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In Response

From time to time, articles are published in EP that evoke comments from readers.
In Response is reserved for this dialogue. Contributions should be to the point,
concise, and easy for readers to track to targeted articles. Comments may be
positive or negative, but if the latter, then keep them at least relatively nice!
Personal attacks and offensive, degrading criticisms will not be published. Please
keep the length of comments to the minimum essential.

Empowerment Evaluation: A Response
to Patton and Scriven

DAVID FETTERMAN

INTRODUCTION

Empowerment evaluation is not a panacea, and it is not designed
to replace all forms of evaluation. It has specific uses and is most
effective in environments where democratic participation is
encouraged. However, conditions need not be ideal to engage this
approach. In fact, this approach may be most needed in the least
conducive environments. In any environment, however, con-
certed effort is required to re-orient individuals socialized in tra- <
ditional evaluation roles and expectations to this new approach.

This debate, which involves some of the most prominent
colleagues in the field and appears in one of the evaluation field’s primary journals, is sym-
bolic of empowerment evaluation’s impact. As I reflect on this phenomenon, I can only spec-
ulate that the attention this approach is receiving is in part a function of both the utility of
empowerment evaluation and the powerful contrast it creates with many traditional
approaches. Empowerment evaluation has many purposes and many contributions to make to
evaluation—as another tool in the evaluator’s toolbox; as a vehicle to influence and improve
traditional forms of evaluation (by inviting much greater involvement and participation by
program participants in evaluation); and as a mechanism to further clarify and expand our
understanding of what evaluation 1s. :
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I am appreciative (although somewhat surprised) by the level and type of discourse this
approach has generated and the attention it has received. This kind of engagement can only
improve and refine both empowerment evaluation and evaluation in general. I appreciate and
commend Blaine Worthen, the editor, for orchestrating a professional exchange that is helping
us to re-examine the field of evaluation itself. He has created an environment conducive to
scholarly debate and inquiry and thus facilitated both a discussion about empowerment eval-
uation as an approach and its role as a catalyst for a much larger discussion about the pur-
pose(s) of evaluation.

Patton shared his manuscript with me before publication, and I provided a long list of cor-
rections and suggestions. He incorporated these, as deemed appropriate, to refine his argument
in some instances and strengthen it in others. I am grateful to have had the opportunity to create
amore focused exchange. This back-and-forth process allows us to focus our attention on crys-
tallized and improved arguments, rather than on errors and omissions. This initial exchange has
also set the stage for further dissemination of contrasting views from Scriven and from me, in
an effort to improve practice. In response to my request for permission to place his critique on
the Collaborative, Participatory, and Empowerment Evaluation TIG home page (http://www-
leland.stanford.edw/~davidf/empowermentevaluation.html), Scriven responded, “... sure, post
itand congratulations for doing so: it’s in the best spirit of evaluation (not to mention science)!”
Immediately afterward, he offered to cross-link my response to the Internet homepage he is
developing. I think our prepublication exchanges and our commitment to open debate and shar-
ing of information provide a model that we should work to maintain, refine, and improve in
our scholastic community.

. Patton’s and Scriven’s comments provide valuable contributions to the development of

empowerment evaluation. Their discussions should be mined for every ounce of insight to
build and refine this approach. Embracing critique is in the true spirit of a self-reflective and
growing evaluative community of learners.

Patton: Process Use Focus

Patton (1997a) and Vanderplatt (1995) accurately place empowerment evaluation in the
larger context of emancipatory research. In addition, Patton (1997a) helps to identify empow-
erment evaluation’s unique contribution to the field by focusing on its explicit commitment to
fostering self-determination (p. 148) and building capacity (p. 155). In the process of docu-
menting another purpose of empowerment evaluation, Patton captures a significant part of the
theory behind the approach: “A fourth purpose ... is teaching evaluation logic and skills as a
way of building capacity for ongoing self-assessment. In modeling terms, such skills are seen
as enhancing the capacity for self-determination.” (p. 155).

Process Use
Empowerment evaluation explicitty highlights the impact of process use, as Patton

describes:

These impacts include enhanced mutual understanding among those participating in the
evaluation, support and reinforcement for the program intervention, program, organiza-
tional, and community development (e.g., developmental evaluation, Patton, 1994), and
increased participant engagement in and ownership of program and evaluation processes ...
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