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ABSTRACT 

A model is developed by which evaluation of social work services 

can study a cross-section of factors which affect the performance of 

that service. It demonstrates how the boundaries of an evaluation can 

be defined without developing a biased pattern of accountability. 
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AN EYE FOE EVALUATION 

One of the contemporary growth industries in social welfare is 

that of program and policy evaluation. While conventional wisdom avers 

that it is poor practice to plan and execute programs without provision 

for their evaluation, the results of evaluative studies take on a 

political rather than a scientific flavour. There are many explanations 

for this, the most obvious being that evaluation is essentially a 

judgement passing activity which can be used as much as a weapon in 

bureaucratic infighting as in improving the well being of a client group. 

Evaluations, as Rossi, Freeman & Wright point out (1979: 15) "are 

undertaken for management and administrative purposes, for planning and 

policy development, and to meet fiscal accormtability requirements". 

When this conception of evaluation is laid alongside evaluative activity 

which focuses on the social worker-client relationship, confusion 

invariably sets in about the magnitude of the task, the bormdaries within 

which the activity takes place and the lines of accormtability therein. 

The assessment of intervention in the human services is like walking 

through an intellectual and operational minefield in which one false step 

can trigger off a host of irrelevancies which can cast doubt on the 

findings of any evaluative exercise. This paper deals with these issues 

in an analytic manner and suggests a framework for general application. 

Ideally any evaluation will answer three crude questions about a 

program. 

was before? 

Is it any good? Is it worth it? Is it better than what 

The evaluator can then work through Suchman's levels of 
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evaluative studies: assessment of effort; assessment of effectiveness; 

assessment of efficiency. (Suchman, 196 7) • There are, in the design 

of any evaluation, a host of conceptual issues; measurement issues, 

operational issues and political issues. (Graycar, 1979: Chap 7). 

This paper deals primarily with operational issues. Boundary issues 

must always be borne in mind however as conceptual parameters relate to 

the nature and perception of the problem under study. Administrative 

and professional boundaries relate to functional auspice and in any 

multi-dimensional problem it is difficult to ascertain where the buck 

stops. Jurisdictional boundaries are usually political in nature and 

carry within them ideol_ogical as well as resource constraints. 

When assessing boundaries in terms of an evaluation of a policy, a 

program, or a service, the situation is not unlike peeling the layers of 

an onion. While it can be argued that projects and services are sub-

parts or programs, which in turn are sub-parts of policies, all of these 

relate to only a small part of the social system, and this creates 

further boundary problems. What is abundantly clear is that measurement, 

so often the imputed focus of evaluation, is only one small part of the 

evaluative process. 

Turning now to evaluation of service delivery within an agency 

attention is usually directed to process, agency output and outcome. 

This invariably eschews a study of the roles which policies, formulated 

at various levels, play in affecting the nature and effectiveness of 

services. The measure of service impact is the relationship between 

outcomes and objectives. It is a reflection of 
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the interaction of wishes and wills of policy makers, agency 

administrators, professional staff and clients. The number of 

interactions naturally is enormous. It is unrealistic for any evaluator 

to consider the whole range of interactions in the network, yet doubt is 

often cast on the efficiency of the evaluation unless this is done. 

This paper helps develop a conceptual means of reducing the scope of the 

evaluation to a manageable size. 

Obviously any evaluation which considers the services delivered by 

professionals to clients is more manageable than one which includes a 

study of the roles of administrators and policy makers. The problem of 

reducing the size of the evaluation in this way has the effect of ignoring 

the influence of the role of policy makers in determining the role of 

professionals and also has the effect of truncating the path of 

accountability. If only the workers and clients are subject to 

evaluation, they alone are held accountable for the findings. But as 

evaluation is a tool for accountability it is myopic to focus on only 

part of the accountability path. As it is always easy to pick holes in 

any service, it is little wonder that evaluators are met with resistance, 

non-cooperation, and sometimes sabotage, and that evaluation reports are 

insufficient as an instrumental means of changing the services as 

recommended. 

Of course the motive behind the commissioning of the evaluation is 

important. Reactions will vary if the evaluation was undertaken for 

example, to eliminate an existing program, or perhaps to maintain and 

bolster the status quo, or merely to seek out alternatives. 
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Readers will no doubt recognise from their own experience, a 

situation recently encountered by the authors when a contract was let 

for an outside evaluation of a large agency. The social workers and 

psychologists who made up the delivery staff were openly hostile The 

proposed focus of the evaluation was at the worker/client level. 

Recent Federal government funding cuts had put a great deal of pressure 

on the agency's finances and two of the staff of the unit to be 

evaluated had been retrenched. The service deliverers felt that an 

evaluation at this time would reflect the fragmentation of services 

caused by re-organisation of work loads. 

The hostility abated when the evaluation was refocused to incorporate 

a study of man_agement, administrative, and policy levels. Immediately 

a greater degree of cooperation was elicited from the service delivery 

staff. The early risk was that management would not be pleased. The 

evaluator argued that an evaluation which focused purely on worker-client 

processes in isolation could, considering the current situation, well be 

sabotaged. He suggested that the inclusion of the wider areas of the 

system would reduce the threat to the workers and lessen this possibility. 

When management was faced with the prospect of being included in the 

evaluation, it could see the value of a broader system based evaluation 

so that it too would not experience being held accountable for areas 

which it did not control. In this case it was in the management's 

interest to participate in an evaluation which was most likely to 

identify the external influences on the functioning of the unit. 

led to an acceptance that the evaluation should deal with the whole 

service delivery system and not just the symptoms of function and 

malfunction. Accountability for the results was therefore shared 

This 
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throughout the system and not confined to those closest to the point of 

delivery. 

Given that evaluating a service involves the analysis of a range 

of interactions far greater than that which .can feasibly be done in 

most circumstances, and given that reduction and exclusion of various 

parts of the network can dramatically change the focus of accountability, 

the model below demonstrates how the boundaries of a service evaluation 

can be defined without developing a biased pattern of accountability. 

Figure 1 indicates the complexity of interactions in a situation 

in which the service impact on a client involves professional delivery 

within a management system within agency policy operating within 

vicissitudes of federal and/or state policy. 

FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE 

Points to note are that: 

1. The service delivery worker interacts with part of the client's 

environment. 

2. The service delivery worker operates within the confines of a 

management environment. (This does not necessarily assume that 
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the worker agrees with or acts on all agency policies, but much 

rather implies that the management environment is the context for 

the responses). 

3. The management of service delivery workers operates within the 

confines of the larger policy environment of the parent agency or 

department. 

(This follows the definition applied to (2) and may not be relevant 

to small agencies operating on a solo basis). 

4. State policies intersect all levels, (client, worker, management, 

agency policy and Federal policy). This interaction is complex 

and may occur directly or be mediated through other levels of the 

structure. 

5. Federal policies interact at all levels in a similar way to that 

described in (4). 

6. No provision has been made for services occurring outside the 

context of both state and federal policies. This is deliberate as 

it is assumed that government policies either directly or indirectly 

influence all services. 

Obviously if the focus of the evaluation is on service delivery 

the areas of interaction which do not impinge on the service are beyond 

the scope of the evaluation. This leaves us with the central 'eye' of 

Figure 1 (the shaded part) which is enlarged as Figure 2. 

Figure 2 represents the first reduction in interactions under 

consideration. It is proposed that the boundaries in the field of study, 

in the case of the evaluation of a service delivery agency, would at the 

widest be the interactions within the scope of the broader or agency 
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policy. The other interactions are not directly related to the 

service delivery. While they may be important to study in their own 

right, they have no bearing on the provision of the pa~ticular service 

under review. 

FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE 

This leaves nine areas of interaction would could possibly be studied. 

Areal Interaction between client and agency policy within the context 

of federal policy (not a direct interaction). 

Area 2 Interaction between client and agency policy within the inter

secting aspects of state and federal policy (not a direct 

interaction) • 

Area 3 Interaction between client and agency policy within the context 

of state policy (not a direct interaction). 

Area 4 Interaction between client and management within agency policy 

within the context of federal policy (not a direct interaction). 

Area 5 Interaction between client and management within agency policy 

within the interlocking aspects of state and federal policy (not 

a direct interaction). 

Area 6 Interaction between client and management within agency policy 

within the context of state policy (not a direct interaction). 

Area 7 Interaction between client and workers in the context of 
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management, agency and federal policy. 

Area 8 Interaction between client and worker in the context of 

management, agency policy and the interactions between state and 

federal policies. 

Area 9 Interaction be~ween the client and worker in the context of 

management, agency policy and state policy. 

'* A consideration of Areas,l, 2, 3 would be appropriate when 

evaluating a client pressure group which had an interest in affecting 

government policies. 

* A consideration of Areas 4, 5, 6 would be appropriate when 

evaluating the impact of clients on the decision making process of 

agency management and policy. 

* The mandate.of the service delivery evaluation is to study the 

delivery of particular services to particular clients. Accordingly 

areas 7, 8, 9 are those which are essential to the evaluation. 

The reductions which have been made have logically removed 

redundant extraneous and distant interactions (from the client) but have 

not removed any of the actors. This reduction has therefore had no 

effect on shifting the pattern of accountability. 

Any evaluation focusi_ng on areas 7, 8 9 would still, most likely 

be of unmanageable proportions and the temptation would therefore be 

strong to remove one or more of the actors. This, however, has severe 

consequences. 
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Suppose it was decided that government policy decisions would be 

omitted from the study. (This may be because it felt that these are 

unchangeable and so recommendations of an evaluation which called for 

change would be ignored anyway). Immediately Areas 7, 8, 9 would be 

reduced to one single area which dealt with interactions between client 

and worker in the context of management and agency policy. In the 

example cited earlier, the impact of government funding cuts would only 

be measured in terms of the ripples in the pool without reference to the 

size or shape of the stone which caused them, or the responsibility of 

the thrower. For example, poor service or lack of cohesion between 

management and staff may be demonstrated but no attempt made to identify 

the impact of policy changes or to hold policy makers accountable to the 

client and service deliverers. 

If any of the elements which make up the service delivery system 

are removed from consideration during the evaluation a bias in the 

pattern of accountability results. Resistance, sabotage and lack of 

impact of evaluation findings is the likely ultimate effect. 

Let us consider an evaluation of a service which is sponsored by a 

government funding body. The mandate given to the evaluator is to 

examine the service and its management at delivery level. It is 

obvious that the workers and the management can be held accountable by 

the funding body for the service they deliver. By the nature of the 

service contract the workers are in some ways accountable to the clients. 

The situation which exists is something of an "accountability sandwich". 

The nature of the evaluation has meant that the system of accountability 

is truncated with the "buck'.' stopping at the agency worker level. 
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Without specific inclusion of the analysis of government policies, 

the government cannot be held accountable to the agency, its management 

or the client for the impact which it has on the service. The 

accountability argument often stated in terms of the ballot box, that is, 

the voter passes final judgement on policy. This argument is not strong 

because if information about the relationship between policy and service 

is not available in detail the voter cannot make informed decisions. 

Furthermore the extent to which single issue voting takes place is not 

known. 

It is argued that there should be a system of direct accountability 

between all actors in the network as well as the external and indirect 

accountability produced by the democratic system. Evaluation of a 

service delivery agency therefore must include all elements of the 

network if it is to produce a completed path of accountability. Failure 

to do this truncates the path of accountability, a process which may well 

lead to the disruption of the evaluation or the rejection of its findings. 

The problem still remains that the evaluation is likely to be too 

big. There must be some means of reducing it to a manageable size. A 

common method is the reduction of the complexity of the system to be 

analysed. As we have seen, this may lead to the problems of resistance 

and sabotage. An alternative is to partialise the service delivery area 

to be considered. This is the equivalent of taking a vertical slice 

through the system instead of a horizontal one. Less of the delivery 

is looked at but more of the system is considered. 
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Imagine a multi-coloured layer cake. A horizontal slice which is 

thin enough to be within dietary restrictions is likely to contain at the 

most two layers. If this slice was analysed the conclusion may be that 

the cake was strawberry and vanilla. If, however, a thin sliver (again 

within dietary restrictions) is taken vertically, the icing, the chocolate 

and cream will be discovered in addition to the strawberry and vanilla. 

It can be seen that the vertical slice represents a better understanding 

of,the structure of the cake and allows a better appreciation of the cake 

as a whole. 

The preferable way to reduce an evaluation to manageable size is the 

vertical slice. Specific boundaries in the area of delivery to be 

evaluated must be established, for as Suchman (1972: 55) has pointed out 

the attitude so often seems to be "let's do evaluation and then decide on 

what to do with the results". In such a case, the evaluation is probably 

unnecessary and inadequately conceived. 

The scope of the evaluation is defined by its purpose. If the 

purpose is unclear or too broad the evaluation will be too large and too 

diffuse to cope with. The strategy to be adopted then is to concentrate 

on parts of the programme and services which are seen as critical and open 

to change or development. These sub-sections can then be analysed looking 

at the network which relates directly to them. This requires clear 

priorities to be set prior to the commencement of the evaluation, a process 

which affords the opportunity of spelling out the scope of the network under 

consideration and so the full range of accountability covered. The 

conceptual, measurement, operational and political issues can then be 

blended within appropriate boundaries. 
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The proper focuses of the evaluation then are parts of the service 

offered which are seen as priorities for analysis. The scope of the 

evaluation is the network whcih determines how these particular processes 

operate. Accountability of all actors is therefore achieved. 

should alleviate many of the problems of non-cooperation and non

implementation often encountered in evaluation studies. 

This 

Relative professional isolation often makes the vertical slice of 

evaluation difficult. The support which peer review has received shows 

that there is a preference for evaluation by like minded others. An 

evaluator who tackles a vertical slice of the cake will cut across 

professional and organizational boundaries. While this may be somewhat 

nerve wracking it allows the evaluation to encounter and identify many 

of the inter-professional and inter-organisational conflicts and 

constraints which are so important in understanding ultimate service 

delivery patterns. 

·coNCLUSION 

It has been common in analysis of poverty, rape, and ignorance, to 

blame the victim. Evaluations which focus on a particular substratum of 

the delivery system tend to do the same. Clarity of purpose of the 

evaluation with definite narrow delivery areas defining the boundaries 

allows a consideration of the whole system. This promotes the 

apportionment of accountability to the relevant part of the system rather 

than the particular part where an effect can be measured. 
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Figure 1 
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Policies here are actual implemented priorities, not generalised 
statements of intent which may or may not be implemented. 




