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� This document provides summary results of a 

survey of the Canadian evaluation community 

conducted in the summer of 2010. 

� The authors are pursuing further analysis and 

forthcoming publications. 

� The material may be freely cited as: Buchanan, H., 

Babcock, K., MacDonald, W. (2011) Ethical 

Challenges in Evaluation: 2010 Canadian Survey. 

Canadian Evaluation Society.
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Outline

� Study objectives

� Survey methodology

� Demographic profile

� Types and frequency of ethical challenges

� Actions taken to deal with ethical challenges

� Sources of evaluation ethical guidance 

� Wrongdoing as a special concern

� Concluding comments
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To explore perceived ethical challenges in 

Canadian evaluation practice:  

� Identify the nature and extent of perceived ethical 

challenges  experienced by Canadian evaluators;

� Assess the nature and magnitude of alleged  

‘wrongdoing’ revealed during an evaluation; 

� Explore the nature of actions taken (and their 

relative success) in responding to ethical 

challenges.
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Electronic survey
� Active from June 8 to October 5, 2010

� Population  size - 1,889 

• 1839 Canadian Evaluation Society (CES) 

members; 

• 50 Government of Canada Heads of Evaluation 

(Community of Practice) not CES members.

� Survey distributed by email with 3 direct 

reminders, including general CES messaging 

� Non delivered (incorrect addresses) - 108

� 455 Responses

Response rate 25.5%
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Sample approximates population 

characteristics of CES members:
• Gender:  Female/Male (68%/32%) 

• Geographic distribution: Atlantic (6.4%); Quebec 

(7.6%); NCC & Ontario (55%): West (27%)

• Education:  PhD (21%); Masters (62%); Bachelors 

(13%); Other (4%)

• Employment : Government (34%); Private sector 

(26%); Not-for-profit (15%); Academia (9%); Other 

(16%)
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Evaluation experience
• Evaluation education /training: Courses-workshops 

(92%); On-the-job training (87%); Formal academic 

training (69%)

• Years of evaluation experience: Up to 2.5 (14%); 3-5 

(21%); 6-10 (21%); 11-19 (16%); 20 plus years 

(27%) 

• Number of evaluations conducted: Up to 5 (26%); 6-

10 (16%); 11-19 (16%); 20 plus (42%)

• Current responsibilities (list up to two): Evaluation 

(63%); Management (23%); Research (21%); 

Consulting (21%); Teaching (6%); Policy (5%);   

Other (6%)
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In your evaluation-

related work, has a 

discussion of ethics 

ever occurred?

If it did occur, it was more 

likely during or prior to 

an evaluation  and was 

less likely after the fact. 
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Have you encountered 

what you consider to 

be an ethical 

challenge in your 

evaluation-related 

work?

Three out of four 

responded affirmatively
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Please describe up to three ethical challenges you 

have encountered over the course of your 

evaluation-related work?

10

n=615 ethical challenges 

identified by 258 respondents



Please estimate the 

frequency of each ethical 

challenge encountered 

over the course of your 

evaluation-related work?

At least two out of three 

Canadian evaluators who 

experienced ethical 

challenges reported 

experiencing them more 

than once.
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Analysis
• Some sensitivity to ethical disclosure - While 77% of evaluators 

encountered perceived ethical challenges in their work,  only 57% 

were willing to provide a description or example.

• Not an isolated event, multiple ethical challenges likely -
Among those reporting ethical challenges, 19% provided one 

challenge; 24% identified 2 challenges; and 57% reported 3 ethical 

challenges.

• Integrity tops the list – Within the CES Guidelines for Ethical 

Conduct, technical competency is less a concern (methods, data 

collection, design). Integrity (confidentiality, privacy, ownership, 

reporting findings, conflict of interest, bias, impartiality) and 

accountability (clear, accurate and fair findings) are the most recurring 

issues encountered.
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What actions 

have you used 

to deal with 

ethical 

challenges?

� Respondents 

asked to identify 

all that apply.

� 38% report taking 

‘other’ actions.
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Whether or not you consider these to be 

ethical challenges, have you encountered 

any of the following situations in your 

evaluation-related work?

• Situations drawn from other evaluation ethics related 

research;

• Respondents could select all that apply;

• Following 3 slides display responses from least to 

most frequent

• Over 15% of respondents reported ethical 

challenges  other than those listed.
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Occurrence – once or more
n=338
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Occurrence – once or moren=338



Are you aware of the 

CES Guideline for 

Ethical Conduct?

Over three-quarters of 

Canadian evaluators 

claim awareness of 

CES guidelines.
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If you have never used 

the CES Guideline 

for Ethical  Conduct, 

why not?

� Methodology, ethical 

conduct and team 

consultation were 

usually cited

� 44% indicated ‘other’

factors
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Did you take guidance 

from elsewhere?

Apart from being aware of 

CES Guidelines and 

sometimes referring to 

them, four out of five 

Canadian evaluators 

indicated that they took 

guidance from other 

sources.  These included:
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From whom do you feel 

support would be helpful 

in dealing with ethical 

issues?
� Nearly three out of four put the 

advice of colleagues first

� CES was next….and 

� Over half cited supervisors, 

superiors, steering and advisory 

committees

� Over one-quarter said 

‘elsewhere’
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Have you ever 

discovered what 

appeared to be a 

situation of wrongdoing 

during your evaluation 

work and how many 

times?

Two-thirds said no, but one-

third agreed. Over one-half 

stated that it occurred more 

than once.
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How did you become 

aware of this 

possible 

wrongdoing?

� Respondents could 

select all that apply

� Under half cited sources 

such as interviews, 

observation and 

document reviews.
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What was the nature of 

the wrongdoing?

� Respondents could select 

all that apply

� One-third referred to 

financial management 

issues and abuse

� 43% indicated ‘other’

types than those listed
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What type of 

organization 

commissioned the 

evaluation?

� The most commonly cited 

context was in the public 

sector (60%) 

� Approximately 7% 

indicated situations other 

than those listed.
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The evaluand (focus of 

the evaluation) was 

related to which type 

of entity? 

� Less than one-half of the 

evaluations focused on the 

public sector 

� Approximately 10% 

indicated an entity ‘other’

than those listed

28

n=99



Who was the source of 

the wrongdoing?

� Respondents could select 

all that apply

� Public sector sources were 

the most cited (45%)

� 17% indicated sources 

‘other’ than those listed
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To what extent did 

you face any of the 

following 

challenges in this 

situation?

� Over 60% cited implicit and 

explicit resistance or hostility, 

with the largest challenge 

being fear of repercussions

� 50% indicated they 

encountered challenges 

‘other’ than those listed 
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What actions did you 

take (formally or 

informally) to deal with 

this situation and was it 

helpful? 

� Most turned to the commissioning 

body for advise, an action that was 

not always helpful.

� One-third took no special action, 

while an equal proportion pursued  

actions ‘other’ than those listed
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As an evaluator, was the 

appropriate ethical 

and professional 

response to the 

situation clear to you?

Just under three-quarters 

of Canadian evaluators 

answered in the 

affirmative
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Were you satisfied 

with: 
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Is there 

anything 

you would 

like to 

add?  

Themes 

identified
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� Ethics is a serious issue for Canadian 

evaluators, especially concerns over integrity,  

neutrality and conflicts of interest.

� Many respondents took the opportunity to 

praise the survey initiative. 

� They also communicated that there is a role for 

CES to fill the vacuum, especially in terms of 

professional development - workshops, formal 

training, accreditation, and more discussion at 

chapter level events.   
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� This material may be freely cited as follows:        

Buchanan, H., Babcock, K., MacDonald, W. 

(2011) Ethical Challenges in Evaluation: 2010 

Canadian Survey.  Canadian Evaluation Society.

� For further inquiries, please contact:

• Heather Buchanan, Jua Management Consulting 

Services, hbuchanan@jua.ca

• Kelly Babcock, kelly.babcock@innovation.ca

• Wayne MacDonald, wayne.macdonald@rogers.com
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