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Developmental and evaluative research and its contribution in particular sectors 

Group facilitator: Jackie Greatorex, Cambridge Assessment
Is there appropriate provision and incentivisation for the production of high quality and innovative developmental and evaluative research?

Who undertakes evaluations?

Evaluations attract a good deal of government funding.

Organisations like York Consulting, IPOS MORI, UCAS and RAND Corporation are increasingly winning the lion's share of the money. Academics from universities are either winning fewer contracts or not submitting tenders.

One reason for the decrease in university involvement in evaluations is timescales involved in completing the work.

Evaluation methods

Limited practice

The most limited approach to evaluations is a box ticking exercise.

Good practice and ways forward

Some agencies are able to undertake longitudinal studies of life trajectories and how young people progress through the system. This is valuable but many organisations do not have access to this type of information.

There are some classic evaluation methods such as focus groups, surveys and using administrative data. It is acknowledged that these methods have both strengths and limitations. 

Routine monitoring can help policy development and is valuable in evaluations. Examples of groups undertaking continuous monitoring are UCAS, LEAs and OFSTED.

There are some evaluation methods/ models which appear comprehensive and well researched such as the CIPP model (Stufflebeam, 1983; Stufflebeam and Wingate 2005; Stufflebeam and Shrinkfield, 2007). However these are not well known, perhaps the utility of these models could be considered.

Contract / Tender details

Limited practice

There was a feeling that sometimes the tendering process stifles innovation in research methods, evaluators stick to the tried and tested methods as they are more likely to win bids.

Good practice and ways forward

Setting the right evaluation question is difficult and needs to be done at the outset of the initiative to be evaluated, so that research measures can be taken at the beginning of the initiative to investigate progress and change. 

Criteria used by one funder in Scotland for judging bids include (1) how good are the research methods? (2) does the bid offer added value? This was considered to be good practice and would encourage innovation in research methods. 

Another area of good practice was collaboration between funders and evaluators to address issues like data protection. For example, in one project the Scottish funder recruited the research participants, so no personal details were passed to the researchers, all the data was anonymous.

Some contracts allow the evaluator to retain data for analyses for their own specified purposes.
Bids which are framed as business proposals and or are written in clear simple language are often well received by funders.

Reporting

There was some debate about the value of different styles of reporting. Many reports are multi-purpose with multiple audiences from policy -makers who want short clear statements to members of funding organisations who are more involved with the nitty gritty of the project and often appreciate thorough reporting including 'referencing' and 'literature reviewing'. Therefore the latter approach has not been lost. In any case reporting must be clear and transparent.

Impact 

The impact of evaluations is variable. Levels of impact from low to high include: 

· The Minister says "an evaluation was conducted"

· The Minister says "an evaluation says x"

· The Minister says "an evaluation says x and this is how we have used it to develop policy"
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