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Observations of an Italian Practitioner

 

by Vittorio Masoni

The article reviews current evaluation practices in Italy in order to invite comparison with those few countries or international organisations that offer genuine examples of "best practices". The ‘90s are seeing a strong movement to increase public administration’s efficiency, decentralise, privatise, and establish a more democratic relationship between the state and the citizen. The quest for modernisation has stimulated a large demand for ex ante, ex post, and monitoring and evaluation, M&E, services in Italy and throughout the World. The European Commission has launched investment support programs that have made the demand for evaluation services soar. There are now good opportunities for dissemination of evaluation practice and sharpening evaluation tools. It is also a good time for considering possible pitfall for both the infant evaluation industry and evaluation sponsors.

 

Whose best practices? 

Much is being written about the state of evaluation practice in various countries. Regional seminars on the state and development of evaluation have been hosted by international development banks in Asia (Kuala Lumpur, 1993), South America (Quito, 1994), Central America (San José, 1994). Issues related to the subject have been raised on journals such as New Directions in Evaluation, Evaluation Practice, Knowledge and Policy, the young Evaluation, and the even younger Rivista italiana di valutazione, of the Associazione Italiana di Valutazione, AIV. The annual meetings of the European Evaluation Society, EES, and of the Associazione are a continuing source of useful information to the evaluation practitioner

In many instances, a significant objective has been to define a national code of best practices and a path leading to them. So far, the implicit assumption seems to have been that the US was the most likely supplier of best practices examples. That has been a reasonable point of departure: US (and UK) evaluation has been a trail-blazer; it still provides the largest amount of information on theoretical issues and on applications. Nevertheless, we must admit that the practitioner has all along applied a substantial correction factor to the American body of knowledge. We did so to take into account a host of local considerations, accepting only those ‘lessons’ they deemed applicable in their country’s values and work environment. Time has come to consider the major points on national differentiation. Drawing a picture of local conditions and sketching out some prospects may help in that direction.

 

National identity in evaluation

A certain diversification of evaluation-related information is now beginning to be provided by the ESS, (Bemelmans-Videc, 1995), and by some national evaluation associations, including AIV (established in 1997). In some countries, the need has been felt to attempt to draw the feature of a national evaluation style; see for instance Évaluation à la française (Duran, Monnier, Smith, 1995). Generally, such attempts do not go farther that describing the evaluation situation in a country, when they are not outright country advertisements. The development of country-specific approaches is barely at the beginning. The notion of national evaluation "theory" would have no foundation in view of: (a) the composite, interdisciplinary nature of evaluation, and (b) accelerating globalisation of knowledge, whereby we all pick from whatever and wherever we find it. 

At the same time, the definition of a national evaluation "style" is useful. A search for it deserves to be encouraged since evaluation ought to be realistically grounded in locally prevailing conditions about policy, planning, management and control practices. More subtly, evaluation will have to take into account power relationships, institutional agendas, undeclared objectives, interpersonal relationships within organisation, and a host of similar factors from the evaluee’s and the evaluation sponsor’s side. Evaluation carried out taking into account the local environment (objective realities and cultural biases as well) will (a) render good service to the individual sponsor, and (b) facilitate the spreading of evaluation practice, thereby enhancing good public and private governance. 

Another reason for presenting a national view is the attempt to inject into the body of evaluation knowledge some of the experiences developed outside the anglophone area. That would enrich English-language evaluation literature, likely the main knowledge repository on the subject for sometime to come, and give world currency to the experience of evaluators from large countries whose language is not lingua franca; for instance Italians, Germans, Dutch and ‘Nordics’, leaving at some disadvantage also francophone and hispanophone evaluators. As to evaluation reports, articles and essays in Italian, the circulation is necessarily even more limited. Incidentally, this is why this article is in English. Only work of Italian evaluators made for international organisations, such as the European Union, the UN system, the multilateral development banks or some developing countries is available to the foreign analyst of the Italian situation. 

 

State of evaluation in Italy

More than meets the eye of the international observer

As a consequence, international observers underestimate the amount of (a) ex ante evaluation, (b) monitoring and evaluation, M&E, and ( c) associated retrospective research currently performed in Italy at central or regional policy, organisation, and project level. Direct evaluation activity, information on evaluation programs of a variety of agencies, and exchanges within the network of professional evaluators indicate a blossoming of evaluation activities in Italy. Market logic also works in that direction, as a result of continuing European integration and of rationalisation of public administration, decentralisation, privatisation and other developments under way in the country we will mention later.

Nevertheless there are cultural and organisational handicaps that must be recognised and faced, if evaluation is to spread in the public and private sector (Stame, N, 1997). Some of them will become apparent in this overview of evaluation as practised in Italy and as likely to develop in the next few years. 

Italian evaluation sponsors

The style of evaluation is necessarily influenced by the type of sponsor. Evaluation’s objective, scope, depth of verification, extension of detail, methods to be used, time and budget are largely determined by the sponsor. The sponsor’s degree of evaluation awareness, motivation, and means are a major portion of the evaluation environment. Three categories of sponsors are significant in that respect:

1. Companies operating in a competitive environment—now a majority of large private firms as well as of flourishing small and medium enterprises. Evaluations, technical audits or M&E they request are expected to meet international standards and the client behaviour toward the evaluators is straightforward and result-oriented.

2. Government’s subdivisions, such as departments of a ministry. A wide door to evaluation has been opened in this area by fundamental public administration reform measures, such as: PL 142 on reorganisation and management of regional agencies (1990); PL. 241 on transparency (1990); two laws of 1997 (‘Bassanini I, and II’) on decentralisation and on streamlining of administrative process. In addition, investment law proposals will not be considered by Parliament any longer unless they provide also the estimate of the investment cost to the final investment user. That means adding to cost to be borne by the taxpayer the cost of the resources the user has to provide in order to benefit from the investment; 

3. Public agencies and, more and more, frequently hybrid firms ‘neither fully private nor really public’ (Wiesner,1997) which are not clearly motivated by either profits or public service. Many of such firms have been created by the Government during the years as an interim vehicle toward privatisation, merger, restructuring or closing down of a variety of activities. This way the Government has downloaded some of its holdings or factored out functions that were not deemed essential. Hybrid firms may be joint-stock companies but the majority of their stock is still in public hands. In this area, the situation is mixed although there is a general interest for seeking external evaluation services and for setting up internal M&E cells. 

Worth noting is a sub-group of dozens of municipally-owned public utilities which have issued a public declaration about the quality of the service they intend to offer and remedies they commit themselves to adopt in case of failure to meet their self-declared standards. The Carta dei servizi necessarily implies internal and external monitoring of operations and periodic performance reviews. The Carta dei servizi movement has been well received by the public and it is likely to spread the concept of accountability and the culture of results (‘Value for money’). 

Sponsor’s evaluation awareness

The sponsors’ awareness of benefits and costs of evaluation is just as important as the understanding of what pertains to functions other than evaluation. In cases (1) and (2), the frequent lack of well defined and weighted objectives deprives the evaluator of his/her northern star. Thus, evaluation tends to take the low-road of efficiency-study or the improper road of technical assistance in the re-formulation of a program, in design improvement, in descriptive reporting on progress in implementation. Both roads are obviously useful. Both require observation, reflection, and judgement, but their final destination is not what is generally understood as evaluation. In even less encouraging circumstances, the evaluation team may take a rather unhelpful minimalist approach. They may confine themselves to the critical review of the issues that are sufficiently defined, such as the delivery of project inputs; and shy away from the major evaluator’s duty of placing the program in the context of: (a) broad policies, key objectives, and organisation capacity, (b) benchmarks, ( c) risks and opportunities situation. These situations as well as those sketched below are just as common in Italy as abroad—developed and developing countries alike. 

The roles of stakeholders are not as clearly defined as they should be. Since specification may affect power relationships, a most diplomatic evaluator is needed to succeed in casting a wide consultation net among interested parties without raising the sponsor’s hostility. One of the groups hardest to reach is that of the people that were left out (or that argued or lobbied against the project). The project they proposed was deemed less meritorious than the on that was approved and that is being evaluated. These people may provide the evaluator with danger signals ideas about possible design alternatives, phasing, setting sunset boundaries, focusing of particular aspects. 

Sponsors (1) and (2) are frequently unclear about the fact that evaluation is an interactive function, not the delivery of a software package autonomously authored by the evaluators. Therefore, the evaluator has to devote much energy to getting the client into a participatory mode, motivate its staff in charge of interfacing with the evaluation team, and be prepared to receive critical comments and suggestions of policy, organisation or program changes.

‘Chronic lack of data’

Italian evaluators join the world-wide complaint that they do not receive enough information, qualitative or quantitative and that they must devote too much time to the creation of baseline data, information on progress, profiles of stakeholders, and so on. Indeed, a significant obstacle to state-of-the-art evaluation is represented by the limited data resources for analytic evaluation as well as for research on the context of whatever is to be evaluated. The program’s feasibility studies may or may be sufficiently developed to offer the program’s model the evaluator assumes as primary comparator—after due critical review, of course. Data flows may be predominantly geared to accounting; management information systems may focus on narrow goals or on ongoing traditional activity. Process analysis is rare and, whenever it exists, the items of the work breakdown are not adequately priced or subjected to option analysis. Reporting may not be sufficiently detailed, systematic and current. The information flow within the system (agency, corporation, association) may be limited and fragmented; reticence to disclosure may prevail even inside the system. 

Improvements are noticeable in response to a variety of factors, such as more vigorous demand of users for disclosure, electronic networking, substantial beefing up of production on general and sector statistics by Istituto Nazionale della Statistica, ISTAT, as well as from sector journals. 

Connoisseur’s judgement

This situation has two consequences. First. Evaluation tends to be based only on general logic, quick site observations and interviews with available representatives of key stakeholders. The resulting conclusions are essentially intuitive and could be classified as the ‘connoisseur’s judgement’, according to the felicitous phrase of Rossi and Freeman (1989). Sought-after evaluators tend to be sector experts, with a good track record in organisation, management, or economic sector activities. These may or may not have the (a) diagnostic approach, (a) neutral stance, and (b) familiarity with the methods of socio-economic research, as the trained evaluator. They are advocates of what they deem to be the best solution. Their conclusions have the shape of ‘If I were you, I would do (a), (b), etc.’. More than evaluation artisans, as they would be in the EU terminology, they qualify as technical advisors. Most of the professionals in the evaluation field today probably belong to this category. 

That does not detract from their usefulness, of course. A top professional is likely to provide also an important by-product. They identify the truly productive areas of further analysis, protecting the sponsor from one of the typical blights of less expert evaluation, i.e. useless research such as: (a) sophisticated manipulation of unreliable or insufficient data (e.g. complicated statistical inferences from the sponsor’s responses to a questionnaire); (b) tautological research (e.g. the study of correlation between good governance and meritocracy); ( c) non-operational studies, i.e. research for general knowledge without practical link to decisions. 

Most of the sector experts likely to be recruited in an evaluation team are competent in their speciality field, whether it is engineering, information, system analysis, economics, etc.. However, as evaluators they could only claim to be artisans and, sometime, only apprentices. Evaluators have a systemic and interdisciplinary approach, applicable to any policy, organisation program and project. The distinction between sector experts and evaluators is already perceived in Italy—a good step forward, a prerequisite for (a) the organisation of effective evaluation teams, with a clear definition of roles, and (b) professionalisation of evaluation, as distinct from functions such as planning, management, audit, technical assistance as well as, precisely, sector expertise. 

Formative evaluation

Second. The lack of analytical material simply mirrors gaps in the underlying reality: It indicates the need for strengthening of policy, organisation, program or project before evaluation can profitably begin. Hence, much too often the evaluator must provide technical assistance through their own team or design a technical assistance program the sponsor will carry out with different means. This goes well beyond the normal suggestions of evaluation teams to their interfaces: gather additional date, simplify access to parts of the program, broaden consideration of context, include certain stakeholders in the consultations, sharpen research on risks and opportunities, and alike. 

Granted, evaluation has an intrinsic element of capacity-building, whether or not that is included in the evaluation’s terms of reference. Any critical review that has a wide scope and involves many operators will affect basic knowledge, immediate information, attitudes and behaviour. In particular, the M&E has a strong instructive effect since the M&E is periodic, hence the reform message is sustained by the repetition. This effect is often perceived right at the outset by the sponsor, and sometime translated into the requirements that the evaluation team hold information and training seminars. An indication of the perception of the reform effect of evaluation is the frequency with which the sponsor requires that evaluation be carried out in a participatory manner. This is, in itself, a revolution in traditional, vertical organisations. 

Training on project evaluation, project management courses, research methods, organisation sciences, and information systems has been soaring for years. Evaluation and M&E are probably the recruits of the ‘90s. Evaluation of the organisation capacity and of the quality of course delivered (in 1989-1992) by fourteen major management training institutions supported by public and private financing has ended with an approval rating of about 80%. Next to the traditional providers of training, such as the ILO International Training Centre of Turin and the Scuola Superiore della Pubblica Amministrazione of Rome, universities in many cities and regional institutions (such as FORMEZ and the same AIV) have equipped themselves for providing courses on evaluation and on ancillary matters. 

In some other cases, the search for ‘lessons of experience’ on policy and operations was listed as a high priority goal of M&E or ex post evaluation. In this area, the Italian Development Cooperation, Cooperazione, has led the way, drawing upon the foundation work of the Evaluation Working Group of the OECD Development Assistance Committee as well as on the EC methodology of the integrated programme approach. Cooperazione has also sponsored complex evaluations, four of which are listed in the following paragraphs. 

The 1992 evaluation of the impact of 119 projects Italy financed through the years in eight selected countries (Bolivia, China, Egypt, Ethiopia, Mozambique, Senegal, Somalia, Tunisia). For eighteen months, twenty-nine experts were involved in the country studies, and in the general report dedicated to policy considerations and to issues of country programming, project formulation, choice of appropriate technology, country and project management and follow-up. The impact evaluation of micro projects managed and part-financed by non governmental organisations, NGOs, in Brazil, Mozambique, Philippines, and Somalia (1994). Major methodological attention was required by: (a) the definition of the impact area to be taken into consideration, (b) the separation of the inputs of the donor NGO and of recipient population as well as the local NGO’s, ( c) the generalisation of the conclusions to such a composite universe as the NGOs. The impact evaluation of financing strategic imports of medium and small enterprises in Argentina (1995). Here again, the main difficulty consisted in separating inputs and outputs linked to the program from concurrent ones of different origin. The 1998 evaluation of an integrated humanitarian-development program in six Central American countries to help refugees, to resettle returnees and to reconstruct basic services as part of the region pacification process. The evaluation, still under way requires tracing actions and effects of an inherently transitory nature, in several sectors of interventions and in two very different situations: (a) countries in which the civil war had been fought, and (b) countries affected by secondary effects (refugees, border crossing population and army, hosts of militia camps, etc.). 

Some of these evaluations were facilitated by the fact that parts of the programs had been subject to periodic M&E. Hence evaluators could rely on local knowledge and on previously established paper trails. 

In some cases, the institution-building aspect of evaluation has become evident to the sponsor only after the first evaluation exercise had been completed. In many instances of M&E of multi-annual programs, the sponsor has come to realise the need to set up an internal system for M&E or for ex post evaluation. Often resulting from such newly-acquired awareness are requests of assistance for the development of evaluation manuals and of ‘status-and-operations rooms’ to reinforce ongoing evaluation. However, at this point, evaluation is still centred around a discrete entity, such as an investment project or program. Institution-building is still seen as a by-product of evaluation rather than an evaluation’s primary objective. 

Evaluation literature, Italy

In the ‘90s, a crop of manuals on evaluation has been produced by Italian authors on ex ante evaluation (Florio, and Pennisi in 1991) and on M&E (Cappugi, 1992, and Masoni, 1997). The

AIV has adopted by-laws that will provide a frame of reference for professional evaluation, evaluation sponsors and evaluation contracting. The by-laws will include guidelines about professional ethics. That issue is crucial, as all practitioners know the dangers of the sin of servile evaluations—probably the most frequent—as well as that of accepting biased terms of reference . Evidence suggests that drawing an ethics code is very difficult even under ideal conditions: see the time-consuming effort of the American Evaluation Association on this issue. 

Dissemination of knowledge on evaluation policy, methods and applications is promoted by AIV through meetings and a journal available on computer disk form and accessible through electronic mail. A spate of sociology texts have parted ways with history, philosophy and, perhaps, ideology and now explain to students of all ages practical research methods and give operational suggestions (See References under Bezzi and Stame). This is a long-awaited, truly welcome development. It will boost the panoply of the evaluators of social services programs; a sector that is becoming even more difficult now that evaluation is asked to consider integrated services rather than separate social programs (Konrad, E.,1996). On the question of trade-offs among programs, institutions and social groups there is still a long way to go. The urgent need to reform the welfare state will spur evaluation research inspired by long-term objectives, such as achieving intergenerational equity, balancing cost and benefits of European integration, valuing different alternatives of education systems in terms of national development. A signal contribution to literature in the social sector is being made by Istituto per la Formazione Professionale dei Lavoratori, ISFOL (see References)

Significant work is being carried out by the Consiglio Nazionale dell’Economia e del Lavoro, CNEL, that is hosting a Task Force on Measurement of Administration Activity. Costs and returns of public administration are at the centre of agenda of the Task Force as well as of ancillary activities, such as a laboratory on innovation of public administration, the development of sector indicators, integration of statistics from different sources, dissemination of information, etc.. At the moment, significant work has been made on the categorisation of indicators. The question of the numerical value of such indicators in practice (single cases or sector’s averages) has not been broached. The situation is similar to that of the World Bank; the Bank has developed an impressive inventory of sector’s indicators: but we will have to fill the boxes next to each indicator based on the records available to us. 

At regional level, a number of research institutes are producing evaluations and evaluation guidelines. An example is Istituto Regionale di Ricerche Economiche e Sociali, IRRES, of the Umbria Region, which has published fourteen sector evaluation monographs (1996). Many other regional planning and research organisations have produced material significant from the systemic viewpoint , such as methodology and sector’s assessments. It is suggested here that some such organisation makes a census of such material available to the Italian evaluation community. 

So far, Italian literature has been able to escape dangers emerging in countries of old evaluation tradition. In certain areas, inbreeding is appearing in the form of esoteric language. Jargon is not necessarily more scientific than plain words, of course. Any way, whatever the merit of ‘evaluation without values’, ‘theory-driven evaluation’, the struggle of ‘quants’ against ‘quals’, the use of difficult terminology does not serve our societies. It confines discussion among insiders, whereas the deepest roots of evaluation are democratic and participatory. We hope to continue to resist the temptation to appear savant at little cost.

Professionalization of evaluation: from artisans to certified evaluators

Italian law (a) makes evaluation and M&E mandatory for practically all publicly supported programs, and (b) requires that procurement of evaluation services be made through public bidding only. The resulting selection of practitioners, and of preferred evaluation methods, is weeding out less competent evaluators and relegating untested methods to limited evaluations or experimental endeavours. A threat to merit-based choice was represented by a veiled pressure from some quarters to establish a national evaluators roster, obliging public organisations to pick only from the roster. This would have honoured the ancient tradition of professional guilds and guaranteed a rent to the registered evaluators. 

It is a fortune that the market is pushing in a different direction. Quality sponsors look for quality evaluations and, if they cannot decide for themselves, they hire competent experts for doing it. As any service, evaluation is subject to preventive quality control, all the more so since evaluation is a highly personal service. Evaluation firms are increasingly seeking a quality certification based on International Standards Organisation’s concepts (The ISO 9000 regulations). A number of accredited certifying companies have been operating for years in manufacturing, marketing, logistics, etc.; and are now tackling the consulting services-including evaluation. 

The process of preparing for, and then securing certification separates the occasional evaluation artisans from the professionals. The procedure of annual review and re-validation ensures continuity in the service quality. This does not exempt the sponsor from making its own pre-qualification analysis before letting evaluation contracts or hiring internal evaluators. The sponsor unable to sort out evaluators is likely to be unable to use what the evaluator will produce. However, the certification screening guarantees a minimum of service and places evaluation on the map of professional disciplines, in the proper spot of the policy or programme cycle, public or private.

As a result, the community would recognise the evaluator as the performer of a useful, well defined function. Insightful observers have singled out certification as a major factor in the growth of the certified public accountants industry in the US, and the introduction of certification for evaluators as a way to reverse the downtrend in the number of evaluators and in the evaluation use in that country (Bickman, L., 1997). Sharing this point of view, it is heartening to see that we are moving toward widespread certification, although – again -- the final selection for an evaluation job will always depend on the evaluation sponsor’s judgement and not just by a certificate. 

Neophytes’ temptations

The EC has provided pioneer’s impetus to the entire evaluation business in Europe. The impact has been considerable in Italy as well. Wherever the origin of the ‘integrated approach’ to the project cycle and the use of the Logframe, their dissemination in Europe has been largely the merit of the EC, supported by two or three European countries. The size of the EC demand for evaluation services has added considerably to the evaluation market in Europe. In the last few years, a number of young professionals have been taking up evaluation activities, rather than going for managerial or administrative jobs, for academic research or teaching, for auditing or marketing, etc.. These evaluation neophytes need to temper their otherwise healthy enthusiasm and guard against the formalisms that may be induced, particularly by the use of the Logframe. 

In fact, in spite of clear warning of the EC itself (in the 1993 Manual on the subject), the Logframe tends to be perceived as a substitute for evaluation rather than as a summary table of the key data produced by evaluation. A well-filled Logframe may be interpreted as proof of competent evaluation: the delusion may affect the neophyte evaluation sponsor as well as the ultimate evaluation user, such as a financing agency or a supervisory body. Warnings about this possible pitfall are not new (McCullock, 1986); yet, they are still quite d’actualité; they are relevant at home as well as in leading organisations, in which staff may fill the project or programme Logframe matrix with the main concern of securing a painless management approval.

Again, we must resist the attraction of simplistic approaches. One of them, the "evaluation by indicators", is trendy even among not-so-inexperienced evaluators. Indeed it is both desirable and possible to give the highest management levels a concise picture of a situation. But the few indicators on which the picture is constructed must be underpinned by the usual extensive and detailed observation, description, analysis, comparison and judgement. The satisfaction of presenting a beautiful summit report based on few variables must be acquired through the burden of time-consuming research.. 

On the same vein, we all must resist the fascination of ranking projects, sectors or countries without declaring the ranking method, the evaluation criteria and the size of intervals between each rank and the following one. Evaluation by few indicators leads easily to ranking of highly disparate realities and to the enshrining of results as definitive, if not scientific judgements. 

We ought not to fall victims of yet another illusion. Multi-criteria analysis has be devised as a way to introduce social equity or other ‘soft’ considerations into evaluation. It was meant to reinforce the influence of contingent political opportunity but also of higher national goals, humanitarian aspirations and alike. The view held here that all such considerations should be introduced after traditional cost-benefit analysis has been performed and not as substitute for such analysis. This case has been vigorously and extensively argued again even recently (Haberger, 1996) precisely in the context of the discussion of relative merits of evaluation approaches. This is the place to stress the point only, not to rehash the arguments. Giving ground on this issue leads to the fatal muddle between politics, policy, party stands and private vested interests. A confusion that favours the ‘strong hands’ rather than the entire community, and the immediate versus to longer term. 

On the side of practical application, we need to ensure ourselves that our evaluation remains in the neutral field of diagnostics. Advocacy may take its steam from an evaluation but evaluation should never be subservient to a political agenda, as well justified as the agenda might be. Evaluation should analyse strong and weak points of the sponsor’s performance with the same attention as those of the other stakeholders. In the end, the evaluator should identify problem and opportunity areas and provide a range of solutions. To choose among solutions is the responsibility of the evaluation sponsor. If the latter needs external advice, the evaluator will ipso facto excluded from the choice of consultants. It will be the consultant’s task to identify the optimum solution and recommend it to the sponsor. 

This is a very rough cut of the question of advocacy, of course (For a fine treatment, see Greene,1997). Its purpose here is to stress the importance of keeping the distinction between the roles of evaluator and advocate (and consultant). In any event, neutrality has some limits: indeed the evaluator must flag any instance in which the collective interest is clearly at risk (e.g. infringement of human rights, exploitation of underrepresented groups, environmental damage). Surely the evaluator should be non-partisan. Ideally he/she ought to act super partes, although the link with the evaluation sponsor involves a certain dependency.

Feedback from training course in M&E indicate two other questions as being worth of attention. First the evaluator ought not to consider his/her job completed with the delivery of the report. They ought to insist on substantive discussion of their findings and conclusions. Second, we could benefit from pooling our experiences about methodologies by type of evaluation, terminology and evaluation reports’ format. In time, we may also set codified phrases for performance evaluation and to express the final judgement on any other matters susceptible of evaluation. 

 

Evaluation prospects of evaluation

The demand for evaluation is increasing as a result of several trends that seem to be here to stay for sometime. The increase of organisations’ size requires broader supervision approaches, one of them being the introduction of internal and external evaluation. The shift to management for outcomes is conquering even the public administration’s remotest outposts. The Total Quality Movement is part of this culture. The request for accountability in any type of activity represents an irreversible change in attitudes among taxpayers, voters, shareholders, public interest groups. At a deeper level, evaluation activities corresponds to a society’s request of debate and participation to the public choice. 

Evaluation is less institutionalised and codified in Italy than in countries of older evaluation tradition. Globalisation will press for international uniformity. It is hard to say how long a substantial convergence will take even among European countries. At the moment, Italian evaluators will have to walk a fine line between (a) the lower cost and higher communicability of synthetic evaluation, and (b) the dangers of superficial shortcuts, such as the evaluation by indicators. Evaluators of other countries may have to watch out also for the analytic-synthetic balance in the opposite direction: that is fight the notion that greater the amount of details and greater the evaluation’s worth. 

Organisations that have pioneered evaluation in all its aspects are themselves seeking simpler ways than those they recommended fifteen years ago. Project evaluation for managers, simplified methods of evaluation, practical M&E manuals have been produced by USAID and the World Bank through the years. The latest example is provided by the Interamerican Development Bank (see References). Aspirations toward lean and low-cost methods emerge from practically all evaluators meetings in Europe, Asia, and the Western Hemisphere. 

Most of these challenges and prospects are not unique to Italy, of course. Better synergy between academic and practitioner’s evaluation is needed in all European countries for sure. There is still a significant distance between academic evaluators and evaluation practitioners. Precision, refined structure and exhaustiveness of the former will have to be better married with the latter’s "instinct" for the overriding factors and the drive to strike at the heart of the matter, at the cost of limiting coverage. The invitation is extended to all evaluators to: (a) be pragmatic rather than model-prone or ideological. Thus he/she should put a premium on observation and interview , (b) suggest changes in line with the absorptive capacity of the sponsor and of the other stakeholders, (c) be interested in shortcuts, operational conclusions, time and budgets. 

It is hard to say whether the present crop of evaluators will produce significant theoretical research and innovation. At the moment, the priority is to disseminate the understanding of the potential evaluation benefits among evaluators and possible evaluation sponsor. The cultural environment is favourable. Policy changes are already in place. Some major institutional changes have been made; progress is only likely to accelerate as initial changes reach a critical mass and make further innovation possible. European integration and globalisation are likely to sustain a strong, long-term growth of evaluation activities. 
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