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Eva l u a t i o n :f rom soliloquy to dialogue 

T h e re was a time when I considered Pl a n n i n g
h u m a n k i n d’s last and greatest ra t i o n a l i s t
d e l i rium. I was completely wrong. Policy and
Pro g ram Evaluation has re e m e rged at the turn
of this century, promising effects ve ry similar
to those that Planning methods claimed to
a c h i e ve twenty or thirty years back. The utopia
of making life in society rational! The va i n
p romise of orienting policy according to a ra-
tionale above the interests of human gro u p s !
The real-socialist countries turned this fantasy
into a reality principle and left millions of peo-
ple in the lurch. I believe that to a certain ex-
tent the Institutionalization of Evaluation Sy s-
tems has come to occupy the void left behind
by the re l a t i ve failure of Planning. Eva l u a t i n g
results would be re p resenting “new appro a c h-
es to gove rnance that are changing the basic
thinking of modern politics”, as stated by Jo r-
jani, quoted on page 3 of Ha rt z’ art i c l e.

Evaluation is changing the thinking and
p ractice of modern politics! Planners in the
1960s thought the same. But time taught them
h ow wrong they we re: political stru g g l e, in both
the Old and New Wo r l d s, dared to keep follow-
ing its old rules: the motor force of desire, in-
t e re s t s, and needs worked (oftentimes), row-
ing upstream against plans; subjects, classes,
m ove m e n t s, and ideologies always went be-
yond the boundaries of what was considere d
rational; and powe r, conflict, stru g g l e s, and ne-
g o t i a t i o n s, 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: g ra n d e s
s e rtões e ve re d a s! [Tra n s l a t o r’s note: The discus-
sant has made a play on words by exc l a i m i n g ,
“The vast hinterlands and pathways!” in an al-
lusion to the novel of the same name by Bra z i l-
ian author Guimarães Rosa, as if to say, “T h e
long and winding road of Pl a n n i n g ! ” ]

Ne ve rt h e l e s s, Planning continues to be
p racticed. Far be it from me to suggest any-
thing other than an Evaluation Policy for the
Brazilian Unified Health System (SUS). On the
c o n t ra ry, I laud the pioneering and sagacious
e f f o rt by Zu l m i ra Ha rtz. Howe ve r, although I
t rust in her academic and ethical qualifica-
t i o n s, I am suspicious (in principle) of any
Evaluation Method, especially any In s t i t u t i o n-
a l i zed 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 anthro p o l o g y. Just as Mário Testa decon-
s t ructed his own line of activity by demonstra t-
ing the limits of the Planning he himself helped
to invent, Professor Zu l m i ra also blasts the to-
t a l i t a rian pretenses of some of the more pru d-
ish schools of Evaluation. She thus points to
the inevitable link between evaluation pro c e s s-
es and Va l u e s that always skew them in defined
d i re c t i o n s. The author even explicitly assumes
the idea that the cri t e rion of reduction of i n i q-
uities should underlie any and all social poli-
cies and thus provide the re f e rence for any
e valuation method. As quoted in the art i c l e, it
is not a matter of replacing policy-making with
statistical logic. Fine! Ne ve rt h e l e s s, even con-
s i d e ring the broad frame of re f e rence Zu l m i ra
e m p l oys to analyze evaluation policies, a few
comments are still worthwhile on the limits of
e va l u a t i ve methods in genera l .

Based on international experi e n c e, Zu l m i ra
suggests that Se c t o rial Evaluation is pre f e ra b l e
to centra l i zed gove rnmental nationwide eva l u-
ation. This no doubt has to do with the adva n-
tages resulting from decentralization, such as
possibilities for adjusting the method to local
or regional re a l i t y, but it also appears to be re-
lated to another chara c t e ristic of eva l u a t i o n .
Social processes result from a complex set of
d e t e rm i n a n t s, in which there are nearly always
o b j e c t i ve va riables (from the external world),
s u b j e c t i ve va riables (action by the Su b j e c t ) ,
and social va riables (actions between Su b-
jects). In the production of phenomena, such
l e vels emerge mixed, constantly penetra t i n g
and influencing each other. Still, from a pra c t i-
cal and operational point of view, it is possible
to identify processes with a predominance of
this or that form of determination. T h u s, in
m o re objective pro g ra m s, with slight influence
f rom subjectivity and the social and histori c a l
context, the result of Evaluation might re p re-
sent judgement that we could consider closer
to the truth. Co n c e rning the efficacy of cerv i c a l
cancer pre vention or polio vaccination pro-
g ra m s, such measures might reach safe conclu-
s i o n s. Mo re solid certainties would be pro-
duced whenever the Method is evaluating as-
pects in which subjectivity and politics are not
heavily invo l ved. Not that Su b j e c t i ve and So c i a l
questions cannot be investigated (there are
s u rveys on satisfaction, opinion tre n d s, ethno-
g raphic observa t i o n s, etc.) or that it is more
difficult to perf o rm evaluations of Social Po l i-
cies or Pro g ra m s. I am re f e r ring to another type
of difficulty, namely, that these results would
always tend to produce ve ry re l a t i ve tru t h s,
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I certainly do not intend to give a rebuttal to the
discussants’ comments, since they are both per-
tinent and re l e vant, and I am thus tempted to
re i t e rate them. Howe ve r, I will merely highlight
a few points to avoid re d u n d a n c y. I thought it
would be interesting to org a n i ze my re m a rks as
clues to answers or treatment of the questions
raised by Yunes concerning the applicability of
the French experi e n c e, so as to form a pre l i m i-
n a ry list of ingredients in a basic recipe for In-
stitutionalization, inspired by intern a t i o n a l
c u i s i n e, yet with a Brazilian flavo r. Ge ra rd de
Po u vo u rville sheds considerable light on the
matter when he identifies the limits of this ex-
p e rience “...we are still far short of many objec-
t i ve s . . .” and makes suggestions to implement
institutionalization in Fra n c e, since I believe
that the potential for such “g e n e ra l i z a t i o n” is
re i n f o rced by the agreement amongst the va ri-
ous colleagues’ participating in this debate: 

1) evaluation as an intrinsic part of public
s e rvices management, a requisite for account-
ability and modernization of the state. In this
s e n s e, evaluation provides the tools for the
s t a t e’s re g u l a t o ry ro l e, crucially important to
e n s u re “equity” in health care in the case of pri-
vatization of providers and hiring of local part-
ners in decentra l i zed interventions (which
would certainly include, but not be re s t ri c t e d
t o, the “old IPDA circ u i t” mentioned by Yu n e s ) .
Regulation, as an act to facilitate gove rn a n c e
and quality improvement, an issue also ap-
p roached by Claudia Tra va s s o s, would re q u i re
the use of more part i c i p a t o ry stra t e g i e s, with
f l e x i b l e, decentra l i zed evaluation stru c t u re s.
Ligia Vi e i ra adds to the debate by recalling that
the use of local standards should not rule out
the possibility of comparing problems and
i nt e rventions on national and intern a t i o n a l
s c a l e s, and I feel that techno-scientific com-
m i t t e e s, together with specific health pro g ra m s
or councils at va rious leve l s, can provide such
i m p o rtant back-up. It is thus interesting to
highlight the different forms of re g u l a t o ry logic
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t ruths more dated and situated than those re-
sulting from more objective pro b l e m s. T h u s, a
va c c i n e’s efficacy tends not to va ry accord i n g
to the subjective and historical context. T h e
same could never be said of an Agra rian Re-
f o rm Pro g ram. For social pro g ra m s, one could
almost use the old adage from Clinical Me d i-
cine: each case is a case apart. One would thus
h a ve to take great care when generalizing the
results of evaluating social pro g ra m s. Hu n-
d reds 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 stru c t u rally and generically in-
capable of ensuring equity and social justice.
Contexts have to be compared, va riables have
to be cro s s - a n a l y zed, 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 genera l i ze, as
has become frequent in contempora ry Gl o b a l-
i zed discourse. Su c c e s s i ve negative eva l u a t i o n s
of social pro g rams are used politically against
social development. Yet the feasibility, accep-
t a n c e, efficacy, and efficiency of social pro-
g rams never come re a d y-made; ra t h e r, they are
built over the course of their ve ry effort to
c o u n t e ract what had been considered possible
until then. Such is the essence of macro- and
m i c ro - p o l i c y: 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-
g rams arguing against the absolute value that
the results of past Evaluations tend to acquire.

In short, ye s, let use eva l u a t e, as long as the
Evaluation Systems have neither the first nor
the last word on policy decisions. Let them act
as a backdro p, as a critical conscience, which
this or that social actor can employ to arg u e
against and defeat contra ry positions. Eva l u a-
tion may even have the first word, I admit, as a
social warning. A warning to be re - d rafted by
this or that subject gro u p. Technique does not
replace policy, and policy should not pert a i n
e xc l u s i vely to the Ad m i n i s t ration (Ex e c u t i ve
Branch) and Co n g re s s. Ad m i n i s t rations and
L e g i s l a t u res go about their work in what ap-
pears to be a suicidal fashion, against statisti-
cal evidence. Equity depends on the radical de-
m o c ratization of political life at both the na-
tional and internal institutional leve l s. Tra n s-
p a rency of information is just one aspect of
this necessary democra t i z a t i o n .


