hudib, 2018; Al Hudib
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& Cousins, 2021; Christie & Fierro, 2012; Christie & Lemire, 2019; Dillman & Christie,
2017; Fierro, 2019; Kinarsky & Christie, 2021; Newcomer & Hart, 2022). Much has changed
since the 2009 issue, beyond the recent scholarship on evaluation policy (scholarship that,
notably, has come from contributors to this issue of NDE). These changes include more
widespread development of explicit evaluation policies in agencies and organizations;
important legislation at the U.S. federal level, particularly the Foundations for Evidence-
Based Policymaking Act of 2018 (the Evidence Act), which was signed into law in early
2019; and ongoing changes in practices related to and emanating from evaluation policies,
including those mandated by the Evidence Act.

KEY ISSUES AND THEMES REGARDING EVALUATION POLICY

What is an evaluation policy?

For those not already familiar with the idea of evaluation policy, their first question might
be what exactly these are. An answer to this question might refer to the definition of evalu-
ation policy and the kind of content typically included in an evaluation policy. Chapters in
the issue of NDE help clarify both.

A commonly used definition was presented in a chapter in the 2009 NDE issue on evalu-
ation policy. Drawing on his 2008 Presidential Address at the American Evaluation Associa-
tion (AEA) annual meeting, Bill Trochim defined evaluation policy as “any rule or principle
that a group or organization uses to guide its decisions and actions when doing evalua-
tion” (p. 16, italics from the original removed). Al Hudib and Cousins (this volume) revised
Trochim’s definition based on their review of 52 evaluation policies from international aid
organizations, largely by expanding beyond Trochim’s focus on “doing evaluation.” They
define evaluation policy as “any principal, norm, standard, framework, strategy or rule that
is used to guide an organization’s decisions and actions when planning, designing, doing,
reporting or using evaluation and that is directed to develop or enhance organizational
capacity.” A simplified version, omitting the emphasis on organizational capacity, might
define an evaluation policy as consisting of the principles, guidelines, or other dictates
that guide an organization’s and its members’ understandings and actions regarding the
planning, conduct, or use of evaluation.

Beyond the definition of evaluation policy, those unfamiliar with the concept might won-
der what goes into an evaluation policy. Expanding on the eight categories that Trochim
(2009) tentatively identified, Al Hudib and Cousins (this volume) identified 10 categories
of content in evaluation policies. These are: the goal of evaluation; the definition of evalu-
ation; roles related to evaluation; management; evaluation norms, standards, criteria, and
principles; planning and processes; evaluation use; meta-evaluation; evaluation capacity
building (ECB); and competencies and ethics.

Drawing on the sample of evaluation policies they examined, Al Hudib and Cousins also
provide examples of the specific content corresponding to each category. These examples
illustrate the kind of specific guidance that an evaluation policy can provide. For instance,
with respect to evaluation goals, Al Hudib and Cousins report that the majority of the eval-
uation policies they examined “identified the promotion of accountability as the principal
goal.” Learning was specified as a goal for evaluation in almost half of the policies (and in all
of the more recently developed policies). Several of the policies also identified the promo-
tion of an evaluative culture as a goal. Most other chapters describe aspects of the content
of evaluation policies, with Irwin and Nightingale providing a table including examples
from four U.S. federal agencies.
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Foreshadowing a point made later, one could imagine future research that examines
whether differential consequences arise depending upon which goal(s) an evaluation
policy emphasizes. How, if at all, do organizations whose evaluation policies focus on
accountability differ from those who focus on learning, in terms of how evaluation is
conducted, or used, or how well evaluation capacity is built? How do the policies vary
by organizational structures, resource availability, and even nationality? Given the pio-
neering work of Trochim (2009) and the more recent work of Al Hudib and Cousins
(2021; this volume), attention to evaluation policy in the future might focus less on
general categories and definitions. Instead, more attention could be given to a policy’s
specific content and how best to tailor policies to particular organizational needs and
missions.

Learning agendas

Learning agendas are a noteworthy example of specific content within a broader evalua-
tion policy. The chapter in this issue by Newcomer, Olejniczak, and Hart focuses on learn-
ing agendas. Irwin and Nightingale (this issue) also address learning agendas, detailing the
creation and use of one in the Department of Labor. Both chapters also refer to other U.S.
agencies that had learning agendas in place before the Evidence Act. That act has been
stimulating considerable attention in the federal sector to these strategic plans for evalua-
tion. We expect to see increasing use of learning agendas and other sectors, including state
agencies and foundations.

An interesting implication arises from the increasing prominence of learning agendas as
part of an overarching evaluation policy. That is, learning agendas shift the focus of the pol-
icy’s attention. For earlier evaluation policies without a learning agenda requirement, the
policy’s guidance focused primarily on the nature and conduct of individual evaluations.
Learning agendas, in contrast, elevate the focus of the evaluation policy, in part, to a port-
folio of evaluations and other sources of evidence that address high-priority questions for
the organization.

We see this as a valuable shift. Not only does this shift in focus place evaluation in a
broader context of evidence used in service of learning and decision making. In addition,
as suggested by Al Hudib and Cousins’ (this volume) discussion of linkages between eval-
uation policy and ECB, learning agendas should provide leverage for increasing evaluation
capacity. This may prove especially true for increasing the capacity to use evaluation, as
Newcomer and colleagues suggest. In part, this could occur because the process of devel-
oping a learning agenda itself may increase the likelihood that potential evaluation users
will use evaluation findings.

There are two clear opportunities for maximizing the alignment of the learning agenda
to other activities in organizations. First, calibration with an organizational strategic plan
is one way to ensure the items in the learning agenda sync with overarching goals and pri-
orities influenced by political or senior-level leaders. Indeed, establishing the political or
policy goals and priorities may be desirable before formulating the learning agenda ques-
tions and approaches. Second, in many parts of government a particular policy matter or
issue may span the domain of multiple agencies or organizational units. For example, the
topic of homelessness is addressed in the federal government by multiple agencies. Orga-
nizing learning agendas across major themes through coherent interagency processes and
topics could help ensure the alignment of resources for evaluation and evidence building,
while aligning core capacity and infrastructure to solve the priority informational needs for
decision-making.
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The process of developing and implementing an evaluation policy

Contributors to this issue collectively give considerable attention to the development and
implementation of an evaluation policy. This is the primary focus of the chapter by Fierro
and her colleagues. The development and rollout of evaluation policy is also illustrated in
the case study by Irwin and Nightingale. At the same time, Epstein and colleagues address
it in terms of the agency workforce and various pragmatics. In some chapters, particularly
Newcomer et al., attention is given to the development and rollout of part of an evaluation
policy, specifically, a learning agenda.

An important observation, by Fierro et al., Irwin and Nightingale, and other contributors,
is that the process of developing and implementing an evaluation policy may have impor-
tant consequences beyond the existence and deployment of the policy. Akin to process use
(Patton, 2008), the engagement of various parties, including agency leadership, in policy
development and rollout may enhance their understanding of and commitment to evalu-
ation, which in turn may increase the likelihood of evaluation use (Newcomer et al.; Irwin
and Nightingale, this issue). Beyond the components and specific content of an evaluation
policy, the way the policy was developed and implemented may determine its effects on
evaluation capacity.

Another important point throughout this issue is that, for an evaluation policy or learn-
ing agenda to have positive effects, it cannot be treated as a checklist, compliance-type
activity. Instead, it needs to be undertaken authentically to serve the agency’s overarching
mission and intended beneficiaries. A meaningful involvement of managers and agency
leadership is important.

Evaluation policy in context, and as implemented

Most contributors to this issue of NDE pointed out that one size does not fit all when
it comes to evaluation policy. Context matters. Evaluation policy development, content,
implementation, application, and revision may all be done differently depending on the
unit’s mission, size, history, and other considerations. With the increasing involvement of
federal agencies in evaluation policy in the wake of the Evidence Act, more specific and
more evidence-based guidance might become available for subsequent efforts to develop,
employ, and revise evaluation policies in a context-sensitive fashion.

This wish is more likely to come true if future investigators attend not only to the
espoused policy (as written) but also to the policy in use. For example, Epstein and col-
leagues point out that policy may call for oversight of evaluation contractors by agency
staff, but the degree and intensity of oversight might vary. Evaluation policy in use would
probably be a fruitful topic for future research on evaluation.

Future attention might also be given to how evaluation policy intersects with and is
influenced by other policies and regulations. In discussing the role of federal staff in carry-
ing out evaluation policy, Epstein and colleagues point to the constraints created by rules
regarding contracting, clearances for data collection, and security requirements. These are
part of the context in which federal agencies’ evaluation policies are implemented. Even
if such constraints are in a sense consistent across agencies, the way agencies deal with
them (e.g., whether or not they have specialized staff to implement the Paperwork Reduc-
tion Act) may not be. More generally, the infrastructure for evaluation, including the nature
and the stability of funding (Epstein et al. and Irwin and Nightingale, both this volume),
may be vital factors in how successfully an espoused evaluation policy is translated in
practice.
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The role of relationships

On a piece of paper or a computer screen, an evaluation policy might seem like an abstract
thing. Several chapters highlight the human role, with evaluation policy intertwined in the
complicated and sometimes messy world of human relationships. These chapters partic-
ularly highlight the role of relationships in the implementation and ultimately the conse-
quences of evaluation policy.

Al Hudib and Cousins note that, in many evaluation policies, the definition of evalua-
tion describes how it differs from related functions such as performance measurement. We
see this not as an abstract definitional issue or a simple power-play to stake out ground,
but rather as a way of helping clarify the relationship among different functions and actors
within the agency. The Irwin and Nightingale chapter nicely illustrates, in the context of
the Department of Labor’s evaluation policy, how clarifying the role of evaluation relative
to other evidence-informed activities, helped get evaluators a seat at tables from which
they otherwise may have been excluded. Newcomer and colleagues and Fierro et al. indi-
cate the importance of evaluators developing relationships with and across senior leaders
in the agency, which can be enhanced by the collaborative development of an evaluation
policy and/or learning agenda. Epstein and associates also suggest that an important role
in implementing an evaluation policy is “to lead and coordinate an evidence and evalua-
tion Community of Practice (CoP) for their agency.”

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

This section offers suggestions for future efforts involving advocacy, research, and practice
related to evaluation policies.

Advocacy

Absent external mandates to have one, the fact that an evaluation policy exists in an orga-
nization is likely a testament to the presence of one or more organizational members who
successfully advocated for such a policy. Beyond the important successes of these often
unsung heroes scattered across various organizations, more formal, collective efforts at
advocacy have occurred. In particular, since 2007, AEA has had an Evaluation Policy Task
Force (EPTF). As described in Chapter 1 of this issue, the EPTF has focused on U.S. federal
level evaluation policy. Chapter 2 of this issue contains the most recent version of one EPTF
product, known in short as the Roadmap. An earlier version of the Roadmap was published
by AEA in 2009, following an extensive drafting and revision process, which included input
from the AEA membership and board, subsequent revision, and review and approval by
AEA leadership.

At the U.S. federal level, the next several years are likely to involve advocacy regarding
implementation of the evaluation-related features of the Evidence Act. Advocacy will likely
also lead to efforts to ensure that funding and personnel are made available for the basic
capacity to implement these new evaluation policies. For example, funding requests for
through congressional appropriations processes or advocacy in agency and White House
budget formulation processes could be productive avenues for ensuring that evaluation
officials and capacity are adequately resourced across government agencies.

Another likely area involves encouraging the inclusion of evaluative activities in major
federal initiatives. An important potential direction would involve support for high-quality
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evaluation policy at the state, tribal, and territorial levels and nonprofit and other sectors.
Given the capacity limits of the EPTF, such expansions would probably require partner-
ships with others in the lead, or activities by others independent of the EPTF. Perhaps this
issue of NDE will help stimulate activities supporting sound evaluation policies in various
domains in which systematic evaluation is conducted.

Accountability

With new mandates and written policies, there is an emerging opportunity to support
accountability and oversight of organizations and agencies as they implement evaluation
activities. While Congress can provide some oversight of the Evidence Act, an opportunity
arises in professional associations such as AEA and other nonpartisan entities. These third
parties can observe the implementation of key evaluation policies and help identify chal-
lenges, limitations, gaps, and shortcomings; this in turn can promote adequate oversight of
the law and consistent implementation of evaluative thinking and the standards proffered
by OMB.

Similarly, increased efforts to draw attention to success stories and achievements would
provide positive accountability, acknowledging the leading agencies’ and officials’ imple-
mentation of effective organizational policy. AEA could, for example, use its award process
to recognize the leadership of evaluation officials in government.

Practice

The chapters in this issue of NDE should be of considerable interest to those engaged in
developing, implementing, and revising an evaluation policy in their organization. Collec-
tively, this issue can help guide understanding and action regarding the following:

∙ what an evaluation policy is;
∙ the general issues or categories an evaluation policy might address;
∙ the way one might go about developing (or revising) and rolling out an evaluation policy;
∙ the multiple roles that agency staff can and should play in developing and carrying out

an evaluation policy;
∙ the potential place of a learning agenda requirement in an evaluation policy, including

ways to develop a quality learning agenda; and
∙ many of the nuts and bolts of developing and effectively using an evaluation policy in an

actual organization.

We look forward to hearing about the ongoing and upcoming development and imple-
mentation of evaluation policies. We hope future reports will include case studies, ide-
ally some with multiple case analyses, sensitive to variations in context and evaluation
policy content. Such efforts should help guide the next generation of work on evaluation
policies.

Research on evaluation

Several of the chapters in this issue of NDE report findings from systematic research
on evaluation. We believe that evaluation policy will be a fruitful arena for research on
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evaluation for some time. The chapters in this issue should provide a wealth of ideas for
future research on evaluation policy.

Some potential research questions are descriptive, such as how federal agencies new
to formal evaluation policy go about developing and implementing a policy in response
to the evidence act, how evaluation policy in use varies from espoused policy, and
how other policies and regulations constrain or enable successful implementation of
evaluation policy. Other potential research directions focus on the potential conse-
quences of an evaluation policy (or specific aspects of it). For example, one might
attempt to assess whether (and how) the development of an evaluation policy, or the
creation of a learning agenda, contributed to evaluation capacity and evaluation use.
As another example, future research might compare, say, organizations whose evalua-
tion policies emphasize only accountability as the goal of evaluation versus those orga-
nizations whose policies emphasize learning; the research could examine whether the
kind of evaluations conducted, and the kinds of evaluation use differed in the two sets
of organizations. Again, there is a bounty of potential research questions across this
volume.

CONCLUSION

The current issue of NDE has reviewed empirical, conceptual, legislative, and practice
developments related to evaluation policy. We hope that, in addition to updating readers
on evaluation policy, this closing chapter plus the other chapters help point the way to
productive future directions.

Although the chapters focus primarily on the U.S. federal government, the volume has
important implications for the broader evaluation community. Whether formalized in a
document or not, most of the organizations with which evaluators work have some form
of evaluation policy, however informal or incomplete it may be. For evaluators who work
with organizations without an explicit evaluation policy, chapters in this issue may help
inspire and guide them to encourage, and perhaps lead, the development of a more formal
policy. Moreover, given that practices in the federal government often influence practices
elsewhere, the Evidence Act’s mandates for an evaluation policy and a learning agenda may
affect organizations in other sectors.

Finally, we hope that the current issue of NDE will help increase evaluators’ appreciation
of evaluation policies and their importance. Evaluation policies matter. Evaluation policies
matter for reasons including that they help determine what form evaluation takes, and
they may influence how relevant parties relate and react to evaluation. Evaluation policies
thereby enable or constrain the contributions that evaluation can make. In his Presidential
Address to AEA and a subsequent article, Will Shadish noted that evaluation theory should
be part of every evaluator’s identity. Shadish (1998, p.1) said, “Evaluation theory is who we
are.” To this we add: Evaluation policy is what we can do.
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