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Abstract
An important motivation for the institutionalization of evaluation culture in countries around the 
world is the belief that accountability and transparency will thereby be enhanced. We subject 
this narrative about evaluation’s contribution to good governance to empirical analysis. We also 
argue that the meaning and relevance of this general narrative differs across national contexts. 
We build on data from a systematic assessment of evaluation culture in 19 countries (Jacob 
et al., 2015), add one country using the same systematic approach, and combine these findings 
with an indicator of transparency in government provided by Transparency International. We 
find a positive correlation between evaluation culture and transparency, and discuss threats to 
a causal interpretation hereof. We go into depth with two particular countries at either end 
of the transparency scale. We argue that the meaning of the link between evaluation culture 
and transparency differs whether the chosen perspective is generally comparative or situated 
in particular national, historical, and political contexts. In countries where transparency is 
high already, there might be diminishing marginal returns on evaluation, at least regarding its 
contribution to accountability and transparency.
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Introduction

Countries all over the world are adopting values such as professionalism and transparency 
(Donaldson and Lipsey, 2006: 56). There is considerable interest in supporting and enhancing 
evaluation culture. An important motivation for the institutionalization of evaluation is that 
evaluation promotes accountability, transparency, and good governance. This assumption is 
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near to the hearts of many evaluators and resonates with how textbooks on evaluation present 
accountability as one of the key purposes of evaluation together with learning, knowledge-
building, and informing the public (Chelimsky, 2006; Vedung, 1997). Consistent with sound 
evaluative thinking, the institutionalization of evaluation should not be seen as a purpose in 
and of itself. It should be justified in terms of its outcomes. The link between evaluation cul-
ture and transparency is a story about the larger almost spiritual mission of evaluation, but it 
is also a story which can be subjected to empirical testing.

It is a massive undertaking to collect valid and reliable comparable data about national 
evaluation cultures. We acknowledge the contribution of Jacob et al. (2015) but take their find-
ings further by asking how they might be linked to good governance. We discuss the limita-
tions of the available data. It is beyond the scope of this article to collect entirely new data on 
evaluation cultures. Instead, we merely add one country and put existing data to work in 
answering the following question: Do variations in evaluation culture across countries also 
correlate with variations in good governance in a way evaluators would like to see?

Our hypothesis is that in a sample of countries, those who have a high score on the institu-
tionalization of evaluation also tend to have a relatively high score on good governance. Even 
if several threats to a direct causal interpretation of this link should be taken into account 
(including reciprocal causality), we believe that most evaluators would prefer to see a positive 
correlation between evaluation and good governance regardless of control for other factors. 
As far as we know, the empirical correlation between these two phenomena has not been 
established before. It is an important thing to do, however, in order to gauge the validity of one 
of the most important narratives in the field of evaluation.

However, even if empirically established, a general correlation between evaluation culture 
and transparency may not have the same relevance and meaning across countries. In fact, one 
of the classical connotations of culture has to do with variations in meaning across national 
contexts. Many factors influence the reception and use of evaluation in a given country. 
Evidently, we hypothesize that one important factor is whether a given country is already 
characterized by a particularly low or high level of transparency and good governance. Where 
transparency is low, evaluation is likely to be in demand because the room for improvement is 
great. In countries where transparency is high, the contribution of additional evaluation may 
be perceived as questionable.

This argument helps us select two countries for further study, South Africa and Denmark. 
We intend to show that the different positions of two countries in our plot of evaluation culture 
and transparency to a large extent help us make sense of evaluation debates in these countries 
and help explain differences in how hospitable these countries are for (more) evaluation. In 
other words, we argue that the meaningfulness and the relevance of the same general data may 
differ depending on national context. Furthermore, the location of a country in an evaluation 
culture/transparency graph might be a defining element in that context.

Our contribution in this article is twofold:

1.	 We articulate the story about how evaluation culture contributes to accountability and 
good governance as a hypothesis and test it empirically.

2.	 We demonstrate that the relevance and meaningfulness of the general narrative differ 
across countries. We do that by looking at evaluation histories in two countries with 
starkly different scores on transparency.
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Both of these contributions are relevant for evaluation and evaluators. It is important to 
carry out research on evaluation so that the empirical basis for general narratives about evalu-
ation can be gauged. It is also important in evaluation practice to pay attention to national 
contexts and other specificities which may make general narratives more or less relevant in a 
given evaluation situation.

We proceed in the following way: First, we explain our understanding of narratives, and 
specifically the relation between narratives and data in a policy context. Second, we discuss 
evaluation culture and how it can be measured. Third, we discuss transparency as an aspect of 
good governance and how it can be measured. Fourth, we show the correlation between these 
two variables in a sample consisting of 20 countries and discuss it in light of our hypothesis. 
Fifth, we provide small country case studies (South Africa and Denmark) and make sense of 
these case studies in dialogue with our general analysis of the link between evaluation culture 
and transparency. Finally, we conclude and draw perspectives.

Narratives

According to Meyer et al. (1994), modernization of the world takes place through rationalized 
myths about progress, justice, and rationality. They understand “rationality” here in a Weberian 
sense. Weber described how modern life becomes structured through impersonal rules 
grounded in overarching collective purposes (Meyer et al., 1994: 20). As such, modernizing 
narratives about progress, justice, and rationality are powerful principles of social structura-
tion. By “myths” we mean something which is neither totally true nor untrue, but something 
which helps restructure reality in particular ways.

To be operational in practice, rationalized myths need to be told and retold as stories. They are 
general, abstract, and condensed versions of reality. They are what Fischer (2003) calls “flat” 
stories. Their abstraction allows them to fly across time and place in a way which is disembodied 
from the lived reality of concrete countries, concrete contexts, and concrete human beings.

When “the rubber hits the road,” there is more or less friction. Some rationalized myths fit 
well with data; some rationalized myths lose credibility when confronted with “inconvenient” 
empirical realities (Fischer, 2003: 177).

We also live in times when some narratives are very stubborn and refuse to give up; instead 
people invent “alternative facts” which confirm the narratives. This does not mean that the 
work to establish facts is in vain. It just means that the relation between ideas and facts is 
characterized by much elasticity. This elasticity is caused by differences not only in ideologi-
cal beliefs but also in the availability of data, the trustworthiness of data, the boundaries of 
time and space in which data are said to be valid, and the choice of macro/micro perspective. 
Furthermore, even if a narrative fits “generally” with some data in an empirical field defined 
in time and space, it does not mean that it fits with all concrete experiences made in that field. 
For these reasons, a given rationalized myth can be subject to much resistance, reinterpreta-
tion, and so-called “implementation problems” when it meets practice. People will continue to 
discuss how well the rationalized myth fits with the local context. In turn, the “context” can 
also be interpreted in different ways (Dahler-Larsen and Schwandt, 2006) so that it resonates 
more or less with the requirements of the general rationalized myth.

To live in a democracy is to be thrown into a situation where there are multiple competing 
interpretations of reality (Stone, 2012). These interpretations are narratives which struggle (more 
or less) with data. In a deliberative democracy, citizens “help” each other make sense of various 
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data in the light of competing narratives, and sometimes, consensus coalesces around particular 
versions of the world or particular policy frames. In other situations, competing or conflicting 
frames continue to exist. We also know from the sociology of knowledge that data are in practice 
not only evaluated on a truth criterion but perceived relevance is of tantamount importance, too. 
Among the many stories circulating in democratic societies are stories about evaluation.

Evaluation

Evaluation taps into modernization. Evaluation is a vehicle for modernization. Evaluation 
hinges on values such as professionalism and transparency (Donaldson and Lipsey, 2006). 
The classical purposes of evaluation, such as enhancing accountability, learning, enlighten-
ment (or knowledge-building), and information of the public (Chelimsky, 2006), fit nicely into 
a broader modernization agenda. These purposes are narratives about the role of evaluation in 
society. One of the most powerful of these stories is the one about how evaluation enhances 
transparency and good governance.

If evaluation works according to one of its main official purposes, it enhances transparency 
and thereby promotes accountability. With transparency and accountability, corruption can be 
reduced and government efficiency can be enhanced. Other functions of evaluation, such as the 
learning and enlightenment functions, may enhance government efficiency and good service 
delivery over time and at different organizational levels. Therefore, the provision of evaluative 
data is important also for evaluators who might emphasize inclusion, dialogue, and deliberation 
rather than the accountability function of evaluation (Benjamin, 2015; Fraser and Rogers, 
2015). In turn, these kinds of involvement of citizens may also contribute to citizens’ insights 
into the operations and outcomes of government. All in all, there is sufficient reason to believe 
in a very general narrative about a link between evaluation culture and transparency.

We expect this narrative also to have an elastic relation to data and experiences. There may 
be tensions between upward and downward accountability in various parts of the managerial 
chain of control as well as tensions between accountability and learning (Benjamin, 2015).

Nevertheless, in the broader picture, most evaluators would prefer a clear and strong posi-
tive relation between evaluation culture and transparency, with or without control for other 
variables. Here, evaluators should remember to maintain critical thinking, and a balanced 
critique of positive as well as negative findings, even if it is their own narrative which is now 
under evaluation. We expect some elasticity here, too. Depending on how our correlation 
looks, evaluators will discuss the reasonableness of our measurements, the additional factors 
we should have controlled for, and, what we clearly admit, the possible variations in meaning 
and relevance of our findings in various national contexts. We now turn to measurement and 
data regarding evaluation culture and transparency.

Evaluation culture

Evaluation culture is a broad concept. There are at least two broad ways in which the concept 
is used. The first has to do with variation in meaning and sense-making. Evaluation culture 
describes evaluative mindsets and how people make evaluation fit into local beliefs and tradi-
tions. This dimension would also allow evaluation culture to take different forms depending 
on fitness for purposes defined locally. In this sense, evaluation cultures can be compared, but 
not ranked.
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The second meaning has to do with the comparative degree of institutionalization of evalu-
ation. Here, evaluation maturity may be the guiding metaphor. Evaluation culture thus becomes 
an ordinal variable so that countries can be ranked according to their degree of maturity. It is 
assumed that evaluation culture develops in a one-dimensional way toward serving the same 
higher purpose(s) wherever it occurs. This understanding of evaluation culture does not harbor 
adaption to variations in local purposes nor does it take into account that very different insti-
tutional configurations can all lead to good governance (Rothstein, 2012: 151). The implica-
tion is that an indicator of evaluation culture might ignore or misrepresent functional 
alternatives to the institutional arrangements imagined by those who defined “mature” evalu-
ation culture in a general way. Despite these shortcomings, most measurements of evaluation 
culture subscribe to the second of these views. However, it is not easy to deliver an operation-
alization of evaluation culture for comparative purposes.

A first attempt to empirically map and rate evaluation cultures across the globe was done 
by Furubo et al. (2002) in “The International Atlas of Evaluation.” Here, national evaluation 
experts involved in the Inteval network around Ray Rist rated nine aspects of evaluation cul-
ture in 21 countries according to a common schematic frame of reference. These aspects 
include, for example, whether the national audit office works actively with evaluation, whether 
evaluation is used systematically in parliament and in the administration, whether there is an 
active debate on evaluation in the country and a professional organization for evaluators. 
Selected experts could ascribe zero, one, or two points to each of these aspects, so the maxi-
mum score would be 18 points.

The approach leaves much to discuss. Where do the nine universal aspects come from? Can 
they be trusted as universal keys to evaluation culture, or do they in fact reflect the minds of 
individual editors who extrapolate their experiences from particular countries? Is every aspect 
of evaluation culture equally important in each country? Are the national experts truly inde-
pendent or in fact evaluating their own efforts to foreground evaluation? Furthermore, the data 
set is limited. Only 21 countries were included in the analysis.

Nevertheless, there is no perfect way to measure evaluation culture. The International Atlas 
of Evaluation was trail-blazing. A follow-up including 19 countries was made in 2011 by Jacob 
et al. (2015). The methodology remained basically the same. The authors continue to base their 
scores on expert assessments. Although this method gives room for insight, expert views are 
subject to personal bias and may suffer from lack of reliability (Fitzpatrick et al., 2004: 125). 
Jacob et al. (2015: 9) acknowledge these strengths and weaknesses of expert views. To com-
pensate for some of these weaknesses, they involve several experts per country.

The score of some prominent countries has fallen, for example, that of United States from 
18 to 16 points. One wonders whether the evaluation culture of this forerunner is on retreat or 
whether the new figure is a result of the fact that there is no longer an American member of 
the editorial team. At this point, we deliberately stop our critical questions, because it is easy 
to criticize work that carries out difficult tasks, and because we know of no better data on 
evaluation culture which can be used as an alternative. We respect the work of Jacob, Speer, 
and Furubo as the best one available.

We add South Africa to the initial set of 19 countries, following a procedure which uses the 
same nine indicators of evaluation culture to ensure comparability. We also relied on multiple 
expert views. In the first round, we derived a score representing the current degree of institu-
tionalization and maturity of evaluation culture in South Africa using five groups with at least 
one senior expert in each. Their average score served as a benchmark or point of reference.



6	 Evaluation 00(0)

We then asked two evaluation experts to recalibrate their initial scores to reflect the state of 
evaluation culture in 2011, and triangulated the resulting scores against peer-reviewed litera-
ture and in light of the known benchmark score for 2017. Based on the historical trajectory of 
the evaluation in South Africa, we expected our recalibrated and triangulated score to be sev-
eral points below our benchmark score. See Appendix 1 for details. Given the profile of par-
ticipants involved in these two rounds, and given the described triangulations and adjustments, 
we are confident that the method used to score the evaluation culture in South Africa is at least 
as valid as the methods used in previous studies of evaluation culture. We also believe it is 
robust in the sense that it is difficult to imagine an alternative method with the power to sys-
tematically change the scores on enough indicators to substantially alter the relative position 
of South Africa in our evaluation culture-transparency graph.

Transparency and good governance

Good governance includes multiple dimensions such as the rule of law, government efficiency, 
democracy, transparency, accountability, absence of corruption, and absence of clientelism 
(Rothstein, 2015). The notion of “good” refers to normative dimensions which are sometimes 
under-theorized (Rothstein, 2015). Some normative theories of good governance include citi-
zen well-being and social equality (Rothstein, 2015).

Transparency International publishes every year the CPI (Corruption Perception Index) as 
a measure of good governance. Corruption is addressed indirectly. By definition, actual cor-
ruption is difficult to document. When perpetrators are found, exposed, and perhaps prose-
cuted, at least some parts of the legal-political system actually work. The least faulty method 
to establish the level of corruption in a country is therefore to rely not on incidences of corrup-
tion but on how people with insight judge the quality of governance. Transparency International 
draws on views from a number of experts and organizations (such as the World Bank).

Although not all aspects of good governance are captured by CPI, we argue that transpar-
ency, accountability, and the ability to combat corruption are important aspects of governance. 
While good democratic governance is more than transparency, and transparency does more 
than merely prevent corruption, transparency represented in the CPI is in fact a fairly good 
indicator of good governance since the many structural, regulative, and normative institutional 
pillars which enhance accountability and prevent corruption logically overlap with sound 
institutional arrangements in democratic regimes.

CPI is in fact published as an indicator of good governance and accepted by many as a 
good proxy. CPI taps into institutional arrangements supporting good governance, which are 
relatively stable over time. It is also correlated with many peoples’ intuitive perception of 
variations in credibility and transparency in governments around the world. Arguments about 
the contribution of evaluation to good governance can be built around the centrality of trans-
parency as a key dimension in good governance in itself, but also as a predictor and an out-
come of institutional arrangements characteristic of good governance. While all effects of 
evaluation upon good governance may not be within empirical reach at the present moment, it 
is sufficient for the argument in this article that evaluators are interested in whether evaluation 
culture plausibly influences the kind of good governance represented by CPI. We use CPI data 
from 2011 to match the year of the evaluation culture exercise cited above. For practical rea-
sons, and since we empirically rely on the CPI, we will use the terms “transparency” and 
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“good governance” interchangeably, while what we precisely mean is “transparency as an 
indicator of very important although not all aspects of good governance.”

Correlation between evaluation culture and CPI

It is a fundamental lesson on page one in social science methodology textbooks that correla-
tion is not the same as causation. So, we do not jump to making causal claims.

Our primary interest is whether data lend support to stories about evaluation. Narratives do 
not need perfect data. A positive correlation, hopefully strong and clear, between evaluation 
culture and good governance is a first step to indicate support for a positive narrative about 
how evaluation contributes to good governance. When the two are correlated, it is possible 
when working in country X to point to country Y and say: Use country Y as an example. They 
have a more mature evaluation culture and (therefore) also better government. Even when 
used only as an assumption, the underlying causal story fares much better when there is a cor-
relation that appears to back it up.

Before making a genuine and scientifically robust causal claim out of this correlation, cave-
ats should be considered. The first caveat is that maybe the causal link between the two is 
reciprocal. Evaluation begets good governance, but good governance also paves the way for 
evaluation. Even if this may be true, evaluators will argue that active engagement in evalua-
tion is important and justified. A reciprocal causal relation between two variables does not 
constitute an argument against action on one of them. (Just because variations in weight can 
be shown to influence variations in exercise, as well as the other way around, you would still 
exercise to reduce your weight).

Then, of course, there are a large number of other factors in addition to evaluation which 
influence good governance. These factors may confound the correlation between evaluation 
and transparency. However, the story about evaluation and transparency would be less straight-
forward in the following version: “If you control for a large number of factors in a very com-
plicated analysis, using statistics that few people understand, there is a really a weak underlying 
correlation here which supports our view.” On the contrary, if there is a raw, positive bivariate 
correlation between evaluation culture and transparency, evaluators would probably not hesi-
tate to refer to this finding in their stories about evaluation.

Our findings are shown in Figure 1.
We abstain from excessive statistical maneuvers on this little data set. We have merely 

inserted a Tukey tri-split median-based line to facilitate the visual interpretation of the data.
As this line indicates, a more mature evaluation culture is generally followed by more trans-

parency in government. At a closer look, however, this tendency is more pronounced in the left 
part of the graph than in the right part. It is difficult to see any positive correlation between 
evaluation culture and transparency once an evaluation culture score of about 14 has been 
passed. Countries with a very mature evaluation culture include the United States, Canada, and 
the United Kingdom which have lower CPI scores than say Denmark and Sweden which have 
a bit more moderate evaluation culture scores. Maybe it is difficult to capture in our rough 
measures the finer differences in scores on the two scales (the right side of the graph is more 
crowded than the left side of the graph). Maybe our data set is too small. At the very least, 
however, our data are not inconsistent with the idea that perhaps there is a weakening or vanish-
ing link between evaluation culture and good governance once a certain threshold has been 
passed.
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In order to explore more contextualized meanings of evaluation culture and transparency, 
we now visit two countries at either end of the CPI score.

South Africa

South Africa’s evaluation culture score of 7.5 is relatively low. What follows is a brief account 
of South Africa’s evaluation landscape prior to and immediately after 2011, in an attempt to 
contextualize this score. We appreciate that the country’s monitoring and evaluation2 (M&E) 
capacity, systems, and practices have grown leaps and bounds post 2011. Our intention is not 
to dismiss the major developments captured and celebrated in Abrahams (2015), Goldman 
et al. (2018), or Phillips et al. (2014). The timing of these changes is critical; however, since 
our comparative exercise is driven (if not constrained) by Jacob, Speer, and Furubo’s 2011 
data set, our main focus is the time up to and around 2011.

Although M&E entered the South African landscape through the donor community in the 
early 1990s, it only gained ground when the public sector launched various mechanisms with 
accompanying legislative mandates to institutionalize this practice (Abrahams, 2015). Prior 
to 1994, public sector monitoring and reporting practices were in place to generate informa-
tion for control purposes. Post-1994, initial efforts to draw on this information for decision-
making purposes were undertaken. This attempt resonated with the democratic government’s 
agenda to transform public sector operations. The transformation process unfolded in three 
distinct phases, namely, the rationalization and policy development phase (1994–1999), the 

Figure 1.  Evaluation culture and transparency.
Source. Jacob et al. (2015); Transparency International (2011).
Note: The dotted line represents Tukey’s tri-split line (Tukey, 1977). AU: Australia; CA: Canada; CH: Switzerland; 
DE: Germany; DK: Denmark; ES: Spain; FI: Finland; FR: France; IL: Israel; IE: Ireland; IT: Italy; JP: Japan; KR: South 
Korea; NL: Netherlands; NO: Norway; NZ: New Zealand; SA: South Africa; SE: Sweden; UK: United Kingdom; US: 
United States.
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modernization and implementation phase (1999–2004), and the accelerated implementation 
phase (2004–current) (Madzivhandila, 2010). The most concrete efforts to institutionalize 
M&E practice in the executive arm of the state occurred in the third phase, following the 
conceptualization of the Government-wide Monitoring and Evaluation System (GWM&ES) 
in 2005. The GWM&ES was envisaged as a “system of systems” to streamline and synchro-
nize M&E activities across the governmental departments and strengthen linkages between 
the Presidency, the National Treasury, and the National Statistics Agency (Abrahams, 2015; 
Beney et al., 2015; Phillips et al., 2014).

The GWM&ES Policy Framework was released in 2007, and while there were emerging 
pockets of practice in isolated sectors such as the Department of Social Development (DSD) 
and the Public Service Commission (constitutional entity reporting directly to Parliament), 
there was no overarching strategic evaluation mandate or evaluation system at that stage. 
Pressure on the 2009 incoming government (in the form of widespread service delivery pro-
tests) strengthened the ruling party’s resolve to prioritize the M&E agenda, with a view to 
improve the performance and transparency of public sector service delivery systems (Goldman 
et  al., 2015; Umlaw and Chitepo, 2015). The Department of Performance (later renamed 
Planning) Monitoring and Evaluation (DPME) was established within the Presidency in 2010. 
The designation of the DPME as custodian of the National Evaluation System (NES) and the 
articulation of national evaluation priorities in the National Evaluation Plan (NEP) are major 
turning points in South Africa’s brief history of M&E institutionalization (Beney et al., 2015; 
Engela and Ajam, 2010). The roll out of the NES, following Cabinet’s approval of the National 
Evaluation Policy Framework and the creation of the Evaluation and Research Unit (ERU) 
within the DPME in 2011, is captured in Goldman et al. (2015) and Goldman et al. (2018). The 
first NEP evaluations and initial deliberations about evaluation standards and competencies to 
support the implementation of the NES only started in 2012.

A number of other noteworthy developments unfolded in 2012, including (a) the publication 
of the draft of the South African Standards for Evaluation in Government, (b) the formalization 
of the DPME–SAMEA partnership (the South African Monitoring and Evaluation Association 
is a voluntary organization for professional evaluators established in 2005), and (c) a first sys-
tematic attempt to capture how M&E systems are faring in 96 national and provincial depart-
ments by the DPME in collaboration with the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale 
Zusammenarbeit (Beney et al., 2015; Leslie et al., 2015; Umlaw and Chitepo, 2015). The find-
ings of the 2012 situational analysis speak to a number of deficiencies in the institutional envi-
ronment that compromised the implementation of M&E functions. These findings resonate with 
some of the earlier observations made by Cloete (2009), Engela and Ajam (2010), and 
Madzivhandila (2010), such as (a) few provincial departments with M&E units fully capacitated 
in terms budget, staff, and systems; (b) the existence of a compliance versus learning culture 
within the public sector, with a focus on monitoring outputs at operational level; and (c) the lack 
of coordination among core M&E stakeholders and “turf battles” between departments.

While the public sector is still dealing with many of these challenges (Goldman et  al., 
2018), we would like to reiterate that substantial progress has been made on the M&E front 
since 2012, and especially in the last 4 years. For example, South Africa is working toward 
institutionalizing the use of evaluation results in the national budget process. First, attempts 
were made during 2017/2018 and 2018/2019 budget cycles. The last few years have also wit-
nessed an upsurge in the number of dedicated evaluation courses offered by higher education 
institutions and the emergence of a vibrant culture of evaluation research in South Africa.
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The change in our evaluation culture scores from 7.5 in 2011 to 12.2 in 2017 reflects the 
fact that we are observing M&E in its formative years in South Africa, as a profession, indus-
try, or governance tool. After all, the foundation for a NES was only established in 2011.

The country’s positioning on Figure 1 is no coincidence and certainly does not come as a 
surprise, given its low CPI score of 4.1 in 2011. South Africa’s 1994 transition from a 40-year-
old apartheid regime to a constitutional democracy remains one of the most striking political 
transitions in history. Despite having one of the most progressive constitutions in the world 
and being at the pinnacle of transition toward more accountability and transparency, the coun-
try is fraught with corruption. Political corruption is firmly entrenched in the day-to-day real-
ity of the country. Without discussing specific corruption cases or “scandals” that are currently 
making headlines and why they occur in South Africa, a crude lay man’s observation would 
be as follows: The country’s current political landscape is defined by the ongoing public con-
troversy tied to flagrant instances of corruption.

Given the country’s current positioning on Figure 1, should South Africa learn from coun-
tries with a higher evaluation culture score, with a view to improve its CPI score through 
accountability and transparency? There is a high expectation that evaluation might consolidate 
democratic governance and accountability in South Africa – the recent work of Cloete (2017), 
Goldman (2017), and Fraser and Rogers (2017) are, after all, built on this very thesis. Before 
we jump to a rash conclusion, let us look at the case of Denmark.

Denmark

Denmark has a moderate score of 14.3 in evaluation culture, but a very high CPI score of 9.4. 
In this light, let us give a brief account of evaluation in Denmark.

Denmark was not among the first countries to adopt evaluation (Furubo et al., 2002), but 
once it happened from the 1980s onward, evaluation became institutionalized in many ways. 
Legislation requiring the mandatory publication of evaluative data for schools was passed, 
particularly following an Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
report in 2004, which recommended an “evaluation culture” in Denmark. In the following 
years, schools were required to produce “quality reports” for management use, to publish 
average exam grades for students, and to use tests systematically (although without publica-
tion). In upper secondary schools, hospitals, and other sectors, publication of evaluative data 
are now in place, as well as a number of evaluative practices, such as auditing, accreditation, 
and monitoring (Dahler-Larsen and Hansen, forthcoming).

The National Audit Office conducts evaluations and advices public organizations in gen-
eral about evaluation. There are a number of agencies and institutes which carry out evaluation 
and provide input for public management and policy at various levels. Evaluation has been 
massaged into local governments which are responsible for a large part of the welfare services 
in Denmark.

Denmark also has a thriving professional association for evaluation that arranges annual 
conferences, meetings, and so on. At the same time, however, there has also been considera-
ble, manifest, and widespread discussions about evaluation. For example, public servants who 
played a part in the introduction of evaluative practices wrote a newspaper article where they 
deeply apologized, arguing that “we did not know what we were doing” (Gjørup et al., 2007). 
This was only one input into an ongoing debate about whether there is too much evaluation in 
the public sector.
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A survey among teachers found that Danish teachers were more skeptical about the value 
of international assessments of school quality than teachers in Sweden, Finland, England, and 
Scotland. Denmark was the only country in which more teachers generally found that interna-
tional assessments of school quality did more harm than good (Ozga et al., 2011).

In the same vein, a survey among groups of public employees (Dahler-Larsen and Pihl-
Thingvad, 2014) found that many professionals strongly felt that evaluation and performance 
indicators did not sufficiently grasp the essence of what their professional work was about. 
Many found that performance indicators and evaluation indicated a lack of trust from the rest 
of society. The so-called “Danish Quality Model” in hospitals was conspicuously dismantled 
after two rounds of accreditations. It had created much discontent among professionals, partly 
because of the documentation burden put upon their shoulders. Medical doctors are writing 
newspaper columns explaining that the current documentation pressure encourages them to 
focus on outgoing patients for whom doctors have a documentation responsibility at the 
expense of incoming patients in acute need of treatment (Christensen, 2017).

Danish evaluation researchers have contributed to a critical public debate about evaluation. 
They have argued that evaluation models are sometimes chosen for reasons which are not 
rational (Hansen, 2005), that evaluation is sometimes a ritual (Dahler-Larsen, 2012), and that 
it sometimes has unofficial, constitutive consequences (Dahler-Larsen, 2014). A literature 
review from the municipal research institute KORA points to side effects of indicators in 
employment services and social work (such as creaming), working against the interest of 
weaker clients (Møller et al., 2016).

Danish evaluation researchers who develop evaluation models (such as Hanne Krogstrup 
who uses focus groups in bottom-up oriented user evaluations) focus more on learning and 
dialogue than on accountability and transparency. This is consistent with other Scandinavian 
evaluation researchers (such as Anders Hanberger, Christina Segerholm, Ove Karlsson, and 
others). In other words, in Denmark, a fairly extensive institutionalization of evaluation has 
regularly been accompanied by much debate and skepticism. Although evaluation is generally 
on the march forward in terms of institutionalization, there are occasional setbacks, such as the 
dismantling of the “Danish Quality Model” in hospitals. There continues to be, among many, 
a widespread skepticism about evaluation.

Looking again at Denmark’s location in Figure 1, such skepticism actually makes sense. 
Denmark already has a high CPI score, among the highest in the world. Denmark is an outlier 
above the general trend line, so there must be additional reasons for the high CPI score that are 
not due to evaluation.

Denmark had a relatively corruption-free and relatively well functioning public sector (in 
terms of transparency, good governance, and public trust) before evaluation was invented and 
introduced. Historically, the local presence of public authority figures (such as the priest and 
the teacher) has been part of the experience of Danes for hundreds of years, which has prob-
ably contributed to a high degree of trust in the public sector. Denmark has a decentralized 
government, a fairly egalitarian society with low power distance, and a tradition for public 
involvement in government. Denmark also has a high educational level. Given the large exten-
sion of the welfare state, many citizens are in fact themselves public employees. A relatively 
corruption-free public sector may help recruit the most honest people to public employment, 
thus sustaining a positive circle (Barfort et al., 2016).

The Danish administrative culture has been characterized as “weak on principles” (Hansen 
and Beck Jørgensen, 2009). There has never been a revolution where all constitutional 
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principles were reinvented from scratch. Instead, there is a fairly pragmatic approach to public 
management consistent with a relatively low degree of formal structuration (Hansen and Beck 
Jørgensen, 2009). Major interests in society are often consulted before legislation is enacted. 
Informal dialogue is also a guiding principle regarding the overall control of the size of the 
public budget (Mouritzen, 2012).

Together, these factors help explain how a CPI can be achieved which is much higher than 
would be expected when looking at the general correlation between evaluation culture and CPI. 
Let us assume, for the sake of the argument, that Denmark would seek inspiration from nations 
with a higher evaluation culture score. The obvious choice here is United States, because of its 
strong development of evaluation as a distinct field with evaluation models, famous evaluation 
authors, strong consulting companies, and an effective distribution of ideas and literature to the 
rest of the world. However, American culture is more dominated by competition and power 
distance than the Danish one. Danes would presumably perceive evaluation paraphernalia such 
as scores and ranking as somewhat “foreign” to their tradition (which they in fact often do). Even 
more importantly, in return for becoming more like the United States, Denmark would achieve 
a more “mature” evaluation culture, but would at the same time lose its unique high CPI score. 
That would be a very unfortunate trade-off if evaluation culture is a means and CPI an end.

A moderate level of evaluation enthusiasm is thus reasonable and justified: There is already 
in Denmark a high level of CPI; most other countries with a more mature evaluation culture 
have lower CPI scores. In this regard, evaluation skepticism finds a basis in data. Given the 
high level of trust already, it is quite logical that evaluation is portrayed by many as an indica-
tion of “lack of trust.”

Discussion and perspectives

Evaluation culture cannot be measured perfectly. We have used the best measure we could get 
our hands on. We have also used the best measure of good governance we could get, which is 
CPI. It is stable and robust and often referred to. Among our sample of 20 countries, we found 
CPI scores to be positively correlated with evaluation culture. This correlation lends support to 
a general narrative about how evaluation contributes to transparency as an indicator of good 
governance.

Correlation is not causality. Before making causal conclusions, reciprocal causality should 
be considered, and additional variables should be controlled for. A perfect causal analysis is 
not likely to be available soon. In the meantime, it makes sense to understand the correlation 
between evaluation culture and transparency.

Many other factors contribute to good governance. In a similar vein, enhancing transpar-
ency is not the only purpose of evaluation. Not all justification for evaluation hinges on its 
contribution to transparency. For example, contributions to reflexivity and learning also count. 
Nevertheless, the contribution of evaluation to transparency has been and continues to be an 
important narrative in evaluation.

We have found the general correlation between evaluation culture and transparency to be 
positive. We wish to discuss two substantial reservations. One has to do with outliers. A further 
look at outliers can stimulate research questions. Why are some countries way above or below 
the trend line? More specifically, for example, one question we heard during our data collection 
workshop is as follows: Why do New Zealand and South Africa have so different CPI scores? 
They both have a history of British colonialism, and both have indigenous populations.
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Our second reservation is as follows: After a certain score in evaluation culture is achieved, 
a higher score no longer seems to be associated with increasing CPI. Could it be that evalua-
tion culture is instrumental in bringing about good governance, but the effect withers away 
once a certain level has been achieved? If this were the case, the effect would be similar to 
what is known in economics as “decreasing returns to scale.” This phenomenon describes that 
after a point, more inputs of a production factor does not lead to proportionally the same 
increase in production. The effect flattens out. At a point, it may even become negative. Could 
it be that in some of the countries with a high evaluation culture score, the auditability of pub-
lic organizations has become a purpose in itself (Power, 1997) at the same time as side effects 
of performance measurement and evaluation are beginning to flourish, such as unintended 
consequences, performance paradoxes, and constitutive effects? (Dahler-Larsen, 2014; De 
Bruijn, 2002; Van Thiel and Leeuw, 2002).

This observation might very well be restricted to the aspect of evaluation which has to do 
with accountability and transparency. In political cultures where there is already relatively 
high trust in government, the introduction of additional evaluation may not enhance further 
trust, but perhaps lead people to believe that their trust is ill-founded. It might well be that after 
a certain level of accountability has been reached, there is little to gain here, and more empha-
sis should be put on learning and deliberation.

We do not have data to determine whether “decreasing returns to scale” is also true for 
evaluation purposes such as learning, knowledge-building, and information to the public.

However, such a shift in emphasis does not remove all demands for accountability, nor 
the contribution of evaluation hereto. An advanced evaluation culture would thus be able to 
incorporate reflexivity, taking into account the positive and negative consequences of evalu-
ation itself with its multiple functions. This would be a more challenging and complex 
endeavor than merely to install more evaluation culture or a more “mature” evaluation cul-
ture. As a result, there would be two different versions – at either end of our graph – of the 
narrative of how evaluation and transparency could be linked. At the very least, the correla-
tion between evaluation culture and transparency among the 20 countries studied should not 
be taken as a proof of the idea that further enhancement of evaluation culture at all levels of 
evaluation culture will automatically guarantee further improvements of transparency.

Our data set is small. Further research and a larger data set with countries having various 
scores on evaluation culture, modernization, and good governance will show more light on the 
general contribution of evaluation culture, whether it withers away at high levels of evaluation 
culture and whether additional factors can systematically explain outliers.

Conclusion and implications

We have confirmed, in broad strokes, our hypothesis about a positive correlation between 
evaluation culture and good governance. In a very general comparative perspective, this cor-
relation can be used as an argument in favor of evaluation. However, we have found consider-
able reasons to modify an unqualified belief in this correlation. After a certain score in 
evaluation culture is achieved, a higher score no longer seems to be associated with increasing 
CPI. Although a demand for more evaluation in order to enhance transparency in less “mature” 
evaluation cultures may be well justified, evaluators in highly “mature” evaluation cultures 
should perhaps not ask for more evaluation, but for a more fine-tuned dose of evaluation, and 
for forms of evaluation qualitatively fit for other purposes than transparency.
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The general, “flat” story about how evaluation contributes to transparency and good gov-
ernance deserves to be told and will presumably also be told in the future. However, the nar-
rative which springs from the correlation between evaluation culture and transparency does 
not resonate in a uniform way in all contexts. Evaluators should not only base their promotion 
of evaluation upon general ideas and correlations. The story about how evaluation contributes 
to transparency should be interpreted, modified, and refined in context-specific ways.

By comparing two countries located in two different parts of our evaluation culture/trans-
parency graph, we have shown that the meaningfulness of an overall narrative about evalua-
tion depends starkly on context. Whether one wants to analyze a given country as a context for 
evaluation, or whether one is seeking to promote evaluation culture in that country, a good 
starting point is an understanding of how the country is located in an evaluation culture/trans-
parency graph.

Acknowledgements

The authors wish to thank University of Cape Town and the participants in the data-collection sessions, 
which took place there.

Declaration of conflicting interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research, authorship, and/or 
publication of this article.

Funding

The author(s) received no financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this 
article.

Notes

1.	 The data points were first divided into three segments on the X axis: early, middle, and late. A trend 
line was then drawn to connect the intersects of the median X and Y values for the early and late 
thirds data segments.

2.	 In South Africa, the terms monitoring and evaluation are often used together or interchangeably.
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Appendix 1

In line with Jacob et al. (2015), we relied on subjective expert judgments to derive our initial/bench-
mark evaluation culture score, keeping in mind the acknowledged limits and merits of this approach. 
We administered a paper-and-pencil survey to five groups of participants with a broad knowledge of the 
South African evaluation landscape during a seminar presented by the authors at the University of Cape 
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Town in February 2017. Our sample consisted of evaluation researchers, teachers, practitioners, and 
students. Each group comprised at least one participant with senior evaluation expertise.

The five groups independently rated each of the nine indicators on a scale from 0 to 1, following a 
brief verbal explanation of the scoring protocol, consistent with the explanatory text provided by Jacob 
et al. (2015). The total scores across the five groups ranged between 10 and 14, with a few instances 
of missing data on indicator 6 (institutionalization of evaluation within Parliament) and 8 (evaluation 
within the Supreme Audit Institution) accounting for the discrepancy. The missing data can be explained 
by the possible uncertainty/confusion around what entity would constitute the Supreme Audit Institu-
tion in the context of South Africa and the absence of relevant insiders who could provide meaningful 
input on these two indicators, in some of the participant groups. The resulting score for 2017 was 12.2.

Since we needed data that could be meaningfully used in conjunction with Jacob, Speer, and Furu-
bo’s 2011 data set, we asked two of our participants with the highest level of expertise and involvement 
in the field to recalibrate their assessment of each indicator to 2011. After this stage, we estimated the 
correct score for 2011 to be in the range between 5 and 10.

We then triangulated the scores for each indicator against concrete milestones in the historical trajec-
tory of evaluation in South Africa using relevant literature. We took into account, for example, that the 
basic foundations of a NES was established in 2011, and that it takes years for such a major reform to 
be firmly institutionalized. Similarly, while the South African Monitoring and Evaluation Association 
(SAMEA) was in existence in 2011, it was not the vibrant and influential organization that it is today. 
Our final triangulated score for 2011 is 7.5 (see Table 1).

There is admittedly an element of uncertainty regarding the precision of the SA evaluation score 
in 2011, but a marginally alternative procedure would not lead to a result that fundamentally changes 
the relative positioning of the country in our evaluation culture-transparency graph nor one that would 
compromise our central thesis. We are also confident that our triangulated score of 7.5 does not deviate 
substantially from the “true” score. There is only a small subset of possible scores, all adjacent to one 
another, that would be consistent with the literature, the recalibrated expert views for 2011, and a histori-
cal trajectory leading up to a score of 12.2 in 2017. In the absence of “objective” data, our final score of 
7.5 remains the best available approximation of evaluation culture in South Africa.

Table 1.  Evaluation culture in South Africa in 2011. Triangulated scores across nine idicators.

Indicator Score

Evaluation takes place in many policy domains 1
Supply of evaluators from different disciplines 0.5
National discourse concerning evaluations 1
Professional organizations 1
Institutionalization of evaluation in Government 1
Institutionalization of evaluation in Parliament 0.5
Pluralism of institutions or evaluators 0.5
Evaluation within the Supreme Audit Institution 1.5
Proportion of impact and outcome evaluations in proportion to output and process evaluation 0.5
Total score 7.5


