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Abstract

Responsive evaluation facilitates a dialogical process by creating social conditions that enhance 

equal input from all stakeholders. However, when multiple stakeholders are involved, some 

groups tend to go unheard or not be taken seriously. In these cases, empowerment of the 

more silent voices is needed. The inclusion of marginalized groups in evaluation is thus 

a challenge for evaluators. It raises questions about how to include all stakeholders in the 

evaluation process in a way that empowers marginalized stakeholder groups, and at the 

same time is acceptable for the dominant stakeholder groups. In this article we describe our 

experiences with a responsive evaluation project on the participation of client councils in 

policy processes in a Dutch residential care and nursing home organization. We focus on the 

value of hermeneutic dialogue (fostering mutual understanding and learning processes) in 

addressing the challenges of working with stakeholders in unequal relationships.
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1. Participation of ‘marginalized groups’ in evaluation

The participation and ownership of multiple stakeholders in evaluation is increasingly 

being promoted.1,2 Involving multiple stakeholders, including those with ‘marginalized’ or 

‘silenced’ voices, is a challenging task for evaluators due to unequal power relationships3-10 

and the risk of conflict.11,12 One way to deal with asymmetrical power relationships in 

evaluation is through negotiation among stakeholder groups.5,6,11,12 However, attempts to 

apply a negotiation approach to involve less dominant stakeholders are not always successful. 

Koch5 describes three evaluation projects in elderly care in which the Fourth Generation 

Evaluation13 methodology was used to involve older people in the negotiation process. Their 

involvement had been hampered by a lack of confidence to share their claims, concerns and 

issues publicly. It eventuated that being acknowledged as a person through their stories was, 

in fact, more important for older people than simply ‘having a say’ and taking part in the 

negotiating process. Thus, when one group of stakeholders does not feel the urge or the 

security to engage in the negotiation process, relationships remain unbalanced or become 

even more asymmetric.

How, then, can these asymmetric relations be dealt with in evaluation? To what extent is 

the participation of marginalized groups in evaluation possible? In this article we describe 

the value of a responsive approach that focuses on hermeneutic dialogue (fostering mutual 

understanding and learning processes) instead of negotiation. Hermeneutic dialogue is 

deliberately rooted in practice and is context-bound.14 Therefore, we focus on responsive 

evaluation of the involvement of client councils in interactive policy processes in Dutch 

residential care homes and nursing homes.

2. Responsive evaluation

2.1 Background and goals

We were asked by a residential care and nursing home organization in the south of the 

Netherlands to evaluate how the participation of client councils in policy processes was 

experienced, and how it could be improved. Our evaluation thus aimed to bring forth 

recommendations for practical improvement of the participation of client councils in 
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decision-making processes. However, it rapidly emerged that the client councils felt that they 

were not taken seriously by managers. The empowerment of the client councils consequently 

became another goal of the evaluation. 

The involvement of older people in policy processes in care organizations through client 

councils1 raises specific questions related to the interactions between members of client 

councils and managers. Developments in care organizations (strategic alliances, alterations) 

complicate policy issues; the range of decisions increases and the implications have greater 

impact on clients’ lives. This means that a lot of time is needed to consult the client councils 

adequately, and that both the Board of Directors and the members of the client councils have 

to invest more energy in constructive discussions. In the organization in which we conducted 

our evaluation, the Board of Directors felt that the client councils hampered the policymaking 

processes. For instance, explaining complicated policy plans in understandable language took 

extra time and effort. At the same time, the members of the client councils felt frustrated by 

the complex and lengthy policy reports. They felt marginalized within the organization. One 

could argue that client councils in the Netherlands cannot, by definition, be marginalized, 

because their power and influence are supported by law. However, client councils indeed 

find that, in practice, there is more to having a voice and being taken seriously than merely 

having legislative backing. Thus, the tensions between managers and client councils gave rise 

to the request of the central client council and the Board of Directors for an evaluation of 

their joint practice.

The evaluation team consisted of Baur, Abma andWiddershoven. The evaluation was 

conducted over a period of six months in 2006 by Baur under the supervision of Abma 

and Widdershoven. At that time, the care organization had eight separate locations, with 

3316 clients (totaling 1085 fte in staff ). Two locations were nursing homes for older people 

with physical and/or mental health problems. The other six locations were residential care 

departments, sometimes combined with sheltered home facilities. Each location had its own 

local client council. These client councils consisted of six to eight members, usually three or 

1 In the Netherlands, user involvement of clients in the social and care sector is laid down by law (Wet 

Medezeggenschap Clienten Zorgsector). This law aims to provide clients in this sector with legal rights 

to participate in the related policy and practice through advice and assent.
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four residents and four or five relatives/volunteers. There were two exceptions, however, in 

the nursing homes: these solely comprised relatives (spouses and partners) and volunteers, 

due to the high degree of the residents’ physical and mental impediments. Throughout 

the whole organization, the average age of residents was 80+. Apart from these eight local 

client councils, the organization had also instituted a central client council to cover the more 

complex and overarching policy issues. This central council consisted of two representatives 

from each local client council. Only relatives and volunteers were members of the central 

council; residents were permitted to take part, but this tended to be too much of a burden in 

terms of energy, time and subject matter. The local client councils held monthly gatherings 

(mostly together with the manager) to discuss the policy issues and give advice or assent. The 

central client council assembled with the Board of Directors bi-monthly.

The seven managers of the eight locations of this organization (one manager was in charge 

of two locations) all participated in the evaluation through individual interviews and, for 

four of them, through participation in the dialogue groups (see Table 1). All were very open 

to the evaluation. That only four participated in the dialogue groups was due to their busy 

schedules, which did not allow their participation at that time. With regard to the client 

council members, the same individuals who took part in the homogeneous group also 

participated in the  heterogeneous group.
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2.2 Theoretical framework

We used responsive evaluation methodology to make the evaluation project accessible for all 

stakeholders. We consider responsive evaluation to be a democratic and participatory approach 

to evaluation that reflects a value-committed stance on the part of evaluators, working for 

social justice, equality, empowerment and emancipation.15 Within these kinds of participatory 

approaches to evaluation, a distinction exists between practice participatory evaluation (P-

PE) and transformative participatory evaluation (T-PE).1 In T-PE, evaluators demonstrate 

commitment to democratize social change and to empower people through participation in 

the process of constructing and respecting their own knowledge.1 In this sense, T-PE makes 

a more explicit commitment to effecting democratic social change than P-PE. Our use of 

responsive evaluation illustrates a form of T-PE. In this project we strived for social change 

(improvements in the interactions between and practices of client councils and managers) 

based on the experiential knowledge of multiple stakeholders. Further (as mentioned above), 

the empowerment of client councils was another goal of our evaluationproject.

The roots of responsive evaluation lie in the 1970s. Calling for a wider scope for evaluation 

than mere goal-oriented evaluation, Stake16 introduced a responsive approach as part of his 

vision for educational research and evaluation. Central to this vision is the broadening of 

evaluation criteria to as many stakeholder issues as possible, unlike evaluation models which 

merely include the goals and intentions of policymakers. In responsive evaluation, processes, 

backgrounds and judgments are included as well, rather than a focus on simply measuring 

outcomes.17,18 These ideas have been further developed by others; Guba and Lincoln,13 for 

example, built on Stake’s work, proposing an interactive approach in which stakeholder 

issues are a departure point for negotiation to enhance mutual understanding and consensus. 

In our project we used a particular version of responsive evaluation, linking the responsive 

evaluation paradigm13,16 to insights about narratives, storytelling and ongoing dialogues in 

evaluation.19-22,10 The latter approach uses hermeneutic dialogue to engage stakeholders in a 

learning process to help them better understand themselves and each other, and hence place 

their own viewpoints in perspective. Stakeholders thus gain a better understanding of a given 

practice through the combination and amalgamation of various perspectives.
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From a hermeneutic perspective, human life is essentially a process of understanding.10 

Through stories, people make sense of their world and are interconnected with each other.23 

Hermeneutic dialogue takes the complexity of human life (embedded in their stories and 

experiences) as a starting point for mutual learning processes in which all stakeholders 

change by way of interaction with one another.10 Change and learning processes occur 

when people extend their horizons by appropriating new perspectives.10,24 Dialogue in 

this hermeneutic sense is an ongoing and cyclical process among stakeholders, aiming at 

reciprocal understanding and acceptance.21 Consensus is not the ultimate goal of this kind 

of evaluation, as it is never an absolute value— conditions change over time and a lack of 

consensus and ambiguities, expressed through the narratives of stakeholders, generate reasons 

to interact and continue ongoing dialogues.10,22,25,26 

2.3 Four steps in the responsive evaluation project

Responsive evaluation involves four steps: (1) creating social conditions, (2) generating 

stakeholder issues, (3) conducting homogeneous dialogue groups to discuss issues among 

those with converging interests, and (4) conducting heterogeneous dialogue groups to bring 

perspectives together to enhance mutual understanding and learning.22 We used a cyclical 

way of working: outcomes of former steps were used for next steps to validate, refine and 

integrate the various stakeholder issues. In this evaluation, we combined the first two 

steps, as in practice they usually overlap. In the first stage of the project, Baur attended one 

regular gathering of each local client council and one regular gathering of the central client 

council to introduce herself and the project to the client council members, to identify the 

stakeholder groups (local client councils, central client council, managers at top level and at 

location level) and to gain a first insight into the stakeholder issues and interactions. This is 

an important phase in responsive evaluation because people are often distant to evaluators, 

who are traditionally seen as experts who come to judge people and their ways of acting 

and thinking.27 For example, some members of client councils expressed their concern 

that they would be judged or somehow ‘graded’ by the evaluator. Inviting them to be part 

of the evaluation and being transparent about the goals and methodology of the project 

removed such concerns. Further, continuous attention to these sensitivities and the fostering 

of openness helped build trust and enthusiasm. Though trust and enthusiasm cannot easily 



68

Chapter 3

be measured, the evaluator (Baur) found the interactions with stakeholders to be positive: 

all stakeholders were willing to participate, they spoke freely about their concerns being in 

or dealing with a client council, and many spontaneously emphasized the significance of the 

evaluation at various moments. When the evaluator briefly introduced the project during 

these regular client council gatherings, she also asked the client council members how they 

felt about being in a local client council. After this, the gatherings proceeded with the regular 

agenda in the presence of the evaluator, who took field notes of the interaction within the 

client councils. In this way, the evaluator was able to gain a first impression of the client 

councils and their issues, which were deepened in the individual interviews.

Besides engaging in participant observation and introducing herself and the project, the 

evaluator conducted in-depth interviews with all stakeholders to identify stakeholders’ 

issues (see Table 1 for a more detailed overview of the interviews). The interviews were tape-

recorded. Because of time restrictions, they were not entirely transcribed; rather, the evaluator 

wrote down summaries and selected quotes from the tapes. The issues (themes) and meanings 

of the stakeholders’ stories (narratives) were then analyzed. To validate the reproduction 

of the interview and the interpretations by the evaluator, the summaries were sent to the 

participants for member checking.13 No changes were made by participants at this stage.

In the third phase of the project, three homogeneous groups of stakeholders were organized;  

with the local client councils, the central client council, and the managers.2 Homogeneous 

groups in responsive evaluation are organized for stakeholders with shared interests to exchange 

their experiences, and thus (hermeneutically) deepen their mutual understanding in a safe 

environment.22 The term homogeneous in this sense does not mean that the participants 

share all the same characteristics. Rather, it refers to the shared interest that stakeholder 

groups might have. The value of homogeneous groups is that participants feel free to speak 

up because they are aware of this shared interest (all being members of client councils, 

working for the same goals/interests, and experiencing the same obstacles). Moreover, 

these homogeneous groups help prepare the stakeholders for the subsequent heterogeneous 

dialogue (i.e., all stakeholders together). Homogeneous groups can take diverse formats, such 

2 The Board of Directors solely consisted of two persons; therefore we did not conduct a separate 
focus group with this management level.
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as a storytelling workshop or a focus group. We decided to attend to the specific needs and 

communication styles of the stakeholder groups. Thus, we used different formats for the 

homogeneous group with client councils compared to that for the dialogue among managers. 

For the managers, we choose to use a focus group instead of a storytelling workshop. This was 

because it had emerged during the interviews with the managers that they were already very 

clear and focused about their issues with the client councils. As we show later, by defending 

or opposing various statements during the focus group, managers found themselves trying to 

convince each other of the value of the client councils. The statements used were based on 

the experiences of both managers and client councils that had arisen in the first and second 

stages of the project. In this way, the managers deepened their own perspectives but also were 

introduced to the perspectives of client councils. 

Members of the client councils, however, defined their issues less clearly during the 

interviews than the managers. They tended to elaborate on diverse subjects, situations and 

emotions, using lots of examples. We therefore chose a storytelling approach to explore their 

experiences; this seemed to better suit their communication styles. Storytelling can be very 

helpful for older people and their representatives in particular, because it gives people the 

opportunity to share their experiences and jointly discover common issues.319,28,29 It can help 

improve practices by bringing to light actual lived experiences.17 If their stories are listened 

to, stakeholders also feel that they have been acknowledged as people.5 Thus, two members 

of each local client council participated in a homogeneous storytelling workshop organized 

to gain more in-depth knowledge of their issues and concerns.19,21,22 

To engage participants in the workshop, we introduced one story that expressed the main and 

common experiences of the client councils. This story was derived from the first and second 

stages of the responsive evaluation, and formed the basis for dialogue between the participants 

of the homogeneous groups with the client councils. Besides their own perspectives, the 

experiences of the other stakeholder groups were also brought into the homogeneous groups 

to foster mutual awareness and learning. In the storytelling workshop for the client councils, 

this involved a story about a manager in which the main issues for managers were addressed; 

while the story was essentially fictitious, it was rooted in the themes arising from the 

interviews. For the managers, this interchange of perspectives came about through statements 
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based on the interviews with the client councils. By confronting these different perspectives, 

the participants of the homogeneous groups were able to deepen their understanding of their 

own perspectives and were better prepared for dialogue with other stakeholders.

Finally, in the fourth stage of the process a heterogeneous dialogue group was set up, with 

members of the local and central client councils, managers and the Board of Directors. The 

term heterogeneous refers to the diversity of interests and perspectives among the stakeholder 

groups. To restrict the number of participants for practical reasons, the evaluator selected 

participants from the client councils on the basis of their articulate yet positive contributions 

in the homogeneous storytelling workshop. The latter criterion was considered important 

given that the goal of the heterogeneous dialogue was to build bridges between stakeholder 

groups. During the heterogeneous dialogue meeting, shared issues were discussed and all 

stakeholders participated. Interaction was fostered by the appreciative, ‘strength-based’ 

approach chosen by the evaluator, which focuses on similarities, collectivity and shared 

interests; this allows room for the resilience and potential of stakeholders to emerge that 

might otherwise be overshadowed by frustrations and difference.30-32 This constructive focus 

formed the starting point for all the homogeneous groups as well as the heterogeneous group. 

Further, the exchange of perspectives in the dialogue group made visible the social learning 

process, which we describe in the next section.

3. Case example: stakeholder issues and learning processes

In this section we describe the main stakeholder issues that arose. The frustrations between 

managers and client councils can be understood by examining the underlying divergence 

of value stances among these stakeholders concerning their practices.25,25,33,34 In responsive 

evaluation, these underlying values and tensions are brought to light through the dialogical 

process. Only then can differences be recast as vehicles for learning.

3.1 Issues

The tensions between large-scale policy decisions and the daily lives of clients is an important 

issue confronting client councils and managers, both of whom have different outlooks 



71

ParticiPation of marginalized grouPs in evaluation: mission imPossible?

on what kind of subjects they relate to. Whereas the client councils’ main focus is on the 

daily lives of clients at local level the managers’ focus combines the policy interests of the 

organization at central level and the daily lives of clients on location. In other words, they 

have different value stances towards what matters most: the daily lives of clients in the here 

and now, or the strategic continuation of the organization in the future. 

It also became clear that most managers and client councils communicated in terms of top-

down information exchange. In top-down communication, the client council members are 

not actively involved in the decision-making process, as the process is overshadowed by the 

information-giving attitudes of managers. The degree of participation is therefore low35,36 

and may even be called tokenistic.37,38 This is a frustrating process for both parties. The 

challenge for the evaluation team, then, was to turn these seemingly opposed outlooks and 

communication problems into vehicles for mutual learning.

3.2 Stakeholders’ learning processes

The responsive evaluation enhanced the mutual learning processes for the client councils and 

the managers. The storytelling workshop organized for the members of the client councils 

placed their stories and experiences as central. This fostered a learning process. For example, 

one client council member shared a success story with the other participants: she explained 

how her client council had stood up for the cleaning up of the gardens. At first, the client 

council did not think its request would be fruitful. However, because the council did not 

withhold its comments on the state of the gardens, and because it stood up for the clients 

it represented, the manager took care of the problem—and even invited the client council 

to dinner. This story was inspiring for the other participants in the storytelling workshop. 

It prompted a dialogue about how client councils could turn the disappointing experience 

of being let down by managers (leading to a passive attitude on the part of client councils) 

into a more proactive attitude. The message that the participants formulated for themselves 

was clear: client councils must speak up for their clients on concrete matters in order to get 

things done, without giving themselves over completely to managers and their policy issues. 

This attitude was summarized in the powerful statement by one client council member: ‘No 

grumbling between ourselves—speak up!’
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The storytelling workshop with members of local client councils is an example of hermeneutic 

dialogue in practice. Hermeneutic dialogue fosters a process of change in the participants as 

they learn from each other,10 and signs of this processes of change and learning emerged in the 

storytelling workshop. Through the dialogue, the council members were inspired to change 

their own attitudes. They saw that they could take on a different identity: instead of playing 

victim to the organization’s policy agenda, they could become agents in setting this agenda. 

In the homogeneous focus group with the managers, the sometimes contradictory views of 

the various managers on the value of the client councils functioned as a basis for dialogue 

and learning. A positive element was brought to the focus group through the examples that 

managers presented of active involvement by the client councils. For example, one manager 

shared his experience of taking the client council to the kitchen of another organization, 

where innovations in food preparation had already been put into practice. The council 

members could taste the food, look around in the kitchen and speak with the cooks. Being 

involved in this creative way, the members of the client council felt stimulated to ask questions 

and to be critical in a constructive manner. The manager reported that this improved his 

relationship with the client council and fostered a growing awareness of shared interests. After 

this example, the managers’ dialogue no longer concentrated on the downsides of the client 

councils (‘notorious complainers’), but focused on means of interaction that had worked well.

3.3 Shared learning processes

In the homogeneous dialogue phase of the evaluation, the foundations (empowerment 

and social learning within one’s ‘own’ group) were laid for the heterogeneous dialogue.  

Subsequently, the diverse perspectives were shared in the heterogeneous storytelling workshop 

by way of stories that reflected each perspective. These stories were based on the issues 

brought forth in the interviews and homogeneous groups. The client councils’ perspective 

took a central place in the heterogeneous storytelling workshop, which opened with a story of 

the client councils. In this way, the members of the client councils were made to feel secure, 

acknowledged and heard.
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In the heterogeneous dialogue, the client councils and managers found common ground in 

their shared interest; namely, the wellbeing of the clients. The discovery that they shared this 

important issue motivated the participants to jointly sketch some prerequisites for a good and 

constructive participation process. The most important conclusions were to look for a balance 

between short- and long-term issues; to pay attention to ongoing dialogue between manager 

and client council on concrete issues that genuinely matter to the current residents; to find 

creative ways to support the functioning of the client council; and to communicate openly with 

each other. This dialogue enhanced mutual understanding of the diversities and similarities 

between the stakeholders and the underlying values of their issues. The conclusions were then 

translated by our evaluation team into some practical recommendations. Concerning the 

communication between and the differing outlooks of the client councils and managers, the 

recommendations focused on how to sustain the positive interactions that were promoted by 

the responsive evaluation project.

4. Discussion and conclusions

This project provides insights into how the participation of client councils in residential 

care and nursing homes might be improved. We can conclude that there is more to the 

participatory practice of client councils than just having a say and negotiating. Rather, the 

participation of client councils is a dynamic process. Room should be given to hermeneutic 

dialogue as well as horizontal and deliberative communication. Further, abstract policy issues 

do not invite client councils and managers to engage in deliberative dialogues. Therefore, 

we argue that organizations must find creative ways to place clients’ stories about their daily 

and concrete experiences on the policy agenda. This encourages client councils to feel that 

they are being taken seriously, because their experiential knowledge and lived experiences are 

taken into account.

Besides providing insights into how the joint practice of client councils and managers can be 

improved, this project shows how marginalized groups can participate fruitfully in evaluation. 

We argue that there are some important, basic prerequisites for including groups with silent 

voices in evaluation; these are described below.
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4.1 Recognition of multiple stakeholder groups

First, the evaluator should recognize the existence of multiple stakeholder groups. According 

to social constructivist epistemology, meaning is developed through interactions between 

people.14 Power relations play a significant role in how people define their world.21,39,40 

Thus, for evaluators who strive to include all stakeholders’ perspectives – to appreciate the 

full scope of the values that come with the practice being evaluated, and to help improve 

the relationships among stakeholders and to work for social change – everything starts by 

identifying whose interests are at stake.

4.2 Start with the marginalized group(s)

Second, if a broad range of stakeholders is identified, the evaluation process should start 

with the stakeholder group that has the least influence within the power relations.41 It is a 

deliberate choice of responsive evaluators to pay attention to power relations in this way.14, 42-

45 Care is needed in defining who is considered a marginalized group, to avoid stigmatization 

and exclusion of other groups that may have even less voice. In our project, client councils 

saw themselves as being marginalized. They were afraid to be judged (which indicates that 

they felt vulnerable), and central to their issues was the feeling of not being taken seriously 

by managers. Thus, we decided to pay special attention to this group, in terms of supporting 

them in being heard. We tried to break through the existing imbalances in the power relations 

by opening the interviews with the marginalized groups and, in the dialogue meetings, by 

placing their experiences and perspectives as central. However, we did not take an advocacy 

position in this regard: instead of speaking for the client councils, we supported them by 

making room for their experiences and perspectives in a homogeneous storytelling workshop. 

Through this supportive preparation and by facilitating the heterogeneous group, the dialogue 

between managers and client councils was able to take place without one party taking the 

upper hand. Thus, it proved necessary to first give the less powerful the opportunity to bring 

their issues to the fore.41 

Other ways to ensure that all voices are heard during group dialogues are to pay attention 

to non-verbal communication and react carefully to it (e.g., to take note when a participant 

tries to contribute but is not given the room to do so, or when someone seems to feel 
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uncomfortable or disagree but does not dare to say so); to bring focus to the dialogue (i.e., 

to find a balance between the richness of participants’ experiential stories and the main issues 

that are the subject of the dialogue); and to turn emotions that might obstruct the dialogue 

into something constructive (e.g., if someone is very angry and is overshadowing the dialogue 

with pessimistic and intrusive comments, to ‘translate’ the emotions that seem to be driving 

this and try to direct the conversation towards questions about what could be done to change 

the situation for the better).

4.3 Multiple partiality

This leads to a third point of attention for evaluators aiming to support the participation 

of less powerful groups; namely, to make themselves equally acceptable to the other, more 

established, stakeholder groups. A responsive evaluator should be able to carry off ‘multiple 

partiality’.14, 43 This means that, while paying  special attention to marginalized groups, the 

evaluator should be just as open and approachable to the other stakeholders as well. Thus, 

building and sustaining good social conditions is essential for responsive evaluation. Some 

constructive ways to create a good relationship between the evaluator and stakeholders are 

being present at the location regularly, holding informal talks with stakeholders, engaging in 

their daily practice, and emphasizing that you are there to help them find solutions rather 

than to judge them.

4.4 Willingness to share power and control

Another prerequisite for including marginalized groups in evaluation is the willingness of 

evaluators to share power and control.39,41 This starts with the project design. In our project, we 

followed an emergent design. The issues of the stakeholders were unknown to us beforehand, 

as were the way in which the imbalanced power relations manifested themselves in practice. 

Therefore, we were unable to define the exact goals of the evaluation and the specific design 

before we started the project. We explained this emergent design in a transparent manner to 

the stakeholders and invited them to be open about what they thought was important for the 

project to be articulated. 
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Not only we as evaluators have to share power; the stakeholders themselves also need to 

be willing to share their power with the evaluator, and with the other stakeholder groups. 

Stakeholders are not always willing to share power and to open up to an evaluator or other 

stakeholders.6 It is important, therefore, to gain trust and to take an appreciative and strength-

based approach towards  stakeholders. This can be done by explicitly making appeals to the 

experiential knowledge of the stakeholders, and by emphasizing that the values and meaning 

that they attach to their practices are always valid and worth putting forth in dialogue with 

others. Furthermore, evaluators should also look for open-natured people who are able to 

build bridges towards other stakeholder groups.46 

4.5 Focus on dialogue as mutual learning by using stories

A final vital aspect of successful participatory evaluation is rooted in the definition of dialogue. 

Dialogue comes in many forms.3 Traditional Fourth Generation Evaluation13 focuses on 

negotiation among stakeholders. However, when marginalized groups are to be included, the 

negotiation process can be disappointing.5 In responsive evaluation, dialogue is not defined 

as negotiation, but as a means of mutual learning.10,21 By using stories and casuistry as a 

means of learning through concrete cases,10,19 the divergent values and experiences of the 

stakeholders can be brought closer together. Thus, the different experiences of stakeholders 

change from being impediments to being vehicles for learning and improvement. By taking 

this hermeneutical dialogical approach, people are able to broaden their own perspectives. 

Mutual learning through dialogue and narratives can be a fruitful approach if a focus on 

negotiation does not fit the communication styles of particular stakeholders and their 

practices.

These prerequisites for the constructive inclusion of marginalized groups in evaluation 

raise some points for further discussion. The first of these concerns the role of the 

evaluator. In responsive evaluation, the evaluator usually takes on various roles during 

the process, interacting with the dynamics of the stakeholders. These roles can vary from 

anthropologist, conversationalist and careful listener to facilitator of dialogue, Socratic 

guide and educator.41,47,48 Whatever form this role takes, the evaluator is never a distant 

expert who merely judges practice; indeed, social interaction may even be considered ‘the 
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point’ of the evaluation.14 In this sense, evaluative knowledge is socially constructed and 

the relational location of the evaluator matters when it comes to the kind of knowledge 

that is generated.43 This raises questions about how evaluators justify the normative stance 

that they take. Evaluations communicate certain norms and values15,33,49-51 and the evaluator 

thus inevitably makes choices about the way he or she wishes to be in the social world. In 

this responsive evaluation project, we took a value-committed stance characterized by the 

wish for democratization and social change in practice. This stance implies a worldview in 

which human flourishing (balancing autonomy, cooperation and hierarchy) is central.47 We 

acknowledge that we begin with being in our world (before any theoretical reasoning) and are 

interconnected to that world.47 Thus, being interconnected as evaluators with stakeholders in 

an evaluation, we argue that it is impossible to be value-free. We paid careful attention to the 

power relations among the stakeholders and between ourselves and the stakeholders, because 

this was needed for ‘good dialogue’ in terms of respect, openness, trust and engagement,21 

for mutual learning and for human flourishing. We feel that is important that evaluators be 

explicit about their worldview and how it relates to their evaluation practice. Evaluation starts 

with evaluators being  interconnected (in any way) with the world.

Another point for discussion is the question whether this is still evaluation or rather action 

research. Action research, just like evaluation, can take multiple forms and can be considered 

‘a family of approaches’.52 Responsive evaluation, in turn, is one approach of many within the 

field of evaluation. However, there are quite some similarities between the main characteristics 

of action research approaches and those of responsive evaluation. For example, working for 

social change with others instead of for others, enhancing dialogue and development in 

practice, taking a value-oriented stance towards practice, engaging in a living, emergent process, 

creating knowledge- in-action (based on the concept of knowledge as a social construction): 

these are features of action research approaches as well as of responsive evaluation. Yet, though 

action research and responsive evaluation share these important notions, the latter can be 

distinguished as a specific methodology (instead of a general orientation to inquiry) for 

evaluating and improving practices. Moreover, action research does not necessarily start with 

evaluating a practice,53 whereas in responsive evaluation, evaluators always start by evaluating 

the practice, together with the stakeholders. Practice improvements in responsive evaluation 

thus follow from the evaluation, not the other way around. Further, responsive evaluation 
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is a systematic approach to involving multiple stakeholders in dialogue, with clearly defined 

prerequisites to enhance ‘good dialogue’. Therefore, we argue that responsive evaluation can 

add practical and evaluative value to the basic features of action research approaches.

5. Lessons learned

Like the stakeholders, responsive evaluators are part of the social learning process as well.14,54 

In carrying out our project, we learned some lessons that we feel may be valuable to others 

involved in responsive evaluation and the participation of marginalized groups. Responsive 

evaluation is generally an intensive and time-consuming evaluation methodology. However, 

we conducted our evaluation in just six months, indicating that it is actually possible in a 

short period if the choice is made to focus on the process (facilitating dialogical interaction 

and hermeneutic learning). Thus, we would advise evaluators who have only limited time 

to conduct a responsive or otherwise participatory evaluation not to focus too much on the 

content of the issues. These issues can be considered instrumental to the process without 

having to slow it down by extensive theoretical analysis. The goal of the evaluation can guide 

evaluators in deciding how far to emphasize either the content of the issues or the process.

Further, responsive evaluators are faced with the task of integrating different perspectives. It 

is important, therefore, to be careful not to marginalize voices that might initially seem not 

constructive for the dialogue between and among stakeholders. In our evaluation, we chose 

to concentrate on the similarities instead of the differences in perspectives throughout the 

whole evaluation process, taking a strength-based approach.30,32 However, we did not ignore 

deviant perspectives, such as that of a manager who publicly criticized the councils in a less 

than constructive manner. This perspective was used as a vehicle for dialogue, for example by 

using some of his explicit criticisms as a starting point for the dialogue in the managers’ focus 

group. We learned that this approach helped turn differences into vehicles for hermeneutic 

learning, as  stakeholders were confronted with (and thus made aware of ) one another’s as 

well as their own perspectives.10,25,26 

Another lesson relates to the restrictions of embedding ongoing reflexive dialogue in 

practices. Responsive evaluation should, ideally, foster such dialogue between stakeholders. 
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After the project, an arrangement was made that the central client council would focus on the 

organization’s overall policy issues, whereas the local client councils would focus on subjects 

related to the daily lives of the clients. Further, the central client council became an active and 

more equal partner for the Board of Directors.3 However, stakeholders agree that this ongoing 

process needs continuous attention. Though at central level the central client council and 

Board of Directors have developed their dialogical interaction further, the communication 

between local client councils and managers is still a subject of concern for the organization. 

This raises questions for evaluators about the extent to which social change can be embedded 

in the practice that is evaluated. Ways to embed social change and the evaluative interactions 

of stakeholders in practice may differ from setting to setting. We thus encourage evaluators 

to think together with stakeholders about ways to continue the evaluative interactions that 

they have started. Practice never is finished; nor is dialogue.

We also learned that the participation of client councils in the care for older people is about 

a continuous search for the small, yet often powerful, concrete cases that really matter to 

people. A parallel conclusion can be drawn concerning the inclusion of marginalized groups 

in evaluation. We, as responsive evaluators, learned that including marginalized groups in 

evaluation means opening the dialogue to the seemingly minor subjects that are of great 

significance to these particular, once-silent, stakeholders. The participation of marginalized 

groups in evaluation? An important mission possible.

Acknowledgements

First of all, we would like to acknowledge all the people involved in this research project 

for their openness and trust. We would also like to thank the organization for supporting 

this work in financial and practical terms. An earlier version of this paper was presented at 

the EES Conference in Lisbon in October 2008. We would like to thank Jennifer Greene 

3 In January 2009, Baur was asked by the organization to facilitate an evaluation day for the central client 

council and the Board of Directors, to responsively evaluate how the new arrangements were working 

in practice. Both the central client council and the Board of Directors were unanimously positive about 

the overall trend: the central council had become more active, and the communication and relationship 

between it and the Board of Directors had improved significantly (e.g., there were more opportunities 

for bottom-up communication and agenda setting by the central client council).



80

Chapter 3

and Thomas Schwandt from the University of Illinois, USA, for their useful comments 

and profound feedback on that earlier version of this paper. Finally, we acknowledge the 

constructive feedback from the reviewers which led to improvements to this article.



81

ParticiPation of marginalized grouPs in evaluation: mission imPossible?

References

1. Cousins JB, Whitmore E. Framing participatory evaluation. In: Whitmore E. (Ed.) Understanding and 

practicing participatory evaluation: New directions for evaluation. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1998.

2. King JA. Making sense of participatory evaluation. New Directions for Evaluation 2007; 114: 83–86. 

3. Abma TA. Opening thoughts. Evaluation 2001; 7(2), 155–163.

4. French S, Swain J. Changing disability research: Participatory and emancipatory

 research with disabled people. Physiotherapy 1997; 83(1): 26–32.

5. Koch T. ‘Having a say’: Negotiation in fourth-generation evaluation. Journal of Advanced Nursing 2000; 

31(1): 117–125.

6. McDonald D. Revisiting a theory of negotiation: The utility of Markiewicz (2005)  proposed six 

principles. Evaluation and Program Planning 2008; 31: 259–265.

7. Mertens DM. Identifying and respecting differences among participants in evaluation studies. New 

Directions for Program Evaluation 1995; 66: 91–97. 

8. Mertens DM, Farley J, Madison A, Singleton P. Diverse voices in evaluation practice: Feminists, 

minorities, and persons with disabilities. Evaluation Practice 1994; 15(2): 123– 129.

9. VanderPlaat M. Locating the feminist scholar: Relational empowerment and social activism. Qualitative 

Health Research 1999; 9(6): 773–785. 

10. Widdershoven GAM. Dialogue in evaluation: A hermeneutic perspective. Evaluation 2001; 7(2): 253–

263. 

11. Markiewicz A. A balancing act: Resolving multiple stakeholder interests in program evaluation. 

Evaluation Journal of Australasia 2005; 4(1–2): 13–21.

12. Owen JM. Program evaluation: Forms and approaches. New York, London: Guilford Press, 2006.

13. Guba EG, Lincoln YS. Fourth generation evaluation. Newbury Park, CA: Sage, 1989.

14. Abma TA, Widdershoven GAM. Evaluation and/as social relation. Evaluation 2008; 14(2): 209–225.

15. Greene JC. Evaluation, democracy, and social change. In: Shaw IF, Greene JC, Mark MM (Eds.) The 

SAGE handbook of evaluation. London: Sage, 2006: 118-140.

16. Stake RE. To evaluate an arts program. In Stake RE (Ed.) Evaluating the arts in education: A responsive 

approach. Columbus, OH: Merrill, 1975: 13-31.

17. Abma TA, Stake RE. Stake’s responsive evaluation: Core ideas and evolution. In: Greene JC, Abma TA. 

(Eds.) Responsive evaluation: New directions for evaluation. San Francisco: Jossey- Bass, 2001; 92: 7–23.

18. Stake RE. Standards-based and responsive evaluation. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2004.

19. Abma TA. Learning by telling: Storytelling workshops as an organizational learning intervention. 

Management Learning 2003; 34(2): 221–240.

20. Abma TA. Situated learning in communities of practice: Evaluation of coercion in psychiatry as a case. 

Evaluation 2007; 13(1): 32–47.

21. Abma TA, Widdershoven GAM. Sharing stories: Narrative and dialogue in responsive nursing evaluation. 

Evaluation and the Health Professions 2005; 28(1): 90–109.

22. Abma TA, Widdershoven GAM. Responsieve methodologie: Interactief onderzoek in de praktijk. [Responsive 

methodology: Interactive research in practice]. The Hague: LEMMA, 2006.

23. Josselson R, Lieblich A. Making meaning of narratives: The narrative study of lives. Thousand Oaks, CA: 

Sage, 1999.



82

Chapter 3

24. Abma TA, Widdershoven GAM, Frederiks BJM, Van Hooren RH, Van Wijmen F, Curfs P. Dialogical 

nursing ethics: The quality of freedom restrictions. Nursing Ethics 2008; 15(6): 789–802.

25. Abma TA. Stakeholder conflict: A case study. Evaluation and Program Planning 2000; 23(2): 199–210.

26. Abma TA. Responding to ambiguity, responding to change the value of a responsive approach to 

evaluation. Evaluation and Program Planning 2000; 23(4): 461–

 470.

27. Guba EG, Lincoln YS. Effective evaluation. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage, 1981.

28. Abma TA. Responsive evaluation: Its meaning and special contribution to health promotion. Evaluation 

and Program Planning 2005; 28: 279–289.

29. Costantino T, Greene J. Reflections on the use of narrative in evaluation. American Journal of Evaluation 

2003; 24(1): 35–49. 

30. Ludema JD, Fry RE. The practice of appreciative inquiry. In: Reason P, Bradbury H. (Eds.) The SAGE 

handbook of action research: Participative inquiry and practice. Los Angeles/London/New Delhi/

Singapore: Sage, 2008: 280-296.

31. Van Regenmortel T. Zwanger van empowerment. Een uitdagend kader voor sociale inclusie en moderne zorg. 

[Pregnant with empowerment: A challenging framework for social inclusion and modern care]. Fontys 

Hogeschool Sociale Studies, 2008.

32. Zandee DP, Cooperrider DL. Appreciable worlds, inspired inquiry. In: Reason P, Bradbury H. (Eds.) The 

SAGE handbook of action research: Participative inquiry and practice. Los Angeles, London, New Delhi, 

Singapore: Sage, 2008: 190-198.

33. Greene JC. Evaluation extrapolations. American Journal of Evaluation 2001; 22(3): 397–402. 

34. Schwandt T. Educating for intelligent belief in evaluation. American Journal of Evaluation 2008; 29(2): 

139–150. 

35. Abma TA, Broerse J. Zeggenschap in wetenschap. Patiëntenparticipatie in theorie en praktijk. [Having a say 

in science: Patient participation in theory and practice]. The Hague: LEMMA, 2007.

36. Arnstein S. A ladder of citizen participation. Journal of the American Institute of Planners 1969; 35(4): 

214–224.

37. Dewar BJ. Beyond tokenistic involvement of older people in research - A framework for future 

development and understanding. International Journal of Older People Nursing in Association with Journal 

of Clinical Nursing 2005; 14(3a): 48–53. 

38. Gilroy R. Why can’t more people have a say? Learning to work with older people. Ageing and Society 

2003; 23: 659–674.

39. Abma T. Sharing power, facing ambiguity. In: Mabry, L. (Ed.). Advances in program evaluation: Evaluation 

and the post-modern dilemma. Vol. 3. Greenwich, CT: JAI Press, 1997: 105-119.

40. Schwandt TA. Whose interests are being served? Program evaluation as a conceptual practice of power. 

In: Mabry L. (Ed.) Advances in program evaluation: Evaluation and the post-modern dilemma. Vol. 3. 

Greenwich, CT: JAI Press, 1997: 89-104.

41. Abma TA, Nierse CJ, Widdershoven GAM. Patients as partners in responsive research: Methodological 

notions for collaborations in mixed research teams. Qualitative Health Research 2009; 19(3): 401–415.

42. Abma TA. The practice and politics of responsive evaluation. American Journal of Evaluation 2006; 

27(1): 31–43.



83

ParticiPation of marginalized grouPs in evaluation: mission imPossible?

43. Abma TA. Social relations of evaluation. In: Shaw IF, Greene JC, Mark MM (Eds.) The Sage handbook 

of evaluation. London: Sage, 2006: 184-199.

44. Greene JC. Evaluation as advocacy. American Journal of Evaluation 1997; 18(1): 25–35. 

45. Mertens DM. The evaluator’s role in the transformative context. In: Ryan KE, Schwandt TS. (Eds.) 

Exploring evaluator role and identity. Greenwich, CT: IAP, 2002: 103-119.

46. Caron-Flinterman JF, Broerse JEW, Bunders-Aelen JFG. Patient participation in decision making on 

biomedical research: Changing the network. Science, Technology and Human Values 2007; 32(3): 339–

368. 

47. Niessen TJH, Abma TA, Widdershoven GAM, Van der Vleuten CPM. Learning-in-(inter) action: A 

dialogical turn to evaluation and learning. In Ryan KE, Cousins BJ (Eds.) The SAGE international 

handbook of educational evaluation. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2009: 377-395.

48. Schwandt T. A postscript on thinking about dialogue. Evaluation 2001; 7(2): 264–276.

49. Greene JC. Evaluation as education. Paper presented at the European Evaluation Society, October 2002.

50. Schwandt T. Understanding dialogue as practice. Evaluation 2001; 7(2): 228–237.

51. Schwandt T. Traversing the terrain of role, identity and self. In: Ryan KE, Schwandt TS (Eds.) Exploring 

evaluator role and identity. Greenwich, CT: IAP, 2002: 193-207.

52. Reason P, Bradbury H. (Eds.) The SAGE handbook of action research: Participative inquiry and practice. 

Los Angeles, London, New Delhi, Singapore: Sage, 2008.

53. Winter R, Munn-Giddings C. A handbook for action research in health and social care. London: Routledge, 

2001.

54. Wadsworth Y. Becoming responsive—and some consequences for evaluation as dialogue across distance. 

In: Greene JC, Abma TA (Eds.) Responsive evaluation: New directions for evaluation. San Francisco: 

Jossey- Bass, 2001: 45-58.


