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What is in Question? 
A review of literature guiding the development of evaluation questions. 

Introduction 

Framing the evaluation question precedes all other design elements in an 

evaluation. It is also a key factor distinguishing the field of evaluation from that 

of research. This literature review identifies theoretical and technical perspectives 

on constructing evaluation questions, highlighting distinct characteristics and 

contributions in the field of evaluation literature.  

The Encyclopedia of Evaluation defines evaluation as a systematic process 

of inquiry that examines the merit, worth, or significance of an evaluand. 

Common foci of evaluations (or evaluands) include products, programs, projects, 

personnel, teaching, learning, and other interventions. The unique feature of 

evaluation as an inquiry process is that it is intrinsically value-laden; however it is 

also a rigorous process when it is well designed, explicative, and meets its 

requirement to be systematic (Mathison 2005). 

One salient feature of evaluation as a type of inquiry is that it begins with 

an evaluation question or questions in order to focus data collection and claims. 

The evaluation question is unique to the field of evaluation as a research question 

is to the field of research. Whether the question is Spartan or complex, it is 

heavily laden with assumptions by its author. These assumptions, as well as the 

targets set by the question affect the nature of the evaluation that will be 

conducted but like many assumptions, they regularly go unexamined. Essentially, 

the evaluation question sets the scope of work for the evaluation and helps to 

frame the methodological and design issues that follow. 

Interestingly, a search of the American Journal of Evaluation, the Journal 

of Multidisciplinary Evaluation, and an assortment of text books on the field of 

evaluation yielded little guidance on how to choose or construct an appropriate 

evaluation question. Even the Encyclopedia of Evaluation (Mathison 2005) and 

The Evaluation Thesaurus (Scriven 1991) neglected to include an entry for the 

term “evaluation question”. This suggests that while it is common knowledge in 

the field that an evaluation should begin with an evaluation question, little 

guidance has been written on the particulars of what does or should compose that 

question. 

It is easy to see how choosing a question can be given short shrift 

compared to the other, activities conducted under the umbrella of evaluation. 

Issues of methodology, design, data collection and validity, communication, and 

stakeholder involvement are all obviously complex and the literature is replete 

with dialogue contesting divergent approaches to each. Next to these complicated 

activities, how difficult or important can it be to write a question or two? Isn’t it 

just a simple interrogative statement the likes of which evaluators have been using 

since acquiring the ability of speech as children? A closer examination suggests 

not.  
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Authors penning guidance about developing evaluation questions 

approached the subject from different angles. It is telling that between the authors 

contributing to the sparse literature on developing evaluation questions that there 

is no overlapping material, each represents distinctly different concerns. Only 

three of the five publications discussed in this paper were generous enough 

include examples of how the framing of a question entails a particular response. 

Clearly, there is more work to be done on the topic of developing a purposeful 

question or set of questions for conducting an evaluation. 

I have begun collating the example questions given by the authors 

reviewed in this work into a matrix addressing the paradigm reflected by a set of 

questions, the approach or model’s influence on phrasing an evaluation question, 

and finally the phase of evaluand’s development addressed by a question. For the 

purposes of this paper, these are the only explicit literary contributions I have 

been able to identify to date. I will discuss each author’s contribution in order of 

most broad (paradigm level) to most specific (phase of the evaluand targeted). 

Discussion 

In conducting this literature review, I was hoping to find a continuation of 

the synopsis provided by Lincoln and Guba in their work “Comparisons of Social 

Science Paradigms” that was specific to evaluation and evaluation questions in 

particular. However, even in Guba’s extended work, The Paradigm Dialog, the 

discussion remains on a theoretical level and is inclusive of the social sciences in 

general, rather than the field of evaluation specifically (Guba,1990) . As these 

charts have proven useful to a wide spectrum of readers, I decided it would be 

worthwhile to extend the description of each paradigm (post-positivist, 

constructionist, and critical theorist) to include a sample of evaluation questions 

reflecting the nature of each paradigm.  

Charts 1 through 3 demonstrate that the interests of the postpositivist are 

manifested in questions that are quantitative, empirical, and definitive. The 

constructionist has an interest in representing a variety of views in rich qualitative 

detail, to paint a vivid picture of an evaluand’s story and promote understanding. 

The critical theorist explicates the inner workings of power relationships at play, 

many of which are felt by stakeholders as common rules of social interaction, 

although these rules are seldom explained or stated directly in the course of day-

to-day activities.  

Table 1. Evaluation Questions with a Postpositivist Orientation 

A social problem has been identified and research has been conducted to develop an 
intervention, does this project/program deliver services according to the model as 
intended? How is it the same? How is it different? 

Is this program/project an exemplar that should be ‘ramped up’ or used as a model on a 
grander scale? 

Does this program/project have a greater effect than previous or similar 
programs/projects? 
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How can this program/project inform decision-making about future interventions? 

Is there evidence demonstrating that this program/project has a result that justifies 
investment in the resources it requires? 

Table 2. Evaluation Questions with a Critical Theory Orientation 

Does this project/program serve a need that is genuine? Or would the intended 
beneficiaries identify alternate approach that has greater legitimacy? 

Is this program/project appropriately inclusive of potential beneficiaries? 

Are the benefits of this program/project distributed in ways that are accessible and 
respectful to all stakeholders? 

Whose voices and experiences are taken into account in decision-making regarding this 
program/project? 

What barriers exist to accessing this program/project? How can they be overcome? 

Does this program/project empower participants to create more opportunities for 
themselves or in their community without disrupting shared values and supportive 
relationships? 

Table 3. Evaluation Questions with a Constructionist Orientation 

What are the different perspectives of stakeholders regarding the function of this 
program/project? 

What does it mean to be a participant or stakeholder in this program/project? How is 
the program/project experienced? 

Can common ground be identified among stakeholders regarding how the 
program/project could work better for participants? 

Can conflicts between stakeholders be identified and negotiated to improve 
cooperation toward common goals? 

Can participants and stakeholders learn to work together to get their needs own needs 
met while acknowledging the needs of others? 

Each table of questions reflects a world view identified as prominent in the 

social sciences tied to an evaluation specific element, the evaluation question. 

These three paradigms hold differing conceptions about the nature and use of 

knowledge and they favor divergent theories of human behavior. If the reader 

were a sociologist, economist, anthropologist, or political scientist a table 

particular to those fields would hold research questions for a scientific experiment 

or naturalistic observation; however, this is an effort to set evaluation apart as its 

own field of inquiry.  

Lincoln and Guba in “Research, Evaluation, and Policy Analysis: 

Heuristics for Disciplined Inquiry” (Lincoln, 1985) go a step further in 

distinguishing evaluation from other types of systematic inquiry. The authors are 

descriptive about the types of questions that set evaluation apart from the social 

sciences in general, and policy analysis, all three of which use a similar cache of 

social science research methods but employ them to different ends. While Lincoln 
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and Guba do not provide examples of evaluation questions either, they make a 

striking point that evaluation as a type of inquiry is a question driven activity that 

employs Fournier’s ‘Logic of Evaluation’ (Fournier 1995). Table 4 is adapted 

from Lincoln, 1985. It demonstrates that the evaluation question is to evaluation 

what the hypothesis is to research, or the comparison of projected outcomes is to 

policy analysis. It should also be noted that Lincoln distinguishes policy analysis 

as inquiry that takes place prior to adopting a program or policy for 

implementation. Evaluation, on the other hand, is an inquiry made of an existing 

program, policy, or some other type of evaluand. Given this comparison, I 

propose that the four steps of Fournier’s logic should be amended to include 

defining an evaluation question as the new step one of a five step process; much 

like the scientific method includes developing a research question and hypothesis. 

Table 4. Comparison of Research, Evaluation, and Policy Analysis Adapted 

from Lincoln, 1985. 

 

 

The importance of the evaluation question is given mention in the article 

“Establishing Essential Competencies for Program Evaluators” (Stevahn, 2005). 

Under the category of systematic inquiry, the authors identify framing the 

evaluation question as a critical skill to be acquired by the competent evaluator. 

Given the rigorous process undertaken by the authors to distill this list of skills, it 

is significant that framing the evaluation question is called out specifically. The 

substance of this article is devoted to identification of each skill rather than 

instruction on how to achieve each one (that would require a treatise or omnibus 

rather than a journal article). So, although Stevahn et al. do not have the space to 

teach the reader about how to construct an evaluation question their point is well 

made that one cannot be a fully competent evaluator without having the ability to 

frame an evaluation question. 

Another piece of literature incorporates a vast range of concerns about 

evaluation questions, de Salazar and Hall devote a chapter in the text book Health 

Promotion Evaluation Practices in the Americas called, “Developing Evaluation 

Research Evaluation  Policy Analysis 

Hypothesis Driven Using 
Scientific Method 

Question Driven Using 
Logic of Evaluation 

Comparison Driven Based on 
Projected Outcomes 

Basic or Applied Applied and Local Applied and Multi-Level 

Builds a Body of 
Knowledge 

Makes a Value 
Determination 

Creates Options 

Replicable Reasonable  Justifiable 

Motivated by Curiosity Motivated by Stakeholder 
Interests 

Needed by Decision-Makers 
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Questions: Beyond the Technical Issues” (Potvin 2000). Their chapter is 

comprehensive discussion, listing of 14 pages of issues that should be examined 

or reflected upon thoroughly before committing to an evaluation question for 

study. However, they fail to show just how to employ their advice, with not a 

single example question given in the text. The chapter is a testament to the range 

and complexity of considerations at play when selecting a question or set of 

questions but leaves the reader feeling more overwhelmed than purposeful. 

House, in his 1978 article “Assumptions Underlying Evaluation Models” 

sets a firm foundation that could have been expanded upon by later authors; but, 

as this review shows, that was not an avenue explored by many. House matches 

evaluation approaches popular in his era with questions that are reflective of each 

model’s priorities. Table 5 is an adaptation of his work. It would be useful to 

update House’s taxonomy with new approaches and models that have become 

more widely used in the 30 plus years since his work was written. 
 

Table 5. Adaptation of aTaxonomy of Evaluation Models with Example 

Questions, House, 1978 

Approach Questions 

Systems Analysis Are the expected affects achieved? Can they be achieved more 
economically? What are the most efficient programs? 

Behavioral/Objectives Are participants achieving objectives? Is the program 
productive? 

Decision-Making Is the program/product effective? What parts are most 
effective? 

Connoisseurship Would a critic recommend this program/project/product? 

Transaction What does the program/project look like to different people? 

 
Rossi provides the advice most tailored to the state of the evaluand in his 

chapter, “Guide to Developing Evaluation Questions” from the seventh edition of 

Evaluation a Systematic Approach (Rossi, 2004). He takes the position that an 

evaluand must be addressed by the evaluation question at a point appropriate to 

the evaluand’s maturity. The lowest level of question in Rossi’s hierarchy is 

directed toward an evaluand that has not yet become fully operational. These 

questions seek to demonstrate whether or not the evaluand is targeted toward 

meeting appropriate needs or participants who demonstrate those needs. What 

would be the point, after all, of examining process, outcomes, or efficiency if the 

evaluand was not operating at full capacity or could not prove that it was properly 

focused? Likewise, why investigate efficiency if the process and impacts are not 

yet well defined? Table 6 is an overview of Rossi’s hierarchical model. 
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Table 6. Rossi’s Hierarchy of Evaluation Questions adapted from 

Evaluation: a Systematic Approach, 2004. 

Hierarchy Questions 

Cost and Efficiency Are resources used efficiently? Is the cost proportional to the 
benefit? Would an alternative approach yield a better 
cost:benefit ratio? 

Outcome/Impact Are the outcome goals and objectives being achieved? Do 
services have beneficial affects for participants? 

Process/ 
Implementation 

Are administrative and service objectives being met? 
Are the intended services being delivered to the intended 
persons? 

Design & Theory What services should be provided? How should services be 
delivered?  How should the program be organized? 

Needs Assessment What is the nature/magnitude of the problem to be addressed? 
What are the characteristics of the population in need? Are they 
being addressed? 

 

Conclusion 

It is clear that more work should be dedicated to the topic of the evaluation 

question, especially if the nature of that question is pivotal in distinguishing 

evaluation from other types of inquiry. In the future, I hope to collect more 

information on how experts in the field devote attention to selecting or composing 

evaluation questions while they conduct their work. Perhaps it is guidance that 

needs to be solicited as it does not yet seem to have been widely volunteered. 

While I was originally concerned about the congruence of paradigm 

choices represented in the evaluation question when compared to design elements, 

justifications of evaluative conclusions, and interaction with stakeholders, this 

research has led to a broader avenue for future discussion and development. My 

contribution, inspired by The Paradigm Dialog (Guba 1990) demonstrates 

evaluation questions nuanced by postpositivist, constructionist, and critical theory 

stand points. In forthcoming work, I will link these questions to the other 

approaches described by the authors featured in this literature review. That matrix 

will provide examples of questions from each paradigmatic view combined with 

different models or approaches of evaluation, as well as the phases of project 

being evaluated. The completed matrix and an overview of this literature review 

is scheduled for presentation at the Western Michigan University Evaluation Café 

in March 2012. I will also propose a follow-on presentation for the 2010 

American Evaluation Association conference. 
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