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For Marge, my woman of valor—
 for the inspiration, wisdom, support, and love


Preface

Throughout my professional life I have drawn pleasure from two very different activities. As a working, hands-on evaluator, the fun came from doing immediately practical work. Sometimes I felt like a dog on a bone. Someone would point to an innovative program and ask: What happened? No hesitation. I would jump. I would grab whatever collection of techniques I could and try to come up with answers that people could use. Figuring out how to start grabbed my imagination. What methodologies could be used? What data could be obtained? What comparisons were possible? How could the team be assembled? Who were the stakeholders? How could they be reached? What knowledge use strategies could be invoked? What could be done within the limitations of time line and budget? All of these questions, and the relationships among them, dominated my attention.

I stayed engaged as the process unfolded. I was continually scouting for the small changes in plan that presaged major challenges to the evaluation. Did my sponsor seem a little hesitant about getting me the data he promised? Are a few minor deadlines beginning to slip? Are preliminary data providing tidbits of information we did not expect to see? Are respondents postponing interviews? Is the program acting a bit differently from what stakeholders told us would happen?

Any of these occurrences can be trivial, and indeed they usually are. But sometimes they are not. Sometimes any of them, or some combination of them, can signal major changes with attendant consequences for executing the evaluation. The trick is to know the difference. There is no formula. The fun is in interpreting the auguries. Throughout my career I have had a lot of this kind of fun. I have also had lots of trouble. I have often gotten it wrong, much to the detriment of my evaluation work and my self-esteem. Thinking about why I got it wrong so frequently led to a bridge to my other favorite professional activity, and to this book.

At the opposite end of the practicality scale, I have drawn a good deal of pleasure from abstract thought. I have never been good at detail. As far back as I can remember, I would listen, pull principles from what I heard, put the principles in categories, identify relationships among the categories, and then promptly forget the details. Over and over, I would repeat this process, evolve my thinking, and use what I thought I understood to develop new ways of organizing the world. The more abstract, the better. The greater the connections among diverse intellectual boundaries, the better. I have always had a penchant for boundary spanning.

I see this book as an exercise in two kinds of boundary spanning. One is the distance between my practical interests and my theoretical interests. The second constitutes the various topics that have interested me during my professional career—complex systems, organizational innovation, life cycle change, and the nature of practical action. I was drawn to writing this book because it gave me a chance for a Grand Integration that combined my practical and theoretical work with my substantive interests.

The seed for this book was thinking about the practical problems I ran into as I conducted my evaluations. Why did I have trouble anticipating what happened? Why was it difficult to adjust to those changes? As I spoke to my colleagues I realized that they had the same problems. It was not just me. The problem was endemic. It was impossible for me to answer those questions without mapping my practical problems into abstract categories, and without incorporating a diverse set of intellectual traditions. This book constitutes the second round of my efforts to span these boundaries.

The first round started with a question posed to Evaltalk (the Listserv of the American Evaluation Association), asking why programs had unintended outcomes, and culminated with an article in the American Journal of Evaluation (Morell, 2005). My interest was not in unintended outcomes per se, but in what evaluators could do to improve their ability to evaluate programs that exhibited such behavior. A problem with that article was that it did not sufficiently span the abstract-practical divide. It did not sufficiently project my theoretical thinking about unintended consequences into the practicalities of everyday evaluation work. The article was not sufficiently data-based. (Later I shift from a focus on “unintended consequences” to the broader notion of “surprise,” in acknowledgment of my realization that the dynamics that cause uncertainty in programs and evaluations are the same. But more on that later. Right now I am talking about beginnings, and the beginning was a focus on the evaluation of unintended consequences of program action.)

I wrote this book to correct that deficiency. This time, in addition to developing my theoretical ideas, I was determined to base my thinking on the situations that real evaluators encountered. I needed cases. One need for cases was that my own work did not cover enough evaluations. A bigger problem was sampling and representation. I do a particular kind of evaluation work for a particular set of clients. What happens to me might not happen to others, hence the use of cases from as wide a variety of evaluation settings as I could tap. Again I reached out to the evaluation community through Evaltalk, through my personal contacts, and through the authors and reviewers I came to know as the editor of Evaluation and Program Planning. Thanks to these evaluators, I was able to draw extensively on actual evaluation cases that represent a wide range of evaluation topics and geographical areas. All of these cases describe instances in which either the program does not work as planned, or the evaluation does not work as planned, or both. Usually we treat these situations as “fires” (i.e., we exercise our skills to meet the crisis). This book steps back from crisis mode and presents a systematic treatment of why these situations pop up, the continuum from “unforeseen” to “unforeseeable,” tactics that can be used along the continuum, and why caution is needed because anything we do to minimize surprise may cause yet other difficulties. The intent is to provide readers with skills and knowledge to better serve stakeholders’ needs for information, in light of the uncertainties that always attend evaluation exercises.
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An Invitation to Build a Community of Interest

Engagement with community has been an important theme throughout my writing on unintended consequences. My original article required input from the evaluation community by means of Evaltalk. This book required contributions in the form of cases. As I wrote, I came to realize that if this book ends up making any contribution at all, that contribution will involve community building. My long-range goal is embodied in the title of Chapter 1: “From Firefighting to Systematic Action.” I want to help the field of evaluation develop a community of interest that is dedicated to understanding why surprises occur in evaluation, how to anticipate them, and how to deal with those that cannot be anticipated. I see this book as the second round of what I hope will be an ongoing process. To that end, I have established a Web presence to further discussion. Please visit evaluationuncertainty.com.
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Chapter 1
From Firefighting to Systematic Action

This book is about surprises that challenge evaluation. But surprise does not mean random. There is rhyme and reason to unanticipated occurrences. There is pattern. There is sense. The purpose of this book is to help evaluators appreciate the rhyme, understand the reason, see the pattern, and apply the sense. I hope to provide a theoretical understanding of surprise that affects evaluation, a social understanding of how unanticipated changes appear, and practical advice on how to act. My hope is to start a movement in our discipline toward collective thinking about how to incorporate consideration of surprise into our routine of planning and conducting evaluation.

ADDING “SURPRISE” TO THE MIX

When we think about how to conduct an evaluation we ponder topics such as evaluation models, evaluation theory, stakeholder relationships, information use, evaluators’ roles, research design, data quality, funding, deadlines, and the logistics of evaluation implementation. We may place more or less emphasis on any of these. Sometimes our reliance on these intellectual tools is explicit and carefully planned. Sometimes the potential of these tools exerts an implicit pull on our consciousness and inclinations. But always, in one way or another, these concepts shape our view of how an evaluation should be done.

I believe that the science, technology, and craft of evaluation would be strengthened if another set of considerations were added to the mix, that is, a systematic understanding of how to contend with surprise, with situations in which programs and evaluations do not behave as expected. Those surprises may be welcome or unwelcome, but either way, we need to be able to evaluate them.

Until recently, evaluators have not stepped back to look at surprise in a systematic manner, as a field of inquiry in its own right. This is beginning to change. The framework for this change is the rapidly growing influence of the “systems perspective” in evaluation, as evidenced by the enthusiastic acceptance of a Systems Topical Interest Group in the American Evaluation Association, discussions about simulation as an evaluation tool, and a growing awareness that evaluation must look not just at single programs in isolation, but at the context in which those programs are embedded. The systems view is important because much surprise comes from relationships, fluctuations, and uncertainties in how parts of a whole affect each other. The next step is to focus specifically on methods and procedures that evaluators can use to anticipate surprise, to ameliorate its impact on the integrity of evaluation designs, and to provide stakeholders with an enhanced understanding of the consequences of their actions.
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