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OFBLACKBIRDS AND BOXES: AN INTRODUCTION TO
EVALUATIVE RESEARCH

FRANK LYNCH, s.r»

My aim is to describe and illustrate just three features of evaluative research namely th b .t th' ' ,e astc con-
c~p , e ~ost common foci, ~nd the favorite designs. For if at the outset of this seminar we re-
VIew ":h~t IS meant by evaluative research, what problems it most frequently addresses, and in what
ways It IS best conducted, we should be well prepared to profit from the presentations that follow.
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TheMeaning ofEvaluative Research

Everyone of us is at heart an evaluator. In
deed, to be truly human and alive one must be
critical; scratch even a saint, and a critic bleeds.
For the making of discriminative judgments
which comes so easily to all of us, is of itself a
good thing. The problem is this, that in the
hustle-bustle of ordinary life we now and then
evaluate without reflection; such is our compul
sion in this regard. In these instances, unfor
tunately, we feel no obligation to specify the
criteria that underlie our offhand pronounce
ments, or to offer acceptable proof that the
person or thing on trial has indeed failed or
passed the test of our standards. Life is too
fast, perhaps, or what we owe one another too
easily forgotten.

Precisely because any critical judgrnent,
however loose, naive, vicious, or irresponsible,
can be called an evaluation, some authors are
at pains to use a special phrase, "evaluative re
search," for evaluations done with scientific
discipline, system, and accountability. The
label "evaluative research," which we have
adopted, is consciously restrictive: it empha
sizes the research aspect of the process, and
informs us at once that we are dealing with a
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scientific operation of one particular kind ..
concretely, a species of explanatory research.

Most commonly, evaluative research is now
employed to weigh the merits Of some or
ganized intervention, generally a social action
program undertaken to produce certain bene
ficial effects in the target population. Exam
ples that come easily to mind in the Philippin.e
context are programs for the improvement of
nutrition, housing, family planning and welfare,
rural electrification, out-of-school youth, man
power training, adult literacy, or agrarian re
form. Applied to any such organized activity,
evaluative research may be defined as a process
to determine how successful (or unsuccessful}
a program has been in achieving its predeter
mined objective or objectives. Operationally,
the process will include at least the following
five steps:

1. Identifying and operationalizing (devising
measurable indicators of) those objectives
whose attainment will be evaluated - the so
called program effects, or outcomes;

2. Similarly identifying and operationalizing
the program inputs;

3. Devising and implementing a data
gathering plan;

4. Analyzing and interpreting the findings;
and

5. Making summative or formative sugges
tions regarding the program which has been
studied.
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Consider a simple example. Imagine that we
have been invited to help plan a modest literacy
program to be conducted in a single munici
pality. While discussing matters with the origi
nators of the idea, we come to several agree
ments. The first is that the major program ob
jective will be functional literacy for those out
of-school youths or adults who live in the
municipality and ask to be enrolled in the pro·
posed two-month training course. Second,
the attainment of this goal is to be measured by
a straightforward test of the ability to read and
write a simple message in any language (though
the languages of instruction will be Tagalog and
English). The principal inputs, on the other
hand, will be the efforts of the literacy instruc
tors (administrative/program variables) and the
attendance and performance of the enrollees
(participant variables).

Having defined both the expected outcome
and the programmed inputs, and provided as
well for their measurement, we now design a
data-gathering scheme. Since in this instance
we are dealing with an enlightened' program'
manager (any manager who calls you in during
the program-planning stage must be enlight

.ened), he or she will' certainly be open to our
suggestions for the selection of students for
the literacy course. Although eventually all
eligible candidates will be trained, we shall pro·
pose that they be admitted to the program on a
batch-by-batch basis. This arrangement will
allow us to employ a very creditableresearch
design.

Concretely, then, the target population will
be all those out-of-school youths or adults
who reside in the municipality and apply' for
admission to the literacy program. The experi
mental or test group will be those chosen at
.random to be admitted to the first round of
the program. The controls will be those who are
waiting their turn. Input data will be gathered
by simple records made of the attendance and ,
performance of both instructors and partici
pants during the two months the course is in
session. Output data will consist of literacy
level measurements made both before and after
the Course on' members of the experimental
and control groups alike.
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The analysis and interpretation of data
could proceed in a number of ways. The basic
questions we might answer, however, are these:

1. What percentage of enrollees aclueved
functionalliteracy? Did they do 'so more often

, than the controls did?
2. What about gain scores - did the enrollees

show greater average improvement (posttest
scores minus pretest scores) than the controls?

3. Did instructors and students perform as
they were supposed to?

4. Was improvement in literacy correlated
with instructor and/or participant inputs?

On, grounds of the replies given to these
four questions, we might recommend that the
program be continued or terminated (a summa
tive evaluation), or be modified in one way or
another to make it more effective (the forma
tive mode).

TheMost Common Foci

The example just given illustrates the fact
that at least two aspects of a social program
may be evaluated: inputs' and outputs, or - to
use another set of terms - efforts and effects.
The third and last fundamental focus for
studies of this kind is generally labeled process,
a shorthand term for whatever makes sense of,
or explains, the earlier evaluative findings. The
study of process is, as it were, a rooting around
in the "black box" that houses those secret
workings whence spring the results we call
effects (or non-effects).

But effects, or outcomes (the second basic
,focus) are most often seen, not in isolation,

but in reference to some total goal to be
achieved. And again, however impressive the
program's output,' the sobering question will
commonly arise: could the same results have
been attained at less expense or trouble, or in
a shorter period of time? With these added
criteria of success, then, we have five foci in
all, to one or more of which attention is regu
larly paid in the course of evaluative research.
I shall review them, adding Suchman's (1967)
memorable analogy of the bird in flight; you
may forget the foci, but I guarantee that you
will remember the bird. The five concerns of
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evaluative research are these.

1. Effort. This is an assessment of the
quantity and quality of program-related activ
ity, regardless of output. How many hours
were spent in the classroom, how many homes
visited, how many outpatients treated, how
many crop loans extended? This is an evalua
tion of inputs.

Evaluation at this level is compared to mea
suring the number of times a bird flaps his
wings, with no attempt to determine how far
the bird has flown (Suchman,1967:61).

2. Performance. Here we measure the re
sults of effort, rather than the effort alone.
What did the students learn, what changes
occurred in homes visited by the social worker
or nurse, how many outpatients were relieved
of the symptoms that brought them to the
clinic, how many crop loans were used for the
intended purpose - and to what effect? This is
an evaluation of effects, or outcomes.

Here the focus is on how far the bird has
flown, and not merely on the frequency of his
wing flapping.

3. Adequacy. The question is now no
longer how far have we come but how much
further must we go. The outcome is seen in
reference to the total envisioned goal. What
percentage of the syllabus have the students
mastered, what further changes must be effect
ed in the homes of the client population, what
percentage of outpatients treated remains un
cured, and what proportion of crop loans were
improperly used? The measure of adequacy
tells us how effective a program has been in
terms of the denominator of total need.

How far, in other words, has the bird flown
with reference to where he has to go?

4. Efficiency. Compared to the program
under scrutiny, we ask, is there a better way to
achieve the same results? "Efficiency is con
cerned with the evaluation of alternative pat
terns or methods in terms of costs - in money,
time, personnel, and public convenience. In a
sense, it represents a ratio between effort and
performance - output divided by input." (Such
man, 1967:64).

Could the bird have gotten where he was
going with less flapping of his wings? Did he
fly too high, or not high enough? Did he take
sufficient advantage of favoring air currents?
Indeed, could he have travelled more effi
ciently still, by sitting on a freight car roof and
letting the train do his work?

5. Process. This is the most difficult of all
questions to answer: how and why a program
succeeds or fails, or works well under some con
ditions but not others.

Strictly speaking, questions of this kind need
not be part of a program evaluation. However,
properly answered, they may result in the
saving of a program which might otherwise
have been closed down because of its ratings on
the other four criteria.

The analogy of the bird is a bit strained here,
unless we wish to speak of meteorologists
teaming up with animal physiologists and psy
chologists to explain the flight characteristics,
migration patterns, and homing behavior of
our little feathered friend. Consequently, we
might return instead to the black-box meta
phor mentioned earlier, and think of the study
of process as an attempt to discover what
makes the program tick - or run down.

These then are the five specific problems
to which evaluative research commonly ad
dresses itself: effort, performance, adequacy,
efficiency, and process!

Preferred Research Designs
Since the appearance. of Campbell and Stan

ley's classic catalogue of research designs (1963,
1966), the three-way division of study plans
which they employ has become increasingly
popular. Further, despite frequent assurances
that the second and third categories of de
sign - that is, the quasi-experimental and non
experimental - are acceptable in certain situa
tions, the experimental model remains the un
disputed first choice, even for evaluation re
search. This is so largely because the principal
feature of this kind of design is the random
assignment of study units to experimental and
control groups. Properly done, this procedure
solves one of the greatest threats to the study's
internal validity: preexistent differences bet-
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ween those who were subsequentlyexposed to
the experimental treatment arid those who were
not.2 '

," Although there are three relatively common
experiinental designs, two of them are merely
variations on the basic plan found in the flrst,
This elementary' arrangement is called the
pretest-posttest control-group design, and is rep- , .
resented as follows in the 'notation used' by
Campbell and Stanley (l96~). . '

By this plan, Units are assigned at random (R)
to the experimental (upper line)" or control
(lower line) group. Pretest observations are
made of the members of each group (01 and
(03, then the experimental treatment (X) is
applied to one group'; posttest 'measurements
follow (02 -'O~. The change that occurred
in the experimental group (02 ., 01) is then
compared with that experienced by the control
group (04 - 03), and conclusions drawn re
garding what effects might be traceable to the
experimental treatment. This is the basic expe-
rimental design.3

'

Especially where the number Of study units
is large, random assignment to treatments
makes the use of pretests superfluous. Hence a
simpler form of the basic model may be used.
Here the first set of observations is eliminated,
and one has instead the posttest-only control-
group design, as follows. '

Now if we quite literally combin~ t1k: first
and second plans into a single strategy involving
two experimental and two control .groups, we
have the Solomori four-group design. Its at
tractiveness consists in this,that the minor dif
ficulties that would arise from using either de
sign alone are corrected, by using the two of
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them together. In the notation below, the pre
test-posttest control-group design will be reo
tognized in the -first two lines, the posttest-

. only plan in the lines that follow:

R 0 1 X O2

R03 0 4

R X 0 5

R 0 6

" Less desirable; but often either appropriate
or . necessary, .are the so-called quasi-experi
mental designs. The label derives from the fact

, that we here ap,ply an experimental approach
to' bodies of data 'which are not susceptible to
full experimental control: Most important, the
assignment of treatments cannot be made or
in any event is not made, in random fashion.
Compensating somewhat for the absence of
this . paramount feature are two provisions,
'multiple observations and comparison groups,
which, appear singly or in combination in the
three most common quasi-experimental designs.
In descending order of acceptability, I would
rank the plans as follows: first.. the multiple
time-series design (with a nonequivalent con
trol"); second, the simple nonequivalent con
troi-group idesign (without a time series); and
third, the time-series experiment without a
comparison group (for the Campbell and Stan
ley notations, see Figure 1, frames 1-~).

Weakest of all, but acceptable nonetheless
for .the preliminary "soft" assessment of a
program's worth; are the so-called nonexperi
mental (or' pre-experimental) designs. These
plans possess the virtue of simplicity, and can
detect the' presence of at least gross before

after differences. What they cannot discover
is the program's role .in the changes we ob
serve. They can tell us, in other words whether
or not some effect is being pr~duced:but they
cannot eliminate the possibility of non-program
explanations for the pretest-posttest differen-
5' '

ces. Indeed, in two of the three most common
designs, there is no ,pretest against which to
measure the posttest results, Consequently, if
I were asked to state my first preference among
these three plans, I would name the one-group
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pretest-posttest design,' after that I would place
the static-group comparison, followed by the
one-shot case study (Figure 1, frames 4-6).

Figure 1. Quasi-experimental (1-3) and non
experimental (4-6) research designs in the
notation ofCampbell and Stanley(1966).

01020304 X 0 5060708 0 1 X O2

(3) Time-series experiment (4) One-group
pretest-posttest design

Notes

The strategy outlined in these five sugges
tions is clearly realistic: we do what we can.
Equally down to earth will be your acceptanoe
of the fact that the results of your evaluative reo
search will not always endear you to those for
whom you did it. Indeed, the more skilled you
are, the more likely you are to incur the dis
pleasure of program managers and sponsors,
To paraphrase Peter Rossi (1972: 38, n, 32):
"No good evaluation goes unpunished."

kind of plan are more easily met than
many people realize.

4. If an experimental approach is impossible,
then push at least for a design in which
pretest data are gathered, preferably
over time, from both a program and com
parison group.

5. But be flexible, open to the advantages of
a twc -stageapproach featuring a soft eval
uation followed, where indicated, by a
more rigorous appraisal.

XO

(6)One-shot case
study

03 04

(2) Nonequivalent
control-group design

XO,

O2

(5) Static-group comparison

0\ O2 X 0304

Os 06 07 08

(1) Multiple time-series
design

•

-.

•

•

Practical Suggestions

If one or more of you approached me now
and asked what concretely you might do to in
crease the likelihood that the evaluations you
did would be worth the trouble you took to do
them, I would answer with these five pieces of
advice.

1. When the opportunity presents itself, re
inforce the growing consensus that a
social program with no provision for its
own evaluation is at best deficient, and at
worst, irresponsible.

2. When the occasion permits, make the
point that a program evaluation should
be planned when the program itself is
.planned; it should not be tacked on as an
afterthought.

3. In planning an evaluation with the pro
gram manager, or whoever is responsible
for its conduct, strive mightily for an
arrangement in which an experimental
design can be used; objections to this

lAmong the many aspects of process which might
be investigated is what is currently referred to as SQ

cial soundness, a phrase referring principally to the
qualities of social (distributive) justice and cultural
compatibility. A discussion of the concept and of
means to assure, as much as one can, its presence in a
social program is found in Lynch,lllo, and Barrarneda
(1976).

2.\side from the problem of differential selection,
seven other threats to internal validity are identified:
history, maturation, instrumentation, statistical regres
sion, experimental mortality, and selection-matu
ration interaction (Campbell and Stanley, 1966). The
same authors also describe four threats to a study's
external validity, or generalizability: interaction
effect of testing, interaction effects of selection biases
and the experimental variable, reactive effects of the
experimental arrangements, and multiple-treatment in
terference.

3With one added feature, this is the research plan
which appears in the literacy-program example pre
sented in the first section of this paper. The basic de
sign was slightly modified by provision for the "stag
ing of experimental treatments" (Weiss,1972: 63-65)
through the use of a so-called holdout sample (Boruch,
1976: 52-56).
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4A "nonequivalent control group" is not, strictly
speaking, a control group. It is rather a comparison
group. However, I am retaining the design labels of
Campbell and Stanley (1966).

Sin view of these considerations, Rossi suggests
(1972: 48) "a strategy of evaluation in which soft
methods are used to eliminate ineffective projects and
to detect potentially effective ones. Those found to
be potentially effective then need further and more
precise evaluation through controlled experiments
or close approximations to such designs."
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