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The challenge of evaluating complex human service initiatives  
The overall question for evaluation is what is the value of the approach, program, or policy 
intervention being evaluated? The challenge is how to assess appropriately the value of a particular 
intervention.  

Various scientific (positivist) methods have been developed in the natural sciences where natural 
laws operate. In this model, logical chains attempt to link assessed need to intervention and then to 
outcome. Points or links on this chain can then be tested through implementation and evaluation. 
The thinking goes something like this … if young people are behaving in risky ways, and we provide 
certain information, then youth will change the way they think about the issues, and this, in turn, will 
lead to behaviour change. However, since this type of evaluation is designed only to assess 
interventions presented in a sequential way, it does not address the complex nature of human 
learning and behaviour in the real world. Available evidence from this type of evaluation suggests 
that changes in knowledge and attitudes do not usually translate to changes in behaviour (Brown, 
Jean-Marie, & Beck, 2010; Kiely & Egan, 2000; Paglia & Room, 1999). Thus, there are issues with 
the interventions and the method of evaluation. For an in-depth discussion of this issue, please see 
Evaluating Substance Use and Gambling Education.     

In the daily world of human life, the links between information, beliefs and actions are less clear 
than the relationships in the physical world. They vary depending on the “situational, personal, and 
interactive particulars of any given context of application” (Martin, 2019, p. 139). That is, the 
personal characteristics of the individuals receiving and delivering the intervention, and the social 
and political context all influence the outcome (Paglia & Room, 1999). “[T]wo people meeting just 
isn’t the same as two billiard balls meeting or two chemicals combining, the autonomy and 
individuality of the human are ultimately what prevent there being a true science of human 
behaviour (Barrow in Barrow & Foreman-Peck, 2005, p. 28). A positivist evaluation gives little 
attention to the individual opinions and actions of stakeholders. This can lead to evaluation findings 
that have little relevance to complex human service initiatives (Klecun & Cornford, 2005; Schwandt, 
2015).   

What is responsive evaluation?  
Responsive evaluation was first developed by Robert Stake to widen the scope of evaluation beyond 
assessing effectiveness to address a broad range of stakeholder concerns. Others have developed this 
further to emphasize negotiation among stakeholders in a participatory and transformative process 
(Abma, 2006). This approach to evaluation is sometimes referred to as “fourth generation 
evaluation” (Guba & Lincoln, 1989), “dialogic evaluation” (Schwandt, 2001) or “interactive 
evaluation” (Abma & Widdershoven, 2011).  

https://www.uvic.ca/research/centres/cisur/assets/docs/iminds/iminds-evaluating-education.pdf
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Responsive evaluation focuses on understanding what is happening within a program in a 
particular context. It is interested in how actors within a context define value and how they interpret 
the utility of the program in advancing that value. Responsive evaluation does not begin by setting 
out a priori outcome criteria. It recognizes “that one is dealing with situations that are lived, 
embodied experiences, and performed” (Stake, 2004, p. 93). That is, the priority is to understand as 
fully as possible how a program is experienced or interpreted by as many of those involved as 
possible. As a result, stakeholders actively participate in the evaluation, and the evaluator probes to 
understand not just their opinions but also their experiences (perceptions, feelings, learnings). The 
evaluator approaches the task of evaluation with as few preconceptions as possible. Stakeholders are 
engaged in forming questions, identifying participants and interpreting findings (Abma, 2006).  

Responsive evaluation is a holistic approach to evaluation. The program being evaluated is not 
regarded as a means to a specific end but as a practice (Bishop & Scudder, 1997). People are not seen 
as independent individuals but as social beings who depend on one another (Abma, 2006). Within 
the social ecological context of the shared practice, stakeholders may have different (even 
conflicting) values, and the program may have different meanings for various participants. 
Responsive evaluation seeks to capture the diversity of stakeholder values, perceptions, 
interpretations, insights and meanings, not just the commonalities. To use an analogy of a mountain: 
a responsive evaluator seeks more than a single photo and tries to construct a richer representation, 
more like a hologram. This incorporates the views and experiences of all program stakeholders. 
From this vantage point, viewing the program as a whole, what is useful and going well may be 
clearly seen, and issues, concerns and needed changes may more easily emerge.   

Dialogue is central to the process of responsive evaluation. Dialogue involves listening and 
questioning as well as a desire to learn and a willingness to suspend judgement. These dialogues 
occur between the evaluation facilitator and the various stakeholders, but also among stakeholders. 
The evaluation facilitator must set the conditions and construct the contexts for meaningful 
dialogue. Through dialogue, stakeholders learn about the experiences and frustrations of others. 
They gain insight, and mutual understandings may emerge and change may result as people add new, 
vicarious experiences to their existing repertoires. Dialogue is not primarily a means to make 
decisions or develop strategic plans. It is about developing relationships and understanding that may 
make these strategic elements possible, and more effective. The goal of responsive evaluation is to 
enhance understanding by valuing difference and embracing diversity rather than by seeking a 
shallow unity or superficial agreement (Schwandt in Abma et al., 2001, p. 166). This allows 
practitioners to grow and improve their practice.  

A number of guiding ideas are common to virtually all responsive evaluations. These include:   

• Relationships among stakeholders and with the evaluation facilitator are respectful and open  
• Power relations among stakeholders are specifically addressed and every effort is made to 

meaningfully include the voices of all stakeholders  
• A climate of willingness to listen to others and learn is fostered in all interactions  
• Developing safety and trust are foundational to the evaluation experience  

Steps in doing responsive evaluation  
Responsive evaluation is less a matter of technical knowledge and more about relational knowledge 
that takes into account the sociopolitical complexity of the situation and the evaluator’s own place 
within it. It involves a commitment to human flourishing and an acceptance of responsibility for 
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advancing such in evaluation practice (Abma & Widdershoven, 2011). “It is about doing the right 
thing and doing it well in interactions with fellow humans” (Schwandt, 2001, p. 229). This 
commitment to relational plurality, the importance of exploring and understanding the range of 
relationships within a given context, means the actual process for any responsive evaluation gradually emerges in 
conversations with the stakeholders (Abma, 2005).  

Nonetheless, it is possible to identify some basic steps for responsive evaluation.  

1. The first step is negotiating the scope, purpose and process of the evaluation and 
identifying initial lists of stakeholders to engage and questions to address. Articulating the 
scope and purpose of the evaluation includes developing a preliminary understanding of the 
purpose and theoretical underpinnings of the particular program, approach, or policy being 
evaluated and an initial idea of what “success” means relative to that particular program, 
approach, or policy. This negotiation will involve a dialogue between evaluation facilitators and 
those commissioning the evaluation. The evaluation facilitators may have to probe and push to 
ensure inclusion of relevant stakeholder voices. This initial negotiation is just a starting point, 
and all decisions made at this point are open to review throughout the evaluation process 
(Abma, 2005).  

For BCP, this will involve initial work with the governance/co-stewardship partners for each 
project/program to scope out an evaluation of that project/program and with the Leadership 
Team to do the same for an evaluation of the overall BCP initiative. This includes defining the 
evaluation framework that seems, at present, to seek to capture the meaning (purpose, 
functionality, etc.), reach (geographical, demographical, etc.) and value (usefulness, impact, etc.) of 
the BCP initiative. These are experienced by different groups of stakeholders in different ways, 
and these different experiences define how the work of BCP contributes to capacity related to 
our five desired outcomes: 

• BC systems and agencies (including BCP agencies) are more capable & effective in 
promoting MHSU literacy 

• People in BC have the information they need to make decisions about their MHSU 
• People in BC have increased capacity to navigate the MHSU system 
• People in BC are better able to support each other through the MHSU journey 
• People in BC with MHSU challenges are better able to take control of their lives 

See Appendix 1a for a graphic representation of the BCP evaluation framework and Appendix 
1b for lists of potential initial questions that might be used in this step. 

Example: HM|HC has relatively established joint governance/co-stewardship mechanisms. 
The Support Team (involving CMHA and CISUR) and the Leadership Committee (COP 
representatives) would work with an evaluation facilitator to negotiate the scope, purpose 
and process of the evaluation including selecting the strategic focus, identifying stakeholder 
groups and proposing initial evaluation questions, e.g.,  

Think of a time before you were involved with HM|HC. What, if anything, has changed for you and your 
engagement on your campus now that you are involved in HM|HC? How is that change felt or experienced 
on campus? 

Have you ever attended an HM|HC Summit or other learning event? If so, have you been able to apply 
anything you learned at that event to your involvement on campus? Can you provide an example? Have you 
had opportunity to share your learning with others on your campus or other campuses? Talk about that. 
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Other BCPs involved in this project this year could be involved in this process to the degree 
they wish. While their involvement might be primarily as observers, their position as external 
to past work may also provide them with useful questions to be explored. 

2. The second step is to identify and document the various stakeholder issues and 
perspectives. Ideally, this will begin with those stakeholders often less heard. Their voices are 
least likely to have been represented in the initial step. Engaging these voices early helps ensure a 
balanced and fair process and prevents a management bias. Interactive methods such as in-depth 
conversational interviews, story-telling workshops or focus groups (rather than surveys or 
structured interviews) are better at teasing out the issues and perspectives of more marginalized 
stakeholders (Abma, 2006, p. 33; Abma & Widdershoven, 2011, p. 674). The perspectives of 
more established groups are often already documented or can be identified more easily. 
Nonetheless, throughout this step, the evaluation facilitators must establish contact and develop 
trusting relationships with all stakeholder groups. The goal for evaluation facilitators is not to be 
impartial and objective but to live a “multiple partiality” where they identify with all the stakeholders so as to be 
able to act as teacher and translator between the various groups (Abma & Widdershoven, 2011, p. 673).  

In the real-world context of BCP where funding and capacity for conducting evaluation is 
limited, careful attention will need to be given to identifying strategic stakeholder groups and 
efficient ways to collect meaningful indications of perceptions and experiences. Another challenge is 
to resist the pressure simply to prove value and recognize that “reasonable disagreement is a key 
step toward mutual understanding and productive deliberation” (Kunzman, 2018, p. 4) leading 
to the possibility of improvement. That means the evaluation process must push beyond polite 
consensus to uncover that “reasonable disagreement.” Tools for identifying and documenting 
stakeholder issues and perspectives are included in Appendix 2. 

Example: The HM|HC joint governance/co-stewardship group may decide that for the 
first round of evaluation they want to assess how well campus-based systems are doing in 
promoting MHSU literacy and hear from students, campus-based service providers and 
administrators from both large and small institutions. After reviewing with the evaluation 
facilitator different methods of collecting the data, they might decide for (1) a Zoom-based 
focus group of students from across institutional sizes, (2) two focus groups of service 
providers—one for large institutions and one for small and (3) individual interviews with a 
small number of administrators. During the process, they may discover that the student 
focus group did not provide a broad range of perspectives and other mechanisms may be 
required. 

3. The third step is to facilitate dialogues and interactions between various stakeholder 
groups where diverse perspectives have been identified through Step 2. Through this 
dialogue, stakeholders can explore the diversity of issues and perspectives. This step may involve 
empowering marginalized stakeholders by acknowledging their experiences and helping them 
critically assess their individual perspectives and construct a shared political voice (Lincoln, 
1993). The evaluation facilitators seeks, at this stage, to create a social context for respectful and 
open participation and communication where every voice can be heard and considered. Careful 
attention must be given to asymmetrical or unequal power relations. If a face-to-face encounter 
is impossible, the evaluation facilitators may first present well-crafted stories that encapsulate the 
experiences of one stakeholder group to other stakeholder groups. By presenting the issues 
through engaging stories, a climate of open discussion and dialogue may be fostered (Abma & 
Widdershoven, 2011, p. 674). Whatever the method used, the goal is to help all stakeholders 
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articulate their issues and concerns and better appreciate the experiential knowledge of others. 
This may lead to a new consensus, but, even in the absence of consensus, better understanding 
of the diversity of perspectives may stimulate further learning processes (Widdershoven, 2001). 

Realistically, in the context of BCP evaluations, the dialogue will not involve all stakeholder 
groups but rather the various BCPs involved along with any other partners involved in 
governance and co-stewardship functions as they reflect on the data collected from all the 
various stakeholder groups. The use of well-crafted stories to encapsulate the experiences of 
various stakeholder groups may be very useful here. The goal, at this stage, is to reflect on the 
data collected and the possibilities for improvement it suggests and to “muddle through” in 
setting new directions. This muddling involves not just mutual understanding, and not primarily 
a willingness to compromise, but what might be called accommodation—“that focuses less on 
establishing common ground and more on finding ways to recognize and honor what matters to 
our fellow [partners] with whom we disagree” (Kunzman, 2018, p. 7). Tools for facilitating 
dialogue are provided in Appendix 3. 

Example: The data collected in step 2 revealed a wide diversity in terms of how people 
understood MHSU literacy and how they assumed systems should respond in promoting 
such literacy. Many, from all stakeholder groups saw MHSU literacy as consisting of 
“medical literacy,” the capacity to identify mental illness and substance use problems. This 
group tended to rate system effectiveness based on available services. A smaller group, again 
from all stakeholder groups, wanted to see more focus on positive mental health and more 
supports to help campus members develop healthy lifestyles. A small group of students 
championed the need for greater acceptance of diversity and wanted services to support 
individual agency and social justice. Honouring all of these perspectives and capturing them 
in well-articulated vignettes and assessing how current systems address them may suggest 
opportunities for future learning events for system planners and providers. 

4. The final step is to document the existing consensus and diversity within an evaluation 
report that sets the stage for, and encourages, further dialogue (Abma, 2006, p. 34). 
Rather than a list of recommendations, a carefully constructed list of questions may be more 
helpful for this purpose (Gadamer, 1960/2013, p. 378 ff). The evaluation results are context specific 
and need to capture not only facts, but also “include meanings of experiences and events” 
(Abma, 2005, p. 281). The value of the process is demonstrated in authentic engagement, 
increased understanding and recognition of opportunities for growth and improvement.  

The findings from the evaluation process could provide the basis for a BCP annual report that 
could be used to communicate the scope and value of the initiative as well as reflect the 
collaboration across diversity that characterises BCP. This report would include stories that 
encapsulate the spirit of BCP and its involvement in enhancing health literacy and not just report 
facts and figures (Abma, 2005, p. 284). The picture created will provide insight into how the 
meaning (purpose, functionality, etc.), reach (geographical, demographical, etc.) and value 
(usefulness, impact, etc.) are experienced by different groups of stakeholders and how the work 
of BCP contributes to health literacy capacity related to our five desired outcomes: 

• BC systems and agencies (including BCP agencies) are more capable & effective in 
promoting MHSU literacy  

• People in BC have the information they need to make decisions about their MHSU 
• People in BC have increased capacity to navigate the MHSU system 



6  
  

• People in BC are better able to support each other through the MHSU journey 
• People in BC with MHSU challenges are better able to take control of their lives 

The report will also document the nature of current challenges and failings and provide a foundation 
for further dialogue on opportunities and future directions. 
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Appendix 1a: Evaluation framework 
 

Vision: Activating knowledge for healthy individuals, families, and communities 

What BC Partners believe: 

• Mental health and substance use are part of the human journey 
• There is wisdom in diverse perspectives 
• Partnership is powerful 
• People make the best choices within the constraints and opportunities available 
• Early engagement has a life-long positive impact 
• Connection is essential to wellness 

What BC Partners do: Produce and distributes high quality, evidence-based MHSU information 
using in-person interactions, virtual connections, print resources, and blended formats. 
 
What BC Partners intend: 

 
 
Ultimately, BC Partners hope their efforts in providing MHSU information will allow all people in 
BC to take increased control of their own lives. However, BC Partners recognize that in order to 
achieve this goal we must work to improve the capacity of the systems and agencies that serve 
and support British Columbians to provide quality MHSU information and to help people 
support each other and navigate those very systems of services and supports.  
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How BC Partners evaluate their efforts: Using a responsive evaluation approach, BC Partners 
actively solicit feedback from British Columbians and the systems and agencies that serve them 
to assess the meaning, reach and value of our efforts related to each of our intended impacts. 
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Appendix 1b: Potential initial questions 
The following questions may be helpful in the initial scoping process for evaluation of the overall 
BCP initiative. 

� When you think about assessing the value of BCP, what questions do you think need to be 
asked? 

� How would you answer each of these questions? 
� When you think about BCP, what activities or processes (including recent changes) 

contribute to the value of the overall BCP initiative? How can we build on these for further 
improvements? 

� What does “success” look like for the overall BCP initiative? 
� Success for whom? Who are the stakeholders whose perceptions of success/value and 

experiences with BCP are needed? 
� How might we best engage these stakeholders to understand their perceptions, experiences 

and needs? 

The following questions may be helpful in the initial scoping process for specific project evaluations. 

� When you think about assessing the value of [this project/program] what questions do you 
think need to be asked? 

� How would you answer each of these questions? 
� What does “success” look like for [this project/program]? 
� Success for whom? Who are the stakeholders whose perceptions of success/value and 

experiences with [this project/program] are needed to evaluate [this project/program]? 
� How might we best engage these stakeholders to understand their perceptions and 

experiences? 
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