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Evaluation:from soliloquy to dialogue

There was a time when | considered Planning
humankind’s last and greatest rationalist
delirium. | was completely wrong. Policy and
Program Evaluation has reemerged at the turn
of this century, promising effects very similar
to those that Planning methods claimed to
achieve twenty or thirty years back. The utopia
of making life in society rational! The vain
promise of orienting policy according to a ra-
tionale above the interests of human groups!
The real-socialist countries turned this fantasy
into a reality principle and left millions of peo-
ple in the lurch. | believe that to a certain ex-
tent the Institutionalization of Evaluation Sys-
tems has come to occupy the void left behind
by the relative failure of Planning. Evaluating
results would be representing “new approach-
es to governance that are changing the basic
thinking of modern politics”, as stated by Jor-
jani, quoted on page 3 of Hartz’ article.
Evaluation is changing the thinking and
practice of modern politics! Planners in the
1960s thought the same. But time taught them
how wrong they were: political struggle, in both
the Old and New Worlds, dared to keep follow-
ing its old rules: the motor force of desire, in-
terests, and needs worked (oftentimes), row-
ing upstream against plans; subjects, classes,
movements, and ideologies always went be-
yond the boundaries of what was considered
rational; and power, conflict, struggles, and ne-
gotiations, followed by the defeats and tri-
umphs of widely diverse protagonists belied
the beautifully painstaking technical plans.
Life proved to be far more vast than the best
and most democratically drafted plan: grandes
sertdes e veredas! [Translator’s note: The discus-
sant has made a play on words by exclaiming,
“The vast hinterlands and pathways!” in an al-
lusion to the novel of the same name by Brazil-
ian author Guimaraes Rosa, as if to say, “The
long and winding road of Planning!”]
Nevertheless, Planning continues to be
practiced. Far be it from me to suggest any-
thing other than an Evaluation Policy for the
Brazilian Unified Health System (SUS). On the
contrary, | laud the pioneering and sagacious
effort by Zulmira Hartz. However, although |
trust in her academic and ethical qualifica-
tions, | am suspicious (in principle) of any
Evaluation Method, especially any Institution-
alized Evaluation System. One would have to
take the rationale resulting from such studies
with a grain of salt, even when they are based

on more flexible methods and combine statis-
tical logic with that of such others as sociology
and anthropology. Just as Mario Testa decon-
structed his own line of activity by demonstrat-
ing the limits of the Planning he himself helped
to invent, Professor Zulmira also blasts the to-
talitarian pretenses of some of the more prud-
ish schools of Evaluation. She thus points to
the inevitable link between evaluation process-
es and Values that always skew them in defined
directions. The author even explicitly assumes
the idea that the criterion of reduction of inig-
uities should underlie any and all social poli-
cies and thus provide the reference for any
evaluation method. As quoted in the article, it
is not a matter of replacing policy-making with
statistical logic. Fine! Nevertheless, even con-
sidering the broad frame of reference Zulmira
employs to analyze evaluation policies, a few
comments are still worthwhile on the limits of
evaluative methods in general.

Based on international experience, Zulmira
suggests that Sectorial Evaluation is preferable
to centralized governmental nationwide evalu-
ation. This no doubt has to do with the advan-
tages resulting from decentralization, such as
possibilities for adjusting the method to local
or regional reality, but it also appears to be re-
lated to another characteristic of evaluation.
Social processes result from a complex set of
determinants, in which there are nearly always
objective variables (from the external world),
subjective variables (action by the Subject),
and social variables (actions between Sub-
jects). In the production of phenomena, such
levels emerge mixed, constantly penetrating
and influencing each other. Still, from a practi-
cal and operational point of view, it is possible
to identify processes with a predominance of
this or that form of determination. Thus, in
more objective programs, with slight influence
from subjectivity and the social and historical
context, the result of Evaluation might repre-
sent judgement that we could consider closer
to the truth. Concerning the efficacy of cervical
cancer prevention or polio vaccination pro-
grams, such measures might reach safe conclu-
sions. More solid certainties would be pro-
duced whenever the Method is evaluating as-
pects in which subjectivity and politics are not
heavily involved. Not that Subjective and Social
questions cannot be investigated (there are
surveys on satisfaction, opinion trends, ethno-
graphic observations, etc.) or that it is more
difficult to perform evaluations of Social Poli-
cies or Programs. | am referring to another type
of difficulty, namely, that these results would
always tend to produce very relative truths,
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truths more dated and situated than those re-
sulting from more objective problems. Thus, a
vaccine’s efficacy tends not to vary according
to the subjective and historical context. The
same could never be said of an Agrarian Re-
form Program. For social programs, one could
almost use the old adage from Clinical Medi-
cine: each case is a case apart. One would thus
have to take great care when generalizing the
results of evaluating social programs. Hun-
dreds of studies have attested to the inefficien-
cy of public services in dozens of places, such
as the former USSR, England, and Brazil, but it
would still not be proper to conclude that the
public sector is structurally and generically in-
capable of ensuring equity and social justice.
Contexts have to be compared, variables have
to be cross-analyzed, and one always has to
ask, under different circumstances would pub-
lic services not have greater potential? One has
to try new arrangements and not generalize, as
has become frequent in contemporary Global-
ized discourse. Successive negative evaluations
of social programs are used politically against
social development. Yet the feasibility, accep-
tance, efficacy, and efficiency of social pro-
grams never come ready-made; rather, they are
built over the course of their very effort to
counteract what had been considered possible
until then. Such is the essence of macro- and
micro-policy: a wager on building the future, a
wager against previous evidence, against warn-
ings that the proposal will never work. Both the
right and the left invent their policies and pro-
grams arguing against the absolute value that
the results of past Evaluations tend to acquire.

In short, yes, let use evaluate, as long as the
Evaluation Systems have neither the first nor
the last word on policy decisions. Let them act
as a backdrop, as a critical conscience, which
this or that social actor can employ to argue
against and defeat contrary positions. Evalua-
tion may even have the first word, | admit, as a
social warning. A warning to be re-drafted by
this or that subject group. Technique does not
replace policy, and policy should not pertain
exclusively to the Administration (Executive
Branch) and Congress. Administrations and
Legislatures go about their work in what ap-
pears to be a suicidal fashion, against statisti-
cal evidence. Equity depends on the radical de-
mocratization of political life at both the na-
tional and internal institutional levels. Trans-
parency of information is just one aspect of
this necessary democratization.
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O autor responde
The author replies

Zulmira Hartz

Evaluation in health: regulation,
research, and culture in the challenges
of institutionalization

| certainly do not intend to give a rebuttal to the
discussants’ comments, since they are both per-
tinent and relevant, and | am thus tempted to
reiterate them. However, | will merely highlight
a few points to avoid redundancy. | thought it
would be interesting to organize my remarks as
clues to answers or treatment of the questions
raised by Yunes concerning the applicability of
the French experience, so as to form a prelimi-
nary list of ingredients in a basic recipe for In-
stitutionalization, inspired by international
cuisine, yet with a Brazilian flavor. Gerard de
Pouvourville sheds considerable light on the
matter when he identifies the limits of this ex-
perience “...we are still far short of many objec-
tives...” and makes suggestions to implement
institutionalization in France, since | believe
that the potential for such “generalization” is
reinforced by the agreement amongst the vari-
ous colleagues’ participating in this debate:

1) evaluation as an intrinsic part of public
services management, a requisite for account-
ability and modernization of the state. In this
sense, evaluation provides the tools for the
state’s regulatory role, crucially important to
ensure “equity” in health care in the case of pri-
vatization of providers and hiring of local part-
ners in decentralized interventions (which
would certainly include, but not be restricted
to, the “old IPDA circuit” mentioned by Yunes).
Regulation, as an act to facilitate governance
and quality improvement, an issue also ap-
proached by Claudia Travassos, would require
the use of more participatory strategies, with
flexible, decentralized evaluation structures.
Ligia Vieira adds to the debate by recalling that
the use of local standards should not rule out
the possibility of comparing problems and
interventions on national and international
scales, and | feel that techno-scientific com-
mittees, together with specific health programs
or councils at various levels, can provide such
important back-up. It is thus interesting to
highlight the different forms of regulatory logic



