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Using Responsive Evaluation in Strategic Management
Bobby Thomas Cameron

Abstract

Program and policy evaluation is a key component of strategic management. Managers and other leaders need to know
“what works” to determine if strategic priorities are being achieved. In the 21* century, managers are required to have a
broad range of knowledge and skill sets to support business development and to establish and maintain strategic priorities. In
our efforts to ensure that our evaluative work is “evidence-based” and “scientific” we may overlook those evaluative
approaches and models which do not necessarily align with the traditional, positivist approach to program and policy
evaluation. Managers should be aware of alternative approaches to program and policy evaluation to ensure that methods are
able to capture the complexity of the social phenomenon which is inherent to every program and policy. This paper makes a
case for using Responsive Evaluation and provides an overview of its development, application, and strengths.

Program evaluation methods and techniques are not a new phenomenon; throughout the 19™ century
government commissions were established in the United Kingdom and the United States to reform
education and as a means to evaluate other human services programs (Madaus and Stufflebeam, 2000).
From 1964-1972, under U.S. President Lyndon Johnson, new policies on social programs in health,
education, housing, and unemployment were implemented to support his social agenda to enhance
opportunities for all citizens (Fitzpatrick, Sanders, and Worthen, 2011). Yet this social spending lacked
the proper mechanism to measure and examine the effectiveness and impacts of programs. As the need
for evaluation grew, academics were hired by the government to evaluate programs against their
objectives (Kalman, 1976). Largely evaluations were pre-ordinate, that is they were oriented around
measuring if a program met its intended goals. Throughout the 1960s, evaluation scholars began to
critique this goal-oriented evaluation method as being too simplistic and for ignoring the complexity of
social phenomenon (Abma and Stake, 2001).

As such, Robert Stake and others began to discuss ways of broadening the scope of evaluation;
essentially becoming more responsive to the needs of stakeholders and including them in all stages of

the evaluation. In looking beyond the stated goals of the program to evaluate its effectiveness, what
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emerged is what is now known as responsive evaluation. This new approach was accompanied by a
paradigmatic shift in the philosophical understanding of evaluation and the methods best used to
complete an evaluation. Postmodernist [an Stronach (2001) wrote that responsive evaluation “continues
to be important because it holds open a set of possibilities for educational meaning (a quasi-descriptive
space), in the face of the normative closures of ‘effectiveness’ discourses” (p. 59). Responsive
evaluation, although located on the margins of traditional evaluation approaches, continues to be used by
scholars and practitioners today and is supported by 30 years of scholarship showing its utility and
philosophy (see Abma, 2000; 2006; Abma and Stake, 2001; Howe, 1978; Kalman, 1976; Kilintenberg,
1976; Rakel, 1976, Spiegel, Bruning, and Giddings, 1999; Stake, 1972; 1976; 2004; Wadsworth, 2002;
Stronach, 2001).

The Philosophy of Responsive Evaluation

Philosophically, the responsive approach is grounded in a constructivist ontology and nonpositivist
epistemology (Abma, 2006). The approach posits that there are multiple perspectives in regards to what
is ‘truth’ and therefore evaluation designs ought to be conscious of individuals and groups multiple
interpretations of reality (Finne, Levine, and Nilssen, 1995; Sorcinelli, Parsons, and Halpern, 1984).
Reality is considered a result of an individual’s construction of meaning (Sorcinelli, Parsons, and
Halpern, 1984). Proponents of the responsive approach contest that people naturally examine, record,
and conclude about the value of phenomena and what it means to them (Howe, 1978). Participatory
approaches generally follow this philosophy and in practice entails that “[e]valuations are carried out as
constructive dialogues between stakeholders, with the evaluator acting primarily as communication
agent” (Finne, Levine, and Nilssen, 1995, 14; see also Abma, 2006). The program under evaluation is
also viewed through a constructivist lens. As noted by Abma (2000: 463), a program is a phenomenon
which is complex and dynamic; it has different meanings for different stakeholders. Howe (1978)
inferred that the evaluator therefore does not rely on solely the pre-ordinate objectives of the program,
rather, the evaluator focuses more directly on the program’s activities and not its intents. Sorcinelli,
Parsons, and Halpern (1984) assigned responsive evaluation to belong to “naturalistic evaluation” (5).
Following Guba and Lincoln, the authors stated that *. . . the naturalistic evaluator seeks to acquire and
present ‘thick description’ (Sorcinelli, Parsons, and Halpern, 1984, 6) of the program understudy. As
such, the naturalistic evaluator relies on methods from field research including interviews, observations,
and document analysis (Sorcinelli, Parsons, and Halpern, 1984).

Stake (1976) noted that the responsive approach thus provides a more naturalistic and humanistic
approach to program evaluation. In expanding beyond the goal-oriented or pre-ordinate evaluation
design, responsive evaluation takes into consideration the program’s background (history), conditions,
and transactions among stakeholders (Stake, 1972). It is largely emergent, the design unfolds as contact
is made with stakeholders. Yet, it is important to note that the responsive approach does not disregard
the program’s stated goals entirely. Rather, objective goals come to be evaluated alongside the other
components of the program as identified by the stakeholders (Stake, 1974 in Kalman, 1976). Thus, the
responsive design evaluates what stakeholders believe ought to be evaluated and part of this can include
the program’s intended goal. The ‘truth’ which is sought in the responsive approach is the knowledge
which is generated by stakeholders and interpreted by the evaluator. Philosophically, evaluation in this
context is not exclusively focused on policies and programs on the basis of their effectiveness, rather it
is based on engaging stakeholders so that the evaluator can better understand the meaning of their
interaction with the policy or program (Abma, 2006). The experiences of stakeholders — including
feelings and emotions — are thus of concern to the responsive evaluator (Abma, 2006).
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Responsive Design

The essential design of the responsive approach is Stake’s 12 Prominent Events:

A) Identify program scope; B) Overview program activities; C) Discover purposes, concerns; D)
Conceptualize issues, problems; E) Identify data needs; F) Select observers, judges, and instruments (if
any); G) Observe designated antecedents, transactions, and outcomes; H) Thematize and prepare
portrayals and case studies; I) Winnow, match issues to audiences; J) Format for audience use; K)
Assemble formal reports (if any); L) Talk with clients, program staff, and audiences (Stake, 1976).

These events are carried out in no specific order, and an evaluator can repeat an event, or skip one, if
necessary (see for example Kalman, 1976 Klintberg, 1976). “Responsive evaluation is a general
perspective in the search for quality and the representation of quality in a program. It is an attitude more
than a model or recipe” (Stake, 2004, 86).

An early example of application of this approach is Klintberg’s (1976) responsive evaluation of a
medical family practice residency program. Here Klintenberg carried out events A, B, and C and spoke
with the chairman of the program and faculty to identify the nature, scope, and purpose of the residency
program. Materials relating to its philosophy and the literature on best practices for residency programs
were also reviewed. Klintberg used standardized interviews to solicit information from stakeholders on
identification of problems, performance and program deficiencies, and recommendations. Klintenberg
also used questionnaires to obtain factual data. Participants included enrolled students, office staff,
hospital staff, volunteers and patients. Questions were also asked relating to the acceptance of the
evaluation approach itself. Klintberg found that participants overwhelmingly accepted the responsive
approach, that there was an outstanding willingness to respond, and that all participants were genuinely
enthusiastic about engaging in the evaluation.

In regards to specific methods, although Stake was a proponent that traditional scientific methods alone
could not properly evaluate a program and Amba (2006: 32) also stated that responsive evaluation
emerged due to the “overreliance on experimental methods”, evaluation scholars who have employed
this approach have indeed integrated traditional methods. Howe (1978) stated that, “the interviews
which averaged 40 minutes in duration were conducted in an open manner with unstructured responses”
(21). Further she went on to identify themes from the interviews, although not specifying the way in
which she analyzed the data. Abma (2006:33) stated that if one is interested in the meaning of a
program, it is important to conduct in-depth interviews.

Strengths of Responsive Evaluation

The responsive approach is applicable to both summative and formative evaluations. Stake (1972) noted
that the approach is “particularly useful during formative evaluation when the project staff needs help in
monitoring the program and when no one is sure what problems will arise. It will be particularly useful
in summative evaluation when audiences want an understanding of the activities and of the strengths and
shortcoming of the program” (2). It is preferred over pre-ordinate evaluation when one wants to know
the extent to which set objectives have changed (Stake, 1972). The responsive approach has shown to
generate large amounts of data (Klintenberg, 1976), allowing for a thick description of a program
(Sorcinelli, Parsons, and Halpern, 1984). Klintenberg (1976) concluded that the approach allows for
evaluations of programs which are either limited or broad in scope and is especially suited for programs
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which are in transition. Rakel (1976) also stated that responsive evaluation is best suited for programs
which are not yet fully established and structured.

Kalman (1976) showed the utility of responsive approach at the state level by evaluating a migrant
program. The purpose of the evaluation was to identify areas of concern that could impact state and local
administrators. This study resulted in finding that participants were concerned with the lack of structure
and pre-ordinate objectives. Kalman (1976) concluded with policy recommendations on how state level
administrators ought to interact with local administrators based on the interviews she conducted.
Further, Kalman (1976) noted that “[s]tate administrators can take the information gleaned from
interviewing local staff in their natural environment and make broad changes that can improve the
quality of programs statewide” (17).

Critiques from the positivist school of evaluation, which posit that an objective reality does exist and can
be understood by isolating variables, would suggest that the responsive approach is not scientifically
rigorous enough. However, responsive evaluator Yoland Wadsworth (2001) noted that the approach
“takes into account ever-broader cultural, organizational, physical, social, political, and economic
environment contexts, as well as ever-widening circles of stakeholders. . .” (51). As such, the
opportunity to incorporate traditional qualitative methods is useful in this type of research (see for
example Patton, 1990) and can provide more validity for research findings for both the positivist and
nonpositivist schools.

Implications for Future Research

The literature surveyed here did not discuss in detail the methods evaluators used to analyze data. For
example, Howe (1978) stated that she identified themes in her articles, but did not articulate the way in
which these themes emerged from the data. Although the articles adequately discussed the philosophy of
their evaluation preference — that it was constructivist —it is unknown whether or not evaluators
employed this same philosophy during analysis. For the responsive approach to truly be holistically
constructivist, analytical methods should reflect the constructivist philosophy. Knowing more about the
analysis of data in the responsive approach would allow for further academic inquiry and ‘knowledge
generation’.

Responsive evaluation seemingly deviates from basic academic research. Whereas basic research
“advances fundamental knowledge about the social world. It focuses on refuting or supporting theories
that explain how things happen, why social relations are a certain way, and why society changes”
(Neuman, 2006, 24), applied research entails conducting a study to identify a specific concern or to offer
a solution to a problem (Neuman, 2004). Incorporating a basic qualitative research design into (or
alongside) the responsive evaluation and analyzing data with methods from the nonpositivist school
(such as grounded theory) allows for knowledge generation which suits academic standards and also
aligns with the approach’s constructivist philosophy. Sorcinelli, Parsons, and Halpern (1984) noted that
the responsive approach indeed requires skill and does not simply imply that the evaluator “hangs out”
with stakeholders. Rather, disciplinary skills learned from academia can be, and should be, incorporated
into the study. If the literature surveyed here had of been more explicit with the way in which data was
collected and analyzed, it would have presented a stronger case to skeptics that the results of such
research are valid.

This paper argues that a responsive approach can be both beneficial to a program as well as contribute to
a better understanding of the social world. A strength of responsive evaluation is that it brings one into
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contact with a diverse range of individuals whom are interacting with the same phenomenon.
Responsive evaluation gives the researcher or evaluator the opportunity to generate knowledge as well
as evaluate a program. Indeed, the methods employed could be brought from the nonpositivist tradition
such as hermeneutics and other phenomenological approaches, but knowledge production can
nevertheless be achieved which can provide answers to the social world beyond the scope of the
program.
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