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PN Tble of Contents The Social and Political Context of the Agency Sponsor -

Once the concerns of all stakeholders are identified, clearly understood,

Q Chapter 5 x) and prioritized, further questions will need to be asked about the agency
context of the program. As was discussed in chapter 1, several contextual
Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation factors are likely relevant and need to be taken into account in preparing an

evaluation plan. For example, how do agency and governmental policies
inform the need for an evaluation? How do decisions get made in the agency
and who will participate in decisions and advisory processes involving the
evaluation? Will the executive director be the sole decider or will several key
staff members and possibly an advisory group be primary decision makers?
Also, if staff members are expected to participate in an evaluation (e.g., by
filling out forms, by preparing clients for participation), such demands on
their time and a possible fatigue factor should be explored.

An Exercise: Example of Decision Making as a Factor

In an earlier example in chapter 1, a graduate student planned
an evaluation of the morale of staff members with her supervisor.
The supervisor seemed quite interested in such a study because she
was concerned with occasional complaints of staff, a tendency
among some to resist following administrative policies, and more
staff turnover than usual in recent years. The student proceeded to
construct a questionnaire for staff members to fill out that asked
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Q Chapter x ) them to comment on the extent to which several work-related
issues were a concern. These concerns included salaries, medical
Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation and pension benefits, caseloads, supervision, staff meetings, oppor-

tunities for staff training and educational advances, and relation-
ships with administrators. When the questionnaire was completed,
returned to the student, and tallied, the results revealed that super-
visory and administrative relationship issues were most frequently
cited as a problem for most staff. Other concerns were also men-
tioned but much less frequently. When the student shared the
results with her supervisor, who then shared them with her super-
visor, concerns emerged about the results, and the student discov-
ered that the study was never fully understood or formally approved
by the administration. She was instructed to write up her report for
her social work course assignment but to do nothing more with the
results. She was forbidden to share the results in any form with the
staff members, who had anticipated hearing about them. Unfortu-
nately, she had not adequately explored the focus of the evaluation
initially with key administrative stakeholders before conducting the
study. What do you think the student should have done at this
point? If staff members asked her to share the findings with them,
what should she have said that would be both ethical and consistent
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with the administrator’s decision? How could this conflict of inter- -
est possibly be prevented at the time of the study’s initial planning

and negotiation? What do staff members, administrators, clients,

and the student potentially lose from this experience?
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Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation

The degree to which the agency sponsor understands what evaluations
entail, in general, and the degree to which it values and respects what an
evaluation can provide are important issues to explore initially. Evaluators
will be more likely to succeed in conducting their evaluations if they are
respected and understood. Another contextual issue to explore is to deter-

< mine the essential material resources required for the evaluation. For exam- >
ple, evaluators will need to be paid if they are not employed by the agency,
and considerable release time will need to be provided if the evaluators are
staff members of the agency overseeing the evaluation. Also, a budget is
inevitable to pay for such things as electronic equipment and statistical soft-
ware, supplies like postage and paper, the purchase of scales, costs of typ-
ing a report, and extra phone use.

CRAFTING GOOD STUDY QUESTIONS FOR AN EVALUATION

Before embarking on a specific program or practice investigation, a general
focus is needed to guide the evaluator so that he or she knows what is to be
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Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation

investigated. General study questions provide that focus or determine the
purpose of an evaluation (step 3). General study questions are broad in
nature and open-ended. They serve two purposes. First, they provide para-
meters for an evaluation, limiting the topic of investigation. Second, they
provide enough specificity for an evaluator to know what is to be explored
in a specific sense. In other words, they are not too broad to be unrealistic
and not too specific to be too restrictive.

These general research questions are not to be confused with the spe-
cific questions that may be asked of participants or the specific behaviors to
be observed in a study. A general study question is likely too broad if the
number of specific questions it generates seems endless. Similarly, a general
study question is likely too narrow if it generates only one or two specific
questions. Each general study question when further delineated should gen-
erate a manageable number of specific questions to ask participants.

In brief, the best study questions to ask in an evaluation have several
notable characteristics:

1. Importance: They identify a program concern that is important to
addrecs
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1. Importance: They identify a program concern that is important to
address.

2. Not too broad or specific: Each general study question is broad
enough to generate several specific questions to be asked (or behav-
iors to be observed) of the people being studied.

3. Feasible: Each question is focused enough to address issues that can
be answered within the time period and with the available resources.

4. Based on the literature: Previous studies and agency experiences that
have focused on this or similar topics have been considered.

< 5. Client feedback: Some clients and family members of clients who are >
personally affected by the program have been consulted.

6. Clarity: The study questions are well written, clear, and succinct.

(@ chapters x)

Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation

The next section introduces guidelines to help shape or define these
study questions.

GUIDELINES FOR FOCUSING AN EVALUATION

A set of four guidelines can be followed to focus the evaluation or determine
its purpose. These four guidelines are partially based on the work of others,
especially that of Stecher and Davis (1987).
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have focused on this or similar topics have been considered.

5. Client feedback: Some clients and family members of clients who are
personally affected by the program have been consulted.

6. Clarity: The study questions are well written, clear, and succinct.
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Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation The next section introduces guidelines to help shape or define these
study questions.

GUIDELINES FOR FOCUSING AN EVALUATION

A set of four guidelines can be followed to focus the evaluation or determine
< its purpose. These four guidelines are partially based on the work of others, >
especially that of Stecher and Davis (1987).

1. Identify the stage of the program/practice area’s development in
which the evaluation is being emphasized (planning, implementation, or
outcome). Identifying the program/practice stage that reflects the evaluation
concern is the first guideline. As an evaluator begins to focus an evaluation,
the stage of interest is easy to identify. As was discussed in chapter 2, pro-
grams have developmental stages, and evaluations address important issues
at all of these stages, including a planning or input stage, when the ideas
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(@ chapters and vision for a new program/practice area emerge and are developed and
detailed in a proposal; the implementation stage, by far the longest; and the
Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation outcome stage, when the program’s impact on client outcomes is the major

focus. As noted previously, these stages may not always occur in this order,

and they sometimes overlap.

2. Identify the program or practice elements. The second guideline is
to identify the program/practice elements that are the primary interest and
focus of an evaluation. A program or practice element is a distinct entity
that is critical to its functioning. Figure 5.1 provides a closer look at some
of the most common elements at the various stages of the intervention. Can
you identify other elements that are not in the figure? As figure 5.1 shows,
each element or combination of elements could become the focus of an
evaluation.

For example, if input elements are the evaluation focus during the con-
ceptual and planning stages, they could include target goals or purposes of
a program, the theoretical underpinnings of the program or practice
approach, prospective client populations to be recruited, characteristics and
professional training requirements of staff members to be hired, and a pro-
posed operational budget for the program. The focus of the program’s
implementation stage is the program process elements, which may include
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components of the program as they are being implemented, the client pop- -
ulation that is served, staff members and volunteers working in the program,
staff training and educational needs and opportunities, available electronic
technologies, and the record-keeping system. During the output/outcome

FIGURE 5.1 Examples of Program and Practice Elements at Different Stages of
the Intervention’s Development

Input Elements Process Elements Output Elements Outcome Elements
* Purpose of a * Intervention * Total number of * Measures of
proposed components clients served client outcomes
intervention being imple- * Number of staff
« Theoretical mented contact hours >
underpinnings « Client popula- with clients
of a proposed tion being « Number of
intervention served clients complet-
« Identification « Staff members ing program
of prospective || and volunteers || * Client dropouts ||
clients and ‘working in the
recruitment program
strategies * Education and
* Descriptions training of staff
of facilities and members
equipment * Records and
needed record-keeping
* Costs procedures
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stage, output elements and outcome elements are different. Output ele-
ments include statistics such as number of clients served and number of con-
tact hours that staff members spend with clients. Outcome elements are the
outcomes that measure clients’ progress in reaching their goals.

(@ chapters

Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation

3. Formulate evaluation questions. Once the stage and program ele-
ment(s) are identified, study questions can be formulated about the ele-
ment(s) of interest. Such questions are best identified through a brain-
storming process that involves as many stakeholders as possible. At this
stage, do not worry if the questions chosen seem realistic or not. Because
this is a brainstorming step, a fairly open-ended, creative process can occur
that yields several evaluation questions. Let’s look at some examples of pos-
sible evaluation questions during each of the three program stages.

In the planning stage, prospective clients are a central element that
requires more in-depth examination. Any number of questions could be
asked about prospective clients, such as the following:

* What characteristics provide a pertinent client profile (e.g., age, eth-
nic group, socioeconomic status, evidence of particular problems,
clinical diagnosis, specific medical condition)?

¢ Where could we find and recruit such prospective clients?
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* Have we consulted them to find out more about their needs and -
views about the proposed program? Have we consulted a representa-
tive sample of such people?
 If there are more clients than the proposed program can serve, what
characteristics and qualities of the client population will receive pri-
ority?
¢ What are some obstacles to reaching prospective clients who have,
for example, a clinical diagnosis?
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Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation

Given the needs of the prospective client group, it is important to
explore other sets of elements as well, such as the types of direct-care staff
that need to be hired; the qualifications of staff members who can provide
the proposed services, and the recruiting and hiring of people with these
credentials; and staff applicants’ educational level, specialized degree or dis-
cipline, prior skills and experience, and various demographic characteris-
tics. As figure 5.1 suggests, other elements of the planning stage could be
the focus of an evaluation, including the facilities needed to house it, the
technologies required to run it, and the costs described in a budget.

The implementation stage requires consideration of another set of ele-
ments, those that make up a program/practice area and move it forward.
Such elements include the components of a program being implemented;
the clients who are being served; their needs, problems, and diagnoses; cur-
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rent staff members; funding sources; an operating budget; necessary facili-
ties; and technologies in use.

Chapter 5. Focusing an Evalustion Any number of evaluation questions could be suggested for each of
these elements. For example, several questions could be posed about exist-
ing staff members:

(@ chapters

* Are professional staff members using best practices?

* Are the racial and ethnic characteristics of staff consistent with the
affirmative action standards of the agency and the government? If not,

< how can we recruit and retain minority staff members? >

* Are staff trained to effectively help clients with psychological, psychi-
atric, and other mental problems (e.g., helping people with develop-
mental disabilities integrate socially in the community)?

* How do case managers use their time? How much time, on average,
do they devote to direct contact with clients? To evaluation activities?
To advocacy? To paperwork?

* Why is there such a high turnover rate of occupational therapists in
the program?

Output elements are manifestations of such things as resources that
have been used or the extent to which clients have participated in the pro-
gram. For example, resource outputs could be such things as the number of
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gram, and the wear and tear on physical resources. Client outputs could be
the number of clients who have attended at least some program sessions,

Table of Contents

Q Chapter 5 x) the number who have successfully completed the program, and the number
who have dropped out.
Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation Many evaluation questions could be raised about each output element.

Let’s take the subgroup of clients completing the program as an example:

* What are the demographic (e.g., gender, socioeconomic group, eth-
nicity, age) characteristics of clients who completed the program?

* How long did it take for clients to complete the program? Which
clients needed more time than others? How much professional staff

< time was needed to help them on average?

* What are the characteristics of those who dropped out of the program
early? At what stages did they most frequently drop out? What factors
could explain why they dropped out?

Outcome elements are a special type of output element that reflects the
impact of the program/practice area on the clients after they completed it.
These elements are usually client-focused and reflect a measure of progress
or lack of progress in achieving their goals. Output and outcome elements
are sometimes difficult to distinguish. For example, successful completion
of a job-training program is more of an output element because it is not an
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(@ Chapter5

) actual indication of client progress in itself, whereas finding a job as a result

Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation of training is more of an outcome element. Similarly, completing rigorous
drug rehabilitation counseling is a practice output but discontinued drug
use is the ultimate desired outcome. When you think about it, completion
of a counseling program is not an adequate justification for a program to
continue, but making progress toward discontinuing drug use is.

Exercise on Outcome Elements

Formulation of outcome elements tends to require more effort
and creativity than the formulation of output elements. The follow-
ing questions pose examples of this. Try to answer each question:

* What would be a valuable measure of improved marital rela-
tions in a family agency beyond completing weekly sessions
for three months?

* Beyond the initial physical placement, how can we know
whether a foster-care agency was successful in placing chil-
dren with disabilities in family home care?
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Ultimately, evaluation questions focusing on outcome elements ask
whether the clients who have completed a program function considerably
better than they did when they first began receiving services. Statistical mea-
sures are often used to determine not only whether clients have made
progress but also whether that progress is statistically significant. If evalua-
tors decide that clinical significance is more important than statistical sig-
nificance, the question is, did the clients meet the clinical criteria of success
based on improving their outcome scores from pretest to posttest? In some
agencies, it is important to determine both outputs and outcomes for staff
members. For example, an agency may want to know what new skills a staff
member learned from attending a particular training session or workshop.

< This can be an important question, especially if the skills are critical for pro- >
viding services effectively to clients. Note that the learning of such skills
could be either an output element or an outcome element. They are output
elements in the context of the program that serves clients, but they are out-
come elements if the training workshop is the sole focus of an evaluation.

faY Table of Contents
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Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation

4. Identify supportive and resistant forces that need to be considered
and addressed before conducting the evaluation. The previous guideline is
largely meant to be a creative, brainstorming step that does not allow feasi-
bility issues to interfere with decisions. However, feasibility becomes an
important consideration with this guideline. In addition, the contextual
issues of the program and agency become more important. There are two
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basic questions to ask about the larger context of the program: (1) what
resources are available to support the evaluation? and (2) what factors do
Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation we need to consider that could cause resistance or interference in conduct-
ing the evaluation?

(@ chapters )

Identify the Potential Resources

Identifying resources to support the evaluation is often critical. Most

evaluations will be feasible only if they have resources available to support
< them. In some settings, these resource factors may be referred to as >

strengths of the agency context. It is important to consciously and deliber-
ately identify potential resources because supportive factors are often pre-
sent but unrecognized. In the case that the resources are required, they can
be more easily engaged if you know about them and have considered them
from the beginning.

Possible examples of resources or strengths that support an evaluation
can be any number of things. The subsequent partial list can help evaluators
and stakeholders begin to consider such resources:

* Strong interest in conducting an evaluation among some or all stake-
holders

* Prior agency experience in completing useful evaluations, especially
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* Awareness among stakeholders of the problem (or concern) inherent

(& Chapter § in a program that is the focus of the evaluation
* An openness among stakeholders to examine a problem in greater
Chapter 5. Facusing an Evaluation depth rather than just on the surface
* Some understanding, expertise, and respect for evaluations among
stakeholders

* Expressed interest in the evaluation by clients and their families

* Staff interest in helping with the evaluation

* Openness to an evaluator as a helpful resource and ally of the program/
practice area

Examine Factors Resistant to Conducting a Program Evaluation

Although it is important to examine the factors that can support an eval-
uation, resistant factors are also extremely important to consider, as they
may determine the success or failure of the evaluation. They can also be
decisive in determining whether to conduct the evaluation (e.g., the evalu-
ation of staff morale described earlier in the chapter).

Once resistant factors are identified, it is critical to explore their impact
on an evaluation and address them if warranted. In some cases, this
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involves discussions with resistant or misinformed stakeholders to listen to
and respond to their views. In other instances, this may involve seeking an
Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation outside evaluator with more expertise or finding a qualified practitioner in
the agency who can conduct the evaluation on a limited budget.

Examples of resistant factors, like resources, include any number of
things. The following list can help evaluators and stakeholders begin to
identify them:

(@ chapters )

¢ Are there time limitations that may preclude conducting an evalua-
tion?

¢ Are the costs of conducting an evaluation so high that it is not afford-
able to do so?

* Is the payoff risky in terms of what the findings might suggest?

« Is the type of evaluation that we want so subjective that it may not be
feasible or even acceptable to some stakeholders?

¢ Could the results of the evaluation suggest a need for a change that
the agency is not prepared to consider?

* Are there limits to what we can change about the program, given the
funding agency’s requirements or limited resources?

¢ Are the special interests of various stakeholders and others likely to

lead to counterproductive results or divisiveness?

Does the agency lack the expertise to conduct such a studv?
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 If there is no need to justify such an evaluation to the funding agency, -
why rock the boat?

* Will there be problems in gaining access to client data?

* Do stakeholders and/or the collaborative team have the required cre-
ativity and flexibility to implement the evaluation?

faY Table of Contents
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Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation

A PRACTICAL TOOL

Stecher and Davis (1987) offer a practical way to begin focusing an evalua-
tion on issues important to the agency. Their exercise begins by identifying
the program or practice elements that are of concern, followed by writing
< general study questions, identifying potential resources to support the eval- >
uation, identifying resistant factors, and finally considering specific evalua-
tion procedures. This exercise is intended as a creative way to quickly focus
an evaluation on one or more concerns.

Figure 5.2 can be used to explore two (or more) program or practice
concerns of importance to an agency. Feel free to use it for that purpose.
You may be surprised how quickly you can find a focus for your evaluation.
After identifying two program or practice elements as a possible focus, work
across the chart from left to right for each element. In the second column,
identify one or more general study questions to explore for the element. For
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example, if a practice element is the high rate of client cancellations and no-

Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation shows for appointments with social workers, a general study question could
be, why are there so many client cancellations and no-shows in this practice
area? This is a good study question because it can lead to several specific
questions:

* What percentage of the clients show up for the initially scheduled

interview with the social worker? What reasons do clients give, if any,
< when they do not show up? >

* Are the same clients missing appointments over time?

¢ Are these clients rescheduling canceled appointments?

* What are the characteristics of clients who are canceling or not show-
ing up for appointments?

* Do people from particular ethnic, age, or gender groups cancel more
often than members of other groups?

* Are the clients’ illnesses preventing them from showing up for
appointments?

* Do clients have adequate transportation to get to appointments?

* What is the average time that a client has to wait to see a social worker
after an intake interview?
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fay Table of Contents resources that are likely to be valuable in supporting a study that addresses

each identified study question. Then do the same, but with constraints or

resistant factors that could potentially work against such an evaluation. A

final step in the far-right column is to begin considering overall evaluation

Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation procedures, such as a one-group pretest and posttest design, a needs assess-
ment interview of prospective clients, or observations of worker-client rela-
tionships through a two-way mirror.

(@ chapters )

FIGURE 5.2 Exercise on How to Focus an Evaluation Plan

Program or General study Resistant Evaluation
practice element | questions Resources factors procedures
1 a) a) a) a)

b) b) b) b)

© © )
2) a a a a)

b) b) b) b)

© © )
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("a chapters x) Examples of Questions Formulated by Students

This section offers several examples of how students in an MSW program
Chapter 5. Facusing an Evaluation used this exercise to develop a focus for the evaluations they conducted as
part of a course assignment. Note that many of these general study questions

focus on practice more than programs; they are also often quite specific.

Examples of Study Questions Focusing on Clients’ Issues

Encouraging client diversity

* Why are there so few non-African American clients served in
this program? Why are other racial groups not using agency
services?

* To what extent is the Latino community being served?

* Is there sufficient and open communication between school
social workers and Spanish-speaking parents? What are the
potential communication problems between them?

Clients not actively participating in treatment

* Does a lack of day-care services prevent some parents from
attending a program? Why isn’t day care for clients’ children
available?
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* When clients do not speak in group therapy, what are the
likely reasons? Are they shy, resistant to change, not under-
standing the topics of discussion, or are there other reasons?

faY Table of Contents

(& Chapters  ~ X) * Are eligible teens aware of this group service? Why are some
not aware?

Chapter 5. Focusing an Evalustion * Is the existing group designed to meet members’ immediate
needs?

* Who is and who is not benefiting from group therapy?
Meeting goals and objectives

* Are clients reaching their initially identified goals?
< * Is the goal of getting newly pregnant women into prenatal >
care being reached?
* Why are some clients completing the program successfully
and others are not?

Satisfaction with a program

* Are Latino clients satisfied with the pregnancy-testing pro-
gram?

¢ What do clients find most helpful about the social worker’s
services? What could the social worker do to be more helpful?
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Examples of Study Questions Focusing on Staff Members and

( Q chapters x )

A Technology Issues

Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation Staff besitations or negligence in implementing particular inter-
ventions

* Do staff members make appropriate referrals? What do they
do when clients initially choose not to follow through with a
referral?

* Are intake staff members adequately trained to conduct com-

< prehensive intake interviews? >

* Are in-service training programs successful in preparing staff
to do their jobs?

* Are staff members using evidence-based approaches? How
can we find this out?

* Are staff members completing their client records in a timely
way after each client contact?

Hiring and staff turnover concerns

* Are staff satisfied with their positions? What are they dissatis-
fied about?
* Why is there a high staff turnover among long-term-care

P Type here to search




image30.png
S O @ | O hpsy/mbsdrectvitalsource.com/#/books/S780190685331/cf/125/4/40.00:109 * x 2 © ®
workers?

* Is there a shortage of qualified staff available to fill existing
employment openings?
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Technology

Chapter 5. F Evaluati
apter o Focusing an Evalustion * Are the family-skills videos appropriate and useful for exist-

ing clients?
* Are clients using the family-skills videos at home? If not, what
are the reasons for not using them (e.g., need appropriate
equipment [DVDs] to run the videos)?
* What are clients learning from viewing these videos?
< * How satisfied are they with these videos? >

The final step in the focusing exercise in figure 5.2 involves identifying
possible evaluation procedures. This topic is covered in more depth in later
chapters. Identifying evaluation procedures is an important consideration in
the focusing exercise because the evaluation questions eventually selected
must be realistic to answer. Put another way, a successful evaluation requires
feasible evaluation procedures. Evaluation questions can address major con-
cerns of a program that everyone wants to investigate, but there is no point
in proceeding with an investigation without a realistic plan.

P Type here to search




image31.png
& = O @ O hitpsy/mbsdirectyitalsource.com/#/books/9780190685331/cfi/1261/4/4@0.00:0.00 Yo x L e e

S 104 Social Work Evaluation: Enhancing What We Do -
faY Table of Contents

Example of Formulating a Feasible General Study Question

(@ chapters x)
A substance abuse agency wanted to find out whether its clini-
Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation cal program was successful in bringing sobriety to its clients. This
could be the ultimate type of question that any agency wants to ask:
can the agency claim that the program is responsible for changing
the lives of its clients related to the goals of the program? However,
this is not a feasible question to answer unless the agency can do all
of the following:

< ¢ Develop a valid measure of the outcome variable: sobriety >
¢ Conduct an experimental design and randomly assign partic-
ipants to a treatment or control group
* Find the funds and other resources to conduct such an eval-
uation
¢ Stay committed to the evaluation from beginning to end
¢ Conduct a follow-up evaluation to find out whether clients
maintained sobriety over a reasonably long period of time

A more feasible evaluation question could be, are most clients
making statistically significant improvements in their specific goals
by the time they complete the program?
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Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation

KEY TERMS

Formulating evaluation questions
General study questions
Program elements
Resistant factors working against an evaluation
< Resources supporting an evaluation >
Stages of program development

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS AND ASSIGNMENTS

1. Select a program element from the input stage, implementation
stage, or outcome stage listed in figure 5.1 and identify three general
study questions that could be investigated about the element.

2. Attempt to arrive at a focus for three different program elements in

your agency using figure 5.2. Then choose one element that you

would recommend be pursued. Consult your supervisor as you
explore each of these steps so that your focus will be useful to the

agency.
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3. In the exercise described in question 2, identify one supportive force
and one resistant force to conducting the evaluation you have pro-
posed. How could the supportive force assist you in implementing
your proposed evaluation? What steps could you take to address or
counteract the resistant factor?

< 4. Two questions are posed in the “Exercise on Outcome Elements” box >

in the chapter. Select one of the questions and create a measurable
outcome for it.

REFERENCE

Stecher, B. M., & Davis, W. A. (1987). How to focus an evaluation. Thousand Oaks, CA:
Sage.
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Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation | How do you focus an evaluation?

How does an evaluator decide how to focus an evaluation? This is primarily
step 3 of the Seven Evaluation Steps. Step 3 is to determine the purpose of
the evaluation. This is an important step that has several ramifications and
no simple answers. As was discussed in previous chapters, social programs
< and practice areas tend to be complex and multifaceted. Furthermore, they >

cannot be fully understood in a vacuum. The agency sponsoring the pro-
gram and its social and political context must also be taken into account.

The first two of the Seven Evaluation Steps are important to explore
prior to moving ahead to focus an evaluation. These steps include (step 1)
identifying the problem to be evaluated, and (step 2) exploring ways to
involve the stakeholders. This chapter elaborates on many of the tasks
involved in conducting these two steps and recommends several questions
to ask initially to gain a fuller understanding of the stakeholders, clients, and
the larger agency context. Once these two questions are explored and have
been largely answered, a set of specific guidelines are offered that can assist
an evaluator in articulating a focus for an evaluation (step 3).
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IMPORTANT INITIAL QUESTIONS
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Some initial questions should be directed to all of the stakeholders, includ-
Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation ing the following:

¢ What do they believe are the problems and issues that are most
important to address in an evaluation?

* Why are these issues important to them?

* What are their perceptions of the intervention or proposed interven-
tion generally?

* What do they perceive to be its goals?

¢ To what extent do they understand the intervention or proposed
intervention, how it is supposed to be implemented, and how it actu-
ally is implemented?

* What would each of them hope to accomplish by conducting an eval-
uation?

* How would they like to use the results of such an evaluation?
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Q chapters  x) Let’s assume that there is more than one stakeholder. As was discussed
- in chapter 1, stakeholders of a social program can include the administra-
tors of the agency sponsoring the program, relevant funding and regulatory
agencies, agency staff members, clients, family members of clients, members
of the geographic community surrounding the agency, and others.

If we ask each of these stakeholders many of the preceding questions,
we are likely to hear a multitude of perspectives and concerns. For example,
an agency administrator may want to determine why there is so much staff
turnover, a funding agency may want to know whether the program recipi-
ents are reaching their designated goals, and staff members may want to
explore whether their caseloads are too large. In this instance, all of the
stakeholders’ responses would need to be reviewed individually and in con-
junction with one another. Concerns of stakeholders may be not only very
different from one another but also, in some cases, in conflict with one
another. In such cases, decisions would need to be made about which con-
cerns are given priority and how conflicts are addressed.

Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation

The Input of Clients during the Planning Phase

Ultimately, a more in-depth set of questions needs to be asked of a spe-
cial group of stakeholders: clients and their families. These questions can

ffar inciahte infn came nf the cantral reacanc far candncting an avmhiatinn
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Ultimately, a more in-depth set of questions needs to be asked of a spe-

Q Chapter 5 x ) cial group of stakeholders: clients and their families. These questions can
offer insights into some of the central reasons for conducting an evaluation,
Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation such as the following:

* How can clients benefit from an evaluation of an intervention?

* How can an evaluation contribute to clients’ well-being?

* How will the results of an evaluation be used to more fully promote
the clients’ quality of life?

Most evaluations are not likely to involve the program recipients in
< planning, even though the evaluation may focus directly on them. In some >
ways this is logical, as clients may wonder whether the personnel of the
agency know what they are doing if they have to ask for client input. Also,
many client populations have cognitive limitations, psychiatric and sub-
stance abuse diagnoses, and other challenging attributes that may prevent
them from offering substantially useful input. Other clients have involuntary
status with the agency; they do not choose to be there. Such clients may
have difficulty thinking about how they can help the providers because of
their adversarial relationships with them. In addition to all of these points,
one could argue that the demands on clients’ time need to be protected and
reserved for work on their own problems.
Nevertheless, consulting clients, former clients, prospective clients, and
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e Most evaluations are not likely to involve the program recipients in

planning, even though the evaluation may focus directly on them. In some
ways this is logical, as clients may wonder whether the personnel of the
agency know what they are doing if they have to ask for client input. Also,
many client populations have cognitive limitations, psychiatric and sub-
stance abuse diagnoses, and other challenging attributes that may prevent
them from offering substantially useful input. Other clients have involuntary
status with the agency; they do not choose to be there. Such clients may
< have difficulty thinking about how they can help the providers because of >

their adversarial relationships with them. In addition to all of these points,
one could argue that the demands on clients’ time need to be protected and
reserved for work on their own problems.

Nevertheless, consulting clients, former clients, prospective clients, and
other program recipients in the planning of an evaluation can be especially
positive and useful for a program. Indeed, social work ethics expect such

Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation
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(" chapters %) involvement. Ultimately, a program or practice area exists because of clients,
e who likely know the most about their personal problems and the help they
Chapter 5. Focusing an Evaluation need. They may also have views and suggestions that are pertinent to the

methodology to be selected for the evaluation. For example, they may be
able to advise an evaluator on whether clients would be more responsive to
observations, interviews, or questionnaires.
The participatory action approach, introduced in chapter 2, assumes
that the people studied or evaluated can be involved in implementing any
or all stages of an evaluation. Such involvement largely depends on the per-
< spective of the evaluators and other stakeholders. In the case of planning an >
evaluation, clients, for example, could be consulted to help in the following
areas:

¢ They can be asked how important the program/practice concerns
already identified are to them.

¢ They can become involved in several ways, such as being interviewed
on a relevant topic, sitting on an advisory committee, assisting a col-
laborative team of stakeholders, or informal consulting.

¢ They can be encouraged to react to the views expressed by other
stakeholders.
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