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Definitions 
 

Program evaluation is commonly defined as: 

 

The systematic investigation of the worth or merit of an object (Joint Committee on Standards 

for Educational Evaluation, 1994, p. 3). 

 

A more in-depth and recent definition is: 

 The systematic investigation of the quality of programs, projects, subprograms, subprojects, 

and/or any of their components or elements, together or singly  

 For purposes of decision making, judgments, conclusions, findings, new knowledge, 

organizational development, and capacity building in response to the needs of identified 

stakeholders  

 Leading to improvement and/or accountability in the users’ programs and systems  

 Ultimately contributing to organizational or social value (Yarbrough, Shulha, Hopson, & 

Caruthers, 2011, p. xxv) 

 

Numerous definitions of program evaluation exist. Common themes include:  

 Systematic investigation or inquiry  

 Determining quality and valuing  

 Results used for decision making and action 

 

Program evaluation is a distinct and growing discipline with its own unique theory, approaches, 

and practices. It has a deep literature (e.g., scholarly journals, books), professional 

organizations, guidelines and standards for practice (see American Evaluation Association, 

2004; 2011; Yarbrough et al. 2011), and evaluator competencies (see Canadian Evaluation 

Society, 2010; Stevahn, King, Ghere, & Minnema, 2005).  

 

The American Evaluation Association (AEA), an international professional organization, has 

approximately 7,300 members from all 50 states in the US and over 80 other countries; the 

organization has 30 regional/state affiliates in the US. AEA has 57 Topical Interest Groups 

focused on a range of professional disciplines, evaluation methodologies, and evaluation topics. 

In addition, there are over 170 recognized international evaluation organizations representing 

110 countries (AEA, 2017).   
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Distinctions 
 

Social Science Research 
Program evaluation is distinct from social science research, most notably, in purpose, drivers, 

focus, primary audience, and methodologies. The specifics in the table below are general 

distinctions, as opposed to hard distinctions, to support understanding of program evaluation. 

For example, program evaluation can add knowledge in a field or discipline; however, its 

primary purpose is to provide evaluative information for decision-making/action.  

 

 Program Evaluation Social Science Research 

Primary 

purpose 

Provide evaluative information 

for decision-making/action 

Add knowledge in a field or 

discipline 

Driven by Client/stakeholder needs  

 

Researcher interests 

Focus on Particulars of a program and 

context  

Generalizability/transferability 

of results 

Primary 

audience 

Program client/stakeholders Other researchers 

Methodologies Evaluation-specific 

approaches/methodologies/ 

practices, in addition to social 

science inquiry methodologies 

Social science inquiry 

methodologies 

  

Program evaluation and social science research share some methodologies (e.g., quantitative, 

qualitative, mixed methods designs), data collection methods (e.g., surveys, interviews, tests), 

and data analysis techniques (e.g., statistics, qualitative analysis). In addition, program 

evaluation has evaluation-specific approaches, methodologies, and practices. Thus, program 

evaluation is not a type of applied research.  

 

Assessment 
The terms evaluation and assessment are often used interchangeably. For those of us who 

work in fields where evaluation and assessment are used, there are important technical 

distinctions. Assessment is about observing or measuring a phenomena of interest (e.g., 

reading ability, potential for success at college). Assessment is conducted at the individual level. 

Assessment results may be reported for individuals and/or aggregated for groups (e.g., grade 

level, school, first generation college students). Assessment often takes the form of tests, 

surveys, or performance assessments. The goal of assessment in and of itself is to provide data 

about individual or group ability, performance, etc.  
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On the other hand, evaluation, or program evaluation, is about answering big picture, evaluative 

questions (see Davidson, 2013; 2015) about the merit or worth of a program, product, policy, 

etc. The evaluation questions guide the choice of data collection. In education contexts, 

assessment data are often used to help address one or more evaluation questions, but other 

data will be used as well. If there are no big picture, evaluative questions and/or if only one 

source of data is used, it is not program evaluation. 

 

Formative and Summative Terminology 

 Formative: Giving form or shape, forming, shaping, fashioning, molding; pertaining to 

formation or development (dictionary.com, n.d.).  

 Summative: Additive, cumulative (dictionary.com, n.d.) 

  

As the dictionary definitions imply, formative is about developing and shaping; summative is 

additive and cumulative. Formative evaluation serves to inform program improvement—to 

shape it for success. Summative evaluation is a cumulative summary of a program’s value. In 

education, we similarly differentiate formative and summative assessment. Again, assessment 

and evaluation are not the same thing; however, the adjectives formative and summative work 

the same for assessment as they do for evaluation. Formative assessment is about shaping, 

development, and improvement. Summative assessment is a cumulative summary of individual 

and/or group ability, performance, etc. 

 

Monitoring and Performance Measurement 
Monitoring and performance measurement is generally conducted for accountability purposes. 

Ongoing, routine data collection tied to specific quality metrics, indicators, targets, or 

benchmarks is the focus of the work. This usually involves large, standard data collection 

systems and a reliance on quantitative data. Some view monitoring and performance 

measurement as a type of program evaluation; others view it as something distinct and different 

from program evaluation. From my perspective, if it is guided by evaluation questions (that are 

actually evaluative), if decisions about what data to collect are made in an effort to best address 

the evaluation questions, and if multiple data sources are used, it is program evaluation. 

Otherwise, it is just a data collection system.  

 

Many of the assessment and accountability systems in B-12 and higher education are data 

collection systems. Just because they are used to evaluate schools, programs, etc. does not 

make them program evaluation, as defined and characterized by the program evaluation 

discipline. In some fields, the term monitoring and evaluation is used to describe a combination 

of monitoring/performance measurement and evaluation. This work generally includes use of a 

monitoring and evaluation framework, key evaluation questions, and multiple sources of data; 

thus, under these conditions, it is program evaluation. 
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