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Editorial: Ethics in Evaluation 
Chris Barnett and Laura Camfield 

 Abstract 
In the editorial to the special section on ‘Ethics and Evaluation’, we propose broadening the 
approach and application of ethics in development evaluation by shifting the focus from ‘care of the 
subject’ (Camfield and Palmer-Jones, 2015) to the role of evaluation within a wider political and 
societal context. This entails not only considering the ethical principles that underpin the evaluator-
subject and evaluator-commissioner relationships, but also looking more broadly at the ethical 
obligations of evaluators to society. The challenge is to find ways in which ethical theory and practice 
can inform who is included and excluded (and how) throughout the evaluation, as well as how and 
by whom evidence and values are debated and deliberated. 
 
Introduction 
Evaluation takes place within a political and organisational context. While it shares the same 
methodologies as social science research, stakeholders usually have a more immediate interest in 
the findings of an evaluation; such as an imminent funding decision, a policy change, or an 
adjustment to a programme’s design or management. As such, stakeholders (in theory at least) 
should take a close interest in what the evaluation saysi, with findings that can sometimes reflect 
poorly on their organisation, programme or even personal career. It is this more direct interest in 
the results of an evaluation that shapes many of the relationships during an evaluation process, and 
yet all too often the power, values and norms that underpin these relationships are hidden or 
ignored. In this editorial, we explore the role that ethics has to play in guiding evaluation 
relationships, and argue for a need to move beyond a narrow ethical focus on protecting survey 
respondents (Camfield and Palmer-Jones, 2015) to a more encompassing view whereby ethics can 
inform judgements on who is included (and excluded) from the evaluation process, as well as how 
evidence, knowledge and different values are deliberated to the wider benefit of society (Barnett, 
2015). 
 
This special section arose from a series of three events on ethics from 2014-16ii, organised by the 
Centre for Development Impact, and an ongoing collaboration with 3ie. These suggested that the 
space and demand for dialogue around ethics is expanding, with support from major donors such as 
the UK Department for International Development (DFID) who are devoting significant resources to 
updating and strengthening their approach to ethics in research and evaluation (Groves, this 
volume). The CDI events, and related literature review and small-scale primary research (Munslow 
and Hale, 2015), explored how the concept of ethics can become more relevant within the field of 
impact evaluation. As discussed in the special section, the findings point towards a broader model of 
ethics, where diverse values and principles (of researchers, practitioners, donors, and the public) are 
considered in relation to the process of evaluation, as well as in relation to society.  
 
Drawing on the three papers within the special section, the editorial first considers the differences 
between evaluation and research, arguing that while there is no clear distinction, evaluations tend 
to have a more immediate and practical use for decision-makers – and as such, greater stakes for all 
those involved. It is these stakes that can lie behind various relationships (with the commissioner, 
policy-maker, implementer, etc.). The editorial argues that ethics has an important role in guiding 
behaviours and the values that unpin such relations, and reviews the current application of ethics in 
development evaluation (drawing extensively from Groves Williams, this volume). This highlights a 
number of limitations in the current approach to evaluation ethics, in contrast with the more 
established tradition of research ethics. As the editorial notes, however, research ethics can also be 
limited by its predominant focus on the researcher-respondent relationship rather than other 
stakeholders in the evaluation process. 
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So, where does this leave us: with a current ethical practice in evaluation that falls short, and a 
situation where the wholesale adoption of research ethics may not provide the most appropriate 
solution? Instead, this special section argues for a different approach to evaluation ethics: one that 
helps rebalance the primary focus on the respondent (human subject) and ensures that ethics 
addresses key stakeholder relationships – including duties of evaluation to society more broadly. In 
short, this requires a shift from a focus on minimising risks (ethical strategies of do no harm) towards 
increasingly considering the benefits of evaluation to society (a do good ethical strategy). The 
challenge is to find ways in which ethical theory and practice can inform who is included and 
excluded (and how) throughout the evaluation process, as well as how evidence, knowledge and 
values can be better debated and deliberated (and by whom) to achieve greater social progress. 
 
The special section comprises three papers; the first, by Leslie Groves Williams, provides an overview 
of the topic by sharing the findings of a review of ethical principles, guidance and practice used by 
evaluation practitioners, researchers and commissioners working in international development. The 
second, by Caitlin Scott, offers a commissioner’s perspective and begins to explore the political and 
economic background to the challenges identified by Groves Williams. The third, by Peter O’Flynn, 
completes the picture by offering an evaluator’s perspective, which argues that the type and level of 
ethical scrutiny may not always be appropriate as it is dependent on the methodology of the 
evaluation rather than the sensitivity of the topic or the power of the interests involved. In the 
remainder of the editorial, we outline the arguments we draw from these papers and point towards 
some possible ways forward.  
 
Evaluation and research 
As we described earlier, for many, evaluation is simply a subset of research, and indeed evaluation 
draws extensively on the same methods of data collection and analysis as the social sciences. Others 
argue that there are important differences between the two, which have implications for ethical 
considerations (Bloom 2010): evaluation is characterised as focusing on producing practical and 
approximate knowledge for immediate use by clients for a specific goal or decision, whereas 
research focuses more on long-term understanding which may or may not have immediate 
implications. Patton (2014) puts this pointedly as research being something that informs science, 
while evaluation is something that supports action. In reality, such a distinction between evaluation 
and research is rarely so clear cut, particularly with blended notions of policy research, evaluation 
research, implementation research, and operational research. Advocates for the use of experimental 
methods in evaluation, and particularly Randomised Controlled Trials (RCTs), also argue that the 
knowledge they produce is precise rather than approximate, albeit often focused on a narrow set of 
questions, and produced over a longer timescale than applied research. Their precision enables 
them to avoid the twin ethical challenges of using either too few respondents (under-powering), 
which means that they are not able to measure changes with sufficient statistical precision, or too 
many, which increases the number of often very poor people giving time for research and possibly 
also not receiving treatment as a result (Djimeu and Houndolo, this volume)iii.  
 
There is however one characteristic that reoccurs across much of the literature (e.g. ICAI, 2014), and 
that is that evaluations should have implications for key decisions; i.e., evaluation findings - if timely 
and relevant - should have implications for stakeholder’s plans, priorities and the use of resources 
(this is discussed more fully in Scott, this volume). It is this characteristic that often means that 
stakeholders have a stake in the findings.iv Often this stake is concentrated in the commissioner-
evaluator relationship, where different interests and power asymmetries can distort the evaluation 
process (Barnett, 2015), particularly through the growth of ‘Payment by Results’ where evaluation 
and verification processes that are not wholly positive have real financial consequences. Of course, 
the political economy of the evaluation process is just one contributory factor to the final outcome 
of an evaluation (as explored in Anderson, 2014), but it can have a distortionary effect on all aspects: 
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from the drawing up of evaluation questions through to decisions around resources and 
methodologies, procurement and how findings are challenged and utilised. 
 
Ethics in research 
Ethics is about right and wrong behaviour, and the values that underpin such behaviour. As Bloom 
(2010) summarises, “Ethics …involves a set of principles of right conduct that is supposed to govern 
practitioners’ behaviours in clinical and social change situations”. Approaches to research ethics 
have evolved out of the need to prevent the worse cases of misuse, with a particular focus on 
protecting human subjects, especially in clinical and other forms of medical research. The origins of 
the present day approach can be traced back to the Nuremberg Code, the first international 
document that advocated voluntary participation and informed consent. This followed criminal 
proceedings against leading German physicians who conducted medical experiments on thousands 
of concentration camp prisoners without their consent; most of whom died or were permanently 
disabled as a result. Other notable large-scale medical research studies (such as on Thalidomide in 
the 1950s, and the Tuskegee Syphilis Study conducted from 1932-72) highlighted the misuse of 
research in either prescribing treatment without informed consent, or withholding medical cures 
once they had become available. The World Medical Association’s Helsinki declaration in 1964 
established key principles such as independent review of research protocols to establish the balance 
of risks and benefits. This was followed by the Belmont report on Bioethics in the late 1970s, which 
set out three core principles of respect for persons, beneficence, and justice. Following the National 
Research Act 1974 in the United States, regulations established the first Institutional Review Boards 
(IRBs) as a mechanism through which human subjects would be protected. Today’s research ethics 
codes and committees build on this foundation of protecting those involved in a research project 
from abuse of their rights to anonymity, to withdraw, etc. They are often modelled on clinical 
structures (Stanley and Wise, 2010), despite concerns that these may not present the best model for 
social science research. Stanley and Wise (2010:1.2) describe how ‘qualitative knowledge is often in 
the hands of nurse researchers who have to manage the power relations within RECs [Research 
Ethics Committees] between themselves and doctors/consultants who can dismiss or challenge its 
design and methodology without understanding them’; an argument that finds contemporary 
relevance in O’Flynn’s (this volume) description of the attitude of IRBs to qualitative research.  
 
There are some important considerations to draw out from research ethics, bearing in mind that 
there are distinct differences between different traditions and practices in different countries and 
their suitability for the evaluation field (e.g. the formal system of IRBs in the USA vs. the university 
research ethics committees in the UK, and the recent rise in the growth of private IRBs in the global 
South to respond to an increasing number of clinical trials): 
 
Firstly, research ethics is often mostly concerned with the researcher-human subject relationship, 
especially around issues of consent and protecting confidentiality. As Scheyvens et al. describe 
`fieldwork [...] can give rise to a plethora of ethical dilemmas, many of which relate to power 
gradients between the researcher and the researched.  Combined with this are complex issues of 
knowledge generation, ownership and exploitation’ (Scheyvens et al. in Scheyvens and Storey 2003: 
139). This contrasts with evaluators’ often complex relationships, particularly in international 
development.v These relationships include respondents / human subjects, but also the 
commissioners, various stakeholders (funders, policy-makers, programme implementers), and 
citizens more broadly.  
 
Secondly, there is a strong focus in research on ethical principles and mechanisms to achieve this 
protection (such as IRBs or research ethics committees). In evaluation, practice is much more varied 
with many (perhaps even most) evaluations falling outside of such mechanisms, as discussed in 
O’Flynn, this volume. Instead, where evaluation is viewed as an extension of policy making or project 



 

4 
 

management, then ethics often tends to fall to the professional judgement, guided by evaluation 
society or organisational principles. 
 
Thirdly, and building on the first point, evaluators’ ethical obligations to human subjects can be at 
odds with their ethical obligations to wider society. An example of this is the way that research 
ethics is often about minimising risks – not only to the human subjects, but also to the researcher, 
and the researcher’s organisational affiliation – which can affect the types of methods that are 
preferred (O’Flynn, this volume). This is particularly evident in IRB policies towards data sharing 
(Wolf et al, 2006)vi, which can be seen as sacrificing potentially greater goods such as transparency 
and accountability by showing how and from whom the data was generated to minimise disclosure 
and reputational risks. That is not to say that evaluation ethics should not be about protecting 
individuals by minimising risks, however taking this as its focus can involve rejecting other desirable 
features of evaluation research such as transparency and accountability, which means that the 
evaluations may not be as much use to society as they could be. 
 
Ethics in evaluation: the case of international development 
The ways in which these trends might impact particularly on international development are 
discussed in all the papers in this section, and are a particular focus of Grove William’s structured 
review. She argues that there are considerable discrepancies in how ethics features in international 
development evaluation and research and that more attention is paid to logistical or methodological 
dilemmas, even where failure to systematically consider ethics can have adverse consequences for 
those intended to benefit from development interventions. One example she provides is where 
‘during the design of a study of gender based violence in refugee camps it becomes clear that many 
survivors are afraid to leave their homes to come and talk to the researchers. The solution from a 
methodological perspective is to go to the survivors’ homes to meet with them. From an ethical 
perspective, however, it becomes clear that this approach would put the survivors at significant risk 
of retribution from perpetrators as it would quickly become known that researchers are visiting 
them to discuss their experience of GBV’. A similar critique is made of the 2010 revision of the ESRC 
Framework for Research Ethics by Stanley and Wise (2010:5.4) who having outlined the scope for 
misinterpretation of, e.g. guidance on the use of gatekeepers, argue that “the point we come back to 
is, ‘it all depends’ – and it takes a knowledgeable expert assessor to evaluate the appropriateness of 
the stance adopted”. In addition to the ambiguity of much of the guidance, Groves Williams and to 
some extent O’Flynn argue that there is little evidence of it being applied in practice and few 
mechanisms to police this and that interviews with practitioners and commissioners suggest 
considerable confusion around ethical principles, standards and norms (Munslow and Hale, 2015). 
While there is a role for ‘knowledgeable expert assessor’, we argue that it is also risky to rely on an 
individual evaluator’s professionalism, especially in a context where there may be many other 
pressures such as shortage of time preventing them from exercising this. 
 
Where next – realising a duty to society? 
In the preceding section we argued that ethical practice in evaluation is often narrowly focused, 
constrained by lack of resources and competing interests, left to the professionalism of the 
individual evaluator, and poorly scrutinised. Arguably many of these critiques apply to research 
ethics as well, despite an increasing bureaucratisation that has been strongly resisted by many 
researchers (e.g. Hammersley, and Traianou, 2012, 2014), due in part to its bias towards more 
structured methods. So, should evaluation simply take ethical models from research, where codes 
and institutional set-ups are well established? Indeed, many posit that evaluation ought to be 
treated as a subset of research - given the methodological similarities between the two fields (this 
was certainly the feeling of participants in the CDI workshops referred to earlier). There are certainly 
advantages in the research approach, but we argue, this entails too narrow a focus on the evaluator-
subject relationship (consent, anonymity, etc.) and insufficiently engages with the wider role of 
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evaluation in policy debate and society. In the closing section we discuss other possible approaches, 
drawing on examples from recent and ongoing evaluations. 
 
Moving beyond protection of the subject: their rights for inclusion 
Ethics can inform judgements on who is included (and excluded) in the evaluation process, and how 
the rights of a broader stakeholder group to engage can be undertaken in a transparent and 
considered manner. As argued in Scott’s paper, the commissioner (typically donor in international 
development) often has a key stake and influence in the evaluation process – a power and position 
to direct and determine scope, questions, resources, methodologies and influence eventual findings. 
Arguments for evaluation independence (Picciotto 2013) recognise this issue and the importance of 
governance structures that protect the evaluator – and sometimes the evaluation unit / 
commissioner - from undue influence from operational and project staff. But still, they typically bias 
the main messages of the evaluation towards the funder of the evaluation (typically a donor), or a 
group of elite stakeholders (through evaluation committees, peer review structures, etc.). The rights 
(and inclusion) of those being evaluated are rarely in such an influential or privileged position. Re-
orientating an ethical principles to ‘protect the respondent’ to one where they have a ‘right for 
inclusion’ alters the power base in the complex web of evaluation relationships. 
 
This is not however an argument for participatory evaluation – which equally has a set of power 
relations around inclusion and exclusion – but rather a set of ethical principles that could be applied 
to any evaluation (c.f. Hammersley and Trainiou’s (2014) argument that justice needs to be 
considered alongside care in any evaluation). The value of this would be that most ethical guidelines 
are implicitly informed by theory, whether these relate to the primacy of the rights of the subject or 
to arguments around a greater good used to justify covert observation, deception, and to some 
extent experimental games (Iversen, 2014). Articulating the different ethical theories and principles 
that underpin an evaluation leads to greater clarity about what is actually at stake and the likelihood 
that a middle ground can be found. So for example, this could mean taking a more deliberate (and 
transparent) approach at every stage of an evaluation to address the trade-off between 
methodological rigour and ethical principles such as inclusion. Typically debates between more 
experimental and more participatory perspectives of evaluation have tended to focus on 
methodological differences – and different views of rigour and evidence. But as Hemelrijck and Guijt 
(2016) highlight in their pilots in Vietnam and Ghana (IFAD and BMGF 2015, 2014), it is possible to 
consider this trade-off in a more explicit way; choosing to include (and exclude) in different ways and 
for different stages of the evaluation process (from questions and designs through to analysis and 
findings). This is very different to most evaluations that unconsciously (and un-transparently) include 
and exclude people in the evaluation process – typically the funders and commissioners with the 
more powerful voices, as discussed earlier. 
 
Deliberating evidence, knowledge and value to society 
A second approach to broadening the application of ethics to the evaluation field is to move beyond 
a duty to the respondent to a duty to society, as advocated by both the Social Research Association 
in their 2003 guidelines, which address obligations to society, funders and employers, and 
colleagues, before they address ones to subjects, and the Government Office for Science’s (2007) 
Universal Ethical Code for Scientists, with its keywords ‘respect, rigour and responsibility’. This 
approach also acknowledges that evaluation findings are not a singular objective ‘truth’ as implied 
by some experimental studies, but one form of knowledge to be debated and valued by society. One 
ethical shift towards a duty to society perspective, is the open data access movement and the view 
that evaluations and their datasets should be open to peer review, as well as re-analysis and re-use 
(Camfield and Palmer-Jones, 2013). This sits alongside a more deliberative view of policy and 
practice, where evaluation is one form of knowledge amongst many – and which should be tested 
and debated alongside other values, perspectives and forms of knowledge (see Holland (2013) on 
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the power of participatory statistics and McGregor et al (2015) describing the use of ‘deliberative 
forums’ in Zambia where statistical data and local perceptions were debated by local people, district 
officials, national policy makers, and project staff. 
 
In summary, this editorial has discussed how evaluations sit within a political and organisational 
context, where different stakeholders have interests that can influence the final evaluation 
outcome. Groves Williams’ (this volume) study of current ethical practice in international 
development highlights the ambiguity of much guidance and limited evidence that it is being applied 
in practice. O’Flynn (this volume) further emphasises the disjointed nature of how evaluation ethics 
is viewed and applied in evaluation by contrasting the research-informed and professional-
orientated approaches. We argue in this editorial that the research-informed approach presents a 
too narrow view of ethics for evaluation’s purpose, particularly given range and influence of those 
with a stake in the evaluation. As Scott (this volume) highlights, these relations are often dominated 
and distorted by the more powerful, typically the funder or commissioner. It is here that ethics has a 
role in helping evaluators (and all stakeholders) to be more explicit and deliberate in whose values 
and rights are included – and even excluded. We put forward a couple of proposals in this direction: 
one that considers the trade-off between methodological rigour and inclusion at each stage of an 
evaluation and the other that views evaluation as one form of knowledge to be deliberated, not just 
by policy-makers (the powerful) but citizens more generally. These are only proposals, however, 
they have in common their attempt to tackle complex and unbalanced relationships within an 
evaluation in a way that is more transparent and deliberate about their ethical and political 
underpinnings.  
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