PSY 843 Program Evaluation
Lecture 8
Ethical Dissemination of Evaluation Information
Introduction
The ethical conflicts confronted by evaluators are quite unique to the field of program evaluation; other social scientists seldom experience such ethical challenges. The nature of program evaluation is to undertake projects that are often affiliated with social interests, politics, and biased agendas. Because of the potentially volatile position placed upon these programs, evaluators must make hard choices on what kind of information to share with constituents (Posavac & Carey, 1985). For example, an evaluation may reveal that a social program is essentially underperforming. In making this finding known during challenging economic times, the governing board elects to close the program down, which can affect a great number of lives. By adhering to some agreed-upon standards, evaluators can avoid difficult ethical dilemmas.
Standards for the Practice of Evaluation
The same ethical standards adopted by the American Psychological Association (2002) that are often used by social science researchers can also be applied to program evaluations. Table 1 below contains the ethical principles established by the APA.
	Table 1. Six Ethical Principles From the American Psychological Association Code

	Competence
	A psychologist only does work that he or she is competent to perform.

	Integrity
	Psychologists are fair and honest in their professional dealings with others.

	Professional and scientific responsibility 
	Psychologists maintain high standards of professional behavior.

	Respect for people's rights and dignity
	Psychologists respect the rights of confidentiality and the privacy of others.

	Concern for others' welfare
	Psychologists attempt to help others through their professional work.

	Social responsibility
	Psychologists have a responsibility to use their skills to benefit society.


These six ethical principles function well in guiding a social science researcher to conduct research in an ethical manner. However, because evaluators may apply their findings to an organization, there are even more opportunities for them to violate ethical principles (Posavac & Carey, 1985). For example, if a researcher commits an error, there is not much likelihood that the error could harm people. Conversely, errors committed by an evaluator are highly likely to be applied in people-focused settings, which could potentially cause significant harm. For this reason, the Evaluation Research Society (Rossi, 1982) and a committee comprising professional organizations, foundations, and governmental agencies (Joint Committee on Standards for Educational Evaluation, 1981) developed ethical principles that extend beyond those provided by the APA. Thus, in combining the APA guidelines with those adopted by evaluators, there are four categories for addressing ethical issues: treating people ethically, recognizing role conflicts, maintaining scientific credibility, and avoiding negative side effects of evaluations.
Ethical Issues Involved in the Treatment of People
The first and foremost responsibility of the evaluator is to protect people from harm (Posavac & Carey, 1985). One of the first questions for an evaluator to consider is whether any participants can be harmed based on their membership in a group that is receiving program services. If an experiment is conducted in which the treatment being offered by a program is manipulated in a way that withholds treatment or adds a treatment condition that contributes to a harmful outcome, the experiment is not considered ethical. Similarly, one way to protect program participants from harm is to obtain informed consent, or prior agreement, from participants who will potentially participate in the program evaluation. Contingent upon receiving consent is informing the participant about the program to be provided, which will enable the individual to weigh all alternatives regarding the decision to participate. Another safeguard for protecting participants is to treat all data collected from an evaluation with great care. That is, evaluators need to keep the information they gather confidential to protect the privacy of the participants.
Role Conflicts Facing Evaluators
Ethical conflicts often arise between evaluators and stakeholders. Because the stakeholders have financial and psychological ties to their respective programs, attaining valid information from participants in a coercion-free manner can be difficult (Posavac & Carey, 1985). For example, managers are often charged with carrying out an evaluation in which the participants are subordinates. Obtaining honest information is challenging, given the hierarchical relationship between the evaluator and participant. To effectively deal with this potential conflict of interests, evaluators should take it upon themselves to identify the full range of stakeholders and strive to minimize conflicts over the course of the evaluation. These conflicts can be staved off by responding to the desires of the stakeholders before the evaluation takes place.
The Scientific Quality of the Evaluation
After protection to the human participants is ensured and potential role conflicts are explored, evaluators can focus on ethical issues with the scientific quality of the evaluation project. Conducting evaluations which result in invalid findings is unethical (Posavac & Carey, 1985). The time and effort required by the participants may be considered wasteful if the findings are not valid. Moreover, invalid findings can impact the outcomes of the program evaluation in a counterproductive way. To ensure validity, evaluators need to choose valid instruments for the program-evaluation setting. Just because an already developed instrument has been shown to be valid in one or more settings, it does not mean that the same instrument will yield valid results in the specific setting being evaluated. Evaluators can also increase validity by bringing the competence necessary to prevent errors from being committed during data collection and analysis. For example, interviewing requires skills and common sense that will permit evaluators to obtain information without interjecting bias. Finally, a well-planned research design will increase validity in an evaluation. Therefore, evaluators should not apply a one-size-fits-all design to an evaluation lest important details and nuances about the program be overlooked.
Avoiding Possible Negative Side Effects of Evaluation Procedures
Due to the applied nature of the research being conducted by evaluators, there are some important questions to consider (Posavac & Carey, 1985). First, can someone be hurt by inaccurate findings? Both falsely positive and falsely negative findings can adversely affect program participants. For example, if evaluators commit significant oversights in conducting the evaluation, they may inadvertently encourage the use of a harmful program. Evaluators should also pay attention to unplanned program effects. In other words, an ethically-oriented evaluator should not carry out the program as designed, which could potentially result in ignoring vital aspects of the evaluation. Further, evaluators need to be cognizant of the potential for negative effects of an intervention. For example, if an evaluator recommends a novel method for improving work conditions at an organization, an unforeseen side effect may be an increase in the employees' feelings of alienation.
Conclusion
Conducting research with human participants, in general, requires careful attention to ethical guidelines. However, with the applied nature of program evaluation in which results are used in actual organizations to potentially change the way services are delivered, even more consideration needs to be paid to abiding by ethical guidelines. By being mindful of the ethical treatment of people, the potential role conflicts of evaluators, the scientific quality of the evaluation, and the possible negative side effects of the evaluation procedure, evaluators can be a part of a vital and exciting program evaluation process.
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