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1. Introduction 

The fourth thematic strand of the 2014 Uganda Evaluation Week was entitled “Methods and practices 

for influential evaluations” (yellow strand in conference programme). The strand composed of three 

sessions, which were all characterised by presentations and discussions on very practical and hands-on 

issues of evaluation management. The guiding questions to be tackled in the strand were: 

 What makes an “influential evaluation”? 

 How to build influence into the evaluation design and process? 

 What can evaluators, evaluation managers and those commissioning evaluations do to ensure 

that evaluation findings will be used? 

On Day 1 a presentation session (PS3) took place. Three presentations were given. Derek Poate, 

freelance evaluator associated to the United Kingdom Evaluation Association (UKES) emphasised a 

number of points for consideration when conducting evaluations that in his extensive experience need 

appreciation if evaluations are to be influential. Building on the previous speaker, Alexander Erich, GIZ 

Evaluation Officer in the central M+E Unit of GIZ in Germany, presented a critique of Michael Patton’s 

“Utilization-Focused Evaluation” (UFE) and the way in which GIZ is experimenting with applying and 

broadening the UFE-approach to suit its institutional context. He pointed out the important of 

recognising the systemic embeddedness of evaluations as an essential feature of good evaluation 

management. Finally, Peter Walyaula of World Vision Uganda provided his view on how to strengthen 

evidence-based programming through evaluations, providing examples from World Vision’s community-

based work in Uganda.  

The discussions were deepened on Day 2 of the conference by means of two “Evaluation Clinics”, which 

provided an open space for sharing ideas and experiences on pressing issues. One clinic handled “Tips 

and tricks for influential evaluations”, while the second clinic zoomed in on issues around the 

communication of evaluation findings.  

2. What makes an “influential evaluation”? 

It is often assumed that stakeholders, such as decision-makers at policy level, suffer from a lack of 

evaluative evidence and that there is therefore a natural demand to be served by evaluations. It is often 

lamented that evaluations are many times “shelved”, rather than being actively used by decision-

makers. However, utilisation of evaluation findings is the pre-condition for evaluations to unfold 

influence. The first question to be tackled in discussing influential evaluations is how to stimulate 

utilisation by stakeholders.   



In the various sessions it was reiterated that a focus on direct effects only is too narrow. Rather, 

evaluations can also have multiple indirect effects, such as influencing agenda setting at policy level, 

supporting change processes in institutions and supporting capacity building.  

For such effects to take place evaluations have to be seen within their political, social and institutional 

context. Therefore, UFE needs to be broadened in the sense that in planning an evaluation, the 

considerations should go beyond “identifying intended uses of intended users” and recognise the 

embeddeness of evaluations in their political, social and institutional context. This argument is based on 

the understanding that stakeholders also act within these contexts that provide opportunities and 

stumbling blocks for utilisation. Knowledge of the context factors assists commission parties, evaluation 

managers and evaluators to make informed decisions on evaluation design and process.   

3. How to build influence into the evaluation design and process? 

In the sessions numerous practical ideas on how promoting utility and influence of evaluative evidence 

could be better recognised in evaluation designs and processes. The point was made that evaluation 

management should be given greater attention as a subset of evaluation theory. Oftentimes it is 

reduced to procurement and administration, and the evaluation literature over the past few years has 

demonstrated a fixation with methodology.  

Alex Erich argued that the starting point for planning evaluations must be an analysis of the context that 

the evaluation takes place in. This includes stakeholder interests, politics, institutional structures and 

organisational (evaluation) culture. Derek Poate pointed to the importance of ensuring timeliness and 

topic relevance. It is important to grab the opportunity when there is momentum for a topic in a sector.  

For the implementation of evaluation then a number of conscious managerial decisions need to be 

taken. For example, in practical terms, those involved in commissioning and planning evaluations should 

make sure there is a focus on utility from the onset in all the reference documents, such as including 

respective considerations in ToR and reporting formats. Other questions pertain to the governance of 

the evaluation and stakeholder involvement, as well as the choice of evaluators and their role in the 

process. Oftentimes there is a “culture of seniority”, which gives preference to more experienced and 

senior evaluators. Seniority can also be considered when putting together advisory groups or steering 

committees, which also serves to lend credibility to the evaluation findings. Further, budget 

considerations are important. 

The budget question ties in to the aspect of credibility, in as far as budget constraints many times limit 

the scope and depth of data collection and analysis and the opportunities for creating statistical 

evidence. In this respect, the discussions highlighted the need to always make limitations transparent 

and attempt to conduct literature reviews as much as possible. Also, it is important to clarify what 

understanding of credibility the respective clients have, for example in regard to the robustness of data 

or the choice of evaluators.   

It was also discussed in how far commissioners should backstop evaluators to ensure there are on the 

right track to produce useful findings or whether this would unduly influence and compromise the 



evaluators’ judgements. It was argued that a closer backstopping of consultants is important to obtain 

quality and utility, but that this should not be a backdoor for project managers to influence evaluation 

findings.  

Holding stakeholders accountable for utilisation in the sense of implementing recommendations is an 

aspect that World Vision suggests needs more attention, for example feedback from communities that 

can be used to hold stakeholders accountable.   

Communication is another essential aspect for producing influential evaluations. Together with 

timeliness, topic relevance and credibility is makes up the abbreviation ‘TTCC’ suggested by Derek Poate 

to guide influential evaluation management. Well-targeted communication of findings means to choose 

suitable messages and formats for diverse audiences. This includes attuning the language used in 

reports, including questions around style and terminology.  

The quality of reports was discussed at length. Writing palatable executive summaries was compared to 

the ‘art of writing prose’, which may not always be expected from evaluators. However, reporting 

quality may also be increased by simply making sure evaluators diligently follow the prescribed 

guidelines and formats.  

However, communication skills are difficult to obtain through training, since is by and large a soft skill 

that needs to be acquired on-the-job and one that requires intuition and talent.  

4. What can evaluators, evaluation managers and those commissioning evaluations do to ensure that 

evaluation findings will be used? 

Ensuring utility and influence of evaluations is a shared task of commissioning parties, evaluation 

managers and evaluators.  

However, the primary responsibility for promoting that evaluations are utilised and can become 

influential lies with commissioning parties and evaluation managers; they take the fundamental 

decisions that shape the framework in which an evaluation takes place and which define the boundaries 

in which evaluators then operate. For instance, how to ensure timeliness and topic relevance of 

evaluations needs to be reflected upon at the onset, before evaluators are selected and contracted. 

While not losing sight of methodological considerations, evaluation managers need to focus more 

strongly on utility early on in the process. Also, commissioning parties need to promote a positive 

learning culture so that evaluative evidence can fall on fertile ground as not rejected wholesale. 

However, it was consensus that in Uganda there is little in shape of such a culture.  

Evaluation managers have the responsibility to reflect the aspects listed in the previous section and 

make informed decisions regarding evaluation design and process.  

Evaluators, even though they operate within the boundaries defined by their clients, have a 

responsibility to be cognisant of utility-considerations and should bring respective points up with 

commission parties when deemed useful. This can be, for example, when discussion ToR or formulating 

inception reports.  



 


