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Introduction to the special issue on evaluation

In recent times, there has been a remarkable expansion in the evaluation of pub-
lic interventions, particularly concerning intervention processes but also inter-
vention impacts. Along with New Public Management and its ideas of augment-
ing the use of Market Type Mechanisms (MTMs) and pushing for improved
political and administrative leadership, evaluation — included in a broad govern-
ance doctrine alternatively called Performance Management and Results-
oriented Management - has been one of the most important features of public
sector reforms of liberal democracies since the 1980s (Hood 1991; Leeuw &
Furubo 2008, Vedung 2010, Pollitt & Bouckaert 2011). Another more recent
driver for evaluation is the evidence movement. At the same time, criticism of
evaluation from various points of view has put new evaluative approaches on the
agenda (Nordic examples include Hansen & Vedung, 2010, Karlsson 1995,
1996, 2001 and Krogstrup 1997).

Evaluation is practised by public authorities themselves, by watch-dog agen-
cies, by private consultants and by academics. Evaluation findings and conclu-
sions may be used for many purposes. The most obvious ones are accountability
and improvement. One of the elementary rules of representative democracy is
that implementers of public programmes, the agents, are accountable to those
who make decisions concerning the adoption and amelioration of the pro-
grammes, the principals. The traditional forms of monitoring, financial account-
ing and
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auditing, have increasingly been supplemented by policy and programme evalua-
tion, performance review and client satisfaction surveys, thus putting pressure on
the way accountability is framed and understood (Pollitt 2003). Formative in
nature, the second form of evaluation use, improvement, is usually resorted to
while a programme is being implemented, in concert with implementers and
stakeholders. In practice, the two are interrelated. Evaluation findings can be
used for the purpose of accountability, for example concerning the queuing time
for social services, and at the same time for improving services, by suggesting
how to make the services more user-oriented.

Given the role that evaluation findings and conclusions can play in public
sector thinking and decision-making, we must note that producing these findings
and drawing these conclusions is fraught with challenges. The time scale and
resources of evaluation may not suffice for undertaking a comprehensive analy-
sis and hence the question arises of whether the findings can be generalized. In
addition, the question of how to acknowledge the variety of views concerning,
say, the success of an intervention, may be a tricky one. Decision-makers, im-
plementers, interest groups and clients may have differing views concerning
what constitutes success in a particular intervention.

In impact evaluation the challenges increase. This is because real life is an
open system in which causal relationships are difficult to pinpoint. Interregional
initiatives, such as the EU Structural Fund programmes, may be argued to create
jobs, but perhaps the emergence of jobs is determined by the markets, a fair
assumption, and not by the programmes and projects as such. Similarly, in the
area of social care we may like to claim that certain kinds of interventions are
helpful in diminishing alcohol-related problems. The real reason for a potential
diminishment could be, however, that individuals themselves understand the
detrimental effect of over-consumption and draw their own conclusions. In many
cases the public programmes have only a marginal effect, but sometimes this
little input pushes an individual, be it a business executive or a social welfare
recipient, in the desired direction.

In the North-Atlantic world since the 1960s, evaluation has come in waves
that have left layer upon layer of sediments, which constitute latter-day evalua-
tion realities. Starting in the mid-1990s, a wave of evidence-based policy-
making and evaluation has grown in strength, at least at the level of rhetoric
(Vedung 2010). The main tenets of the evidence wave are a focus on what
works, i.e. causality, in the sense of which intervention produces the desired
results, a preference for randomized controlled experimentation as the gold
standard method to sustain such findings and systematic reviews of such findings
for evaluative use in public sector activities and decisions. (Davies, Nutley &
Smith 2000, Gray et al. 2009; Nordic contributions by Rieper & Hansen 2007,
Hansen & Rieper 2009, 2010, and Krogstrup 2011). All of these aspects have
created both enthusiasm and storms of criticism in various quarters.

In social work, for instance, efforts have been made to include non-
experimental qualitative knowledge of professionals and clients as useful evi-
dence of what works. Social work practice, it is argued, is based on a close rela-
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tionship between the social worker and the client, each case representing a par-
ticular history. This alliance makes the difference, and talk, not pills, is the active
agent. Some scholars even argue that clients should be put at the centre of evalu-
ation, because they produce the best evidence of what works for their own re-
covery.

A related but somewhat different view of evidence can be deduced from
champions of stakeholder evaluation. While far from new, stakeholder evalua-
tion is held up as an alternative to randomized controlled trials (Greene 2000,
2005). If we think about the success of a particular programme, it is understand-
able that there are different views on this, and hence the evaluator ought to con-
struct a balanced view concerning the success or to report the main grievances
concerning the issue. Finally, evaluation should function not merely as a man-
agement partner but also as an independent and critical watch-dog.

This special issue presents a careful selection of papers originally presented
at the Nordic Political Science Association workshop sessions on evaluation in
Vaasa, Finland in August 9-12 2011. Revised, peer-reviewed and revised again,
the articles focus on some of the above questions. Three of them are about theory
and methodology. The other two are more empirical in nature.

How are various governance types and evaluation approaches interrelated?
This is the fundamental focus of Anders Hanberger's article. After a thorough
discussion of the issue, he proposes a framework for analysing the implications.
He maintains that different governance arrangements affect the choice of evalua-
tion models and the way they are emphasized. For example, the New Public
Management model requires performance information while a network model
emphasizes information concerning the functioning of the collaborative network
relationships.

Evaluability assessment, argues Peter Dahler-Larsen in his contribution, is
a tool that is supposed to help evaluators establish whether evaluation is appro-
priate in a given situation. Thus, evaluation is understood as a situational good.
Today, however, evaluability assessment is neither much discussed nor particu-
larly used, maintains the author. Mandatory, comprehensive and repetitive eval-
uation systems are gaining ground in public administration supported by general
social, political and managerial norms and values, indicating that evaluation is
believed to be a universal good. Can a form of evaluability assessment be re-
vitalized in order to pave the way for a more modest, more reflexive, and more
context-sensitive belief in evaluation? The author provides an updated version of
evaluability assessment in the form of a list of recommendations This is accom-
panied by a discussion of the limitations of such an approach.

Governance systems anchored in evaluation and focused on developing per-
formance by comparing actors in organizational fields have been increasingly
institutionalized at international as well as national levels in recent years. Sys-
temic evaluation governance is an appropriate umbrella term for these, suggests
Hanne Foss Hansen. Systemic (not systematic) evaluation governance takes
several forms, for example, indicator systems, benchmarking, accreditation,
certification and initiatives of evidence-based professional practice. On the basis
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of a thorough discussion of the concept of systemic evaluation governance, she
develops a typology of different forms of this specific governance type and anal-
yses and discusses the logics and premises in which they are anchored. Her anal-
ysis is illustrated by empirical examples.

Merete Watt Boolsen explores how to understand an education reform and
its evaluation. Her case analysis deals with an education reform in Greenland.
She notes that quantitative analysis gives an insufficient explanation of the suc-
cess of the reform. Qualitative analysis is also needed to provide a more nuanced
and in-depth view on the way students and the Greenlandic people in general
perceive education. Boolsen argues that the choice of perspective and methods
of evaluation are part of a power struggle.

Matts-Ake Belin and Per Tillgren evaluate the impact of an extremely in-
teresting Swedish national programme adopted in 1997 called Vision Zero — the
long-run implication of which was that no one should be killed or seriously in-
jured as a result of traffic accidents in the road transport system. An important
direct policy instrument in this programme was to assign system designers (not
drivers) formal responsibility for safety in accordance with Vision Zero. The
finding that the programme has a low level of achievement appears to be at-
tributable to four principal explanatory factors well known from implementation
theory while other interventions at, for example, the EU level tend to provide
support for the intervention.

Editors” Note

The intellectual and technical work of manufacturing this special issue has been
fairly divided between the three editors. For that reason our names are provided
in alphabetical order. In deciding to place Evert Vedung’s name first, we have
made one conscious exception to that principle. This is to honour his lead role in
initiating, planning and implementing the evaluation workshop at the Nordic
Political Science Association Conference in Vaasa, Finland, without which this
special issue would not have been produced (for a photo, please consult Picture
23 at http://www2.ibf.uu.se/PERSON/evert/pictures.html).

The three editors take final responsibility for neither contents nor language
and form of the articles of this special issue. That responsibility rests entirely
with the authors. For a specific disclaimer by Evert Vedung, see the Belin-
Tillgren contribution.
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