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Choose an Evaluation Approach 

Definitely worth saying 

Some may say that choosing an evaluation approach for a program evaluation thesis or 

dissertation goes without saying. However, I have seen thesis and dissertation studies that are 

identified as program evaluations, but do not include an evaluation approach that was used to 

frame the evaluation work. Most evaluations I have conducted include more than one evaluation 

approach. Bottom line: if it is a program evaluation thesis or dissertation, it needs to be guided 

by an evaluation approach. 

 

Evaluation approaches and evaluation designs 

An area of confusion for some is the differentiation between evaluation approaches and 

designs. Both fall under the umbrella of “methods” and should be aligned. Choice of evaluation 

approach should come first and be based on the evaluation purpose and evaluation context. 

What approach or combination of approaches will best address the evaluation purpose? What 

will be feasible given resources, accessibility, and other aspects of evaluation context? Some 

evaluation approaches serve as a guiding framework for the evaluation work; others are more 

prescriptive about how to carry out the evaluation. Evaluation design, on the other hand, is the 

specific strategies and methodologies that will be used to conduct the evaluation. This includes 

everything from the type of sampling, to type of data collection, to type of analysis. Designs 

used in research are similarly used in evaluation. For example, experimental, quasi-

experimental, mixed methods, and qualitative designs can be used. Evaluation approaches that 

are prescriptive may provide specific steps, processes, and/or methodologies to be part of the 

designs. Approaches that are not prescriptive will serve as a guide for appropriate choice of 

design options.  

 

Which evaluation approaches align with the evaluation purpose and context?  

Given the purpose of the evaluation, identify evaluation approaches that best address that 

purpose. For each evaluation approach, briefly describe evaluation design requirements 

prescribed by the approach (e.g., steps, processes, methodologies). If no design requirements 

are prescribed by the approach, describe common and/or appropriate evaluation design options 

given the approach. Then use the information to identify the best evaluation approach(es) given 

program context. 
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Evaluation Purpose Statement: 

 
Possible Evaluation Approaches 

 
Appropriate/Required Designs 

  

  

  

  

  

 

Where does evaluation approach show up in the thesis or 

dissertation? 

First and foremost, it shows up in the methods chapter. First introduce and describe the 

evaluation approach or combination of approaches that will be used and the rationale for that 

choice given evaluation purpose and program context. An overview of the evaluation design 

usually follows, then an in-depth treatment of each component of the design is described (e.g., 

sampling, data collection methods and procedures). There may also be a section in the 

literature review chapter where program evaluation and the approach(es) are discussed. This is 

particularly important to include when committee members and other audiences for the thesis or 

dissertation are not familiar with evaluation theory and literature or if you are using an evaluation 

approach not commonly used in your field. You can refer to this literature review section when 

providing the rationale for your choice of approach in the methods chapter. 

 


