
H A RTZ, Z. M. A.2 4 8

Cad. Saúde Pública, Rio de Janeiro, 15(2):229-259, abr-jun, 1999

Eva l u a t i o n : the French chefs are still 
s e a rching for “la nouvelle cuisine”

I wish to begin by complimenting Zu l m i ra
Ha rtz for her article on the institutionalization
of evaluation in the French context, since in a
few pages she provides a brilliant analysis of the
h i s t o ry of pro g ram evaluation in Fra n c e. Se c-
ond, she raises a number of important issues
on which I would like to comment briefly here. 

The first point concerns the role of eva l u a-
tion in our parliamentary democra c i e s. In d e e d ,
institutionalization of evaluation should be
seen as an attempt to re s t o re to elected officials
the power to control the functioning of public
a d m i n i s t ration, the so-called technocra c y. Be-
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e valuation invo l ves interests linked to the pow-
er sphere, especially when it is a matter of pub-
lic policy evaluation. A policy’s success or fail-
u re means the accumulation or loss of political
and symbolic capital either by those who gov-
e rn or by those in opposition. Evaluation can
also be used by managers inside institutions as
a tool to control subord i n a t e s. T h u s, re s i s t a n c e
to the outside eva l u a t o r, quantification, and
objectification can be gre a t e r, while stra t e g i e s
to expand individual power (empowe rm e n t )
may be more readily accepted and more org a n-
ic when there is a trend tow a rds decentra l i z a-
tion and democratization of decision-making
p ro c e s s e s. 

A n a l y zed from a different angle, the s u r
m e s u re a p p roach may be seen as adjusting the
e va l u a t i o n’s methodological strategy to its ob-
ject. In this sense, it should also be pre f e r re d ,
while the main problems invo l ve more the con-
s t ruction of the object (Bo u rdieu, 1989) and
t reatment of theory as a guide for eva l u a t i o n
(Chen, 1990) than the opposition betwe e n
q u a l i t a t i ve and quantitative techniques, which
(as Ha rtz points out quite appro p riately) can
be articulated in actual studies.

Another important point raised by the au-
thor is the distinction between evaluation pro-
g rams and policies. Although the bibliogra p h y
she quotes does not make this distinction, I be-
l i e ve it is necessary from both a theoretical and
methodological point of view. Public policies
relate to the state, i.e., the power field; eva l u a t-
ing policies invo l ves not only judging the
a d eq u a c y, pert i n e n c e, effective n e s s, efficiency,
and legitimacy of gove rnmental intentions and
a c t i o n s, but especially analyzing the nature of
the state and the political power invo l ved in
d rafting them. Me a n w h i l e, pro g rams re l a t e
m o re to a policy’s technical and operational di-
mension, i.e., its material manifestation as ob-
j e c t i ve s, goals, re s o u rc e s, and activities, and
their evaluation re q u i res a set of methods and
techniques that are different from those need-
ed to analyze policies. By combining policies
and pro g rams in the same object, one runs the
risk of reducing politics to technique or even to
planned policy, or (inversely) focusing only on
the political side of technique. I do not mean
to say (especially at the local gove rnmental or
e ven institutional level) that pro g ram eva l u a-
tion is a merely technical issue. For example,
depending on the object or issue to be eva l u a t-
ed, contextual analysis can be an inve s t i g a t i o n
s t rategy for explaining the processes invo l ve d
in implementing a pro g ra m .

Last comes the relationship between eva l u-
ation and the decision-making pro c e s s. Mo re

than a theoretical, technical, or methodologi-
cal question, this is a political and ethical issue,
i n volving choices. That is, faced with va ri o u s
rationales that interf e re with the management
p ro c e s s, institutionalization of evaluation for a
public health system means seeking to ensure
the hegemony of the technical/health ra t i o n a l e
in the decision-making pro c e s s, i.e., pri o ri t i z-
ing health needs over institutional corpora t i s t
or even external pre s s e s. It means deve l o p i n g
management based on identification of pro b-
l e m s, organizing supply through pro g ra m m e d
a c t i o n s, and emphasizing control of risks and
causes through a terri t o rial focus, with social
p a rticipation. In other word s, it means chang-
ing the current health care model. This de-
mands not only evaluating, but especially in-
t e rvening to change the country ’s health re a l i t y
sur mesure.
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cause public action has become so diverse and
complex, it is obvious that members of Pa r l i a-
ment are increasingly less able to judge by
t h e m s e l ves whether the policies they have ap-
p roved are actually achieving their objective s.
Although there are independent inspection
bodies in Fra n c e, quite often their inve s t i g a-
tions are more audits than true eva l u a t i o n s
( i . e., the study of the relationship betwe e n
means and ends). From that perspective, I m u s t
say that I am quite attracted by the US philoso-
phy quoted by Ha rtz, of ex ante s o c i a l e x p e ri-
mentation. If one recalls the famous distinc-
tion made by Hirschman (1970), improv i n g
d e m o c racy (the power of voice) is thus a legiti-
mate goal. But implementation of such eva l u a-
tions runs up against numerous obstacles:
members of Parliament still depend heavily on
the public administration in terms of exper-
tise and access to data, and their own time is
s c a rc e. The public administration is also re l u c-
tant to release information and data, and there
is still a strong feeling that members of Pa r l i a-
ment, not being expert s, will fail to grasp the
complexity of all the issues. Is there a solution
to the problem, other than to merely prov i d e
m o re re s o u rces and re g u l a t o ry power to Pa r l i a-
ment to conduct autonomous evaluations? 

Indeed, if evaluation we re considered an
i n t rinsic part of public services management,
as Ha rtz suggests, then at least part of the work
would be done on a decentra l i zed basis. It
seems to me that what is at stake is much more
than just rationalizing production of public
s e rv i c e s, i.e., just one more managerial fashion.
The turn of this century is marked by emphatic
rejection of the We l f a re St a t e, on the basis that
public administration, not under the pre s s u re
of competition, cannot be efficiently man-
aged. Gove rnments appear to be under pre s-
s u re from international financial markets and
a re f o rced to demonstrate their capacity to
master the public sector’s growth. This gener-
ates heavy ideological pre s s u re to transfer pro-
vision of services to the pri vate sector, under
the assumption that if such services come un-
der competitive pre s s u re, there will be a stro n g
i n c e n t i ve for more efficient use of re s o u rc e s.
Howe ve r, because public services must be de-
l i ve red under the constraints of accessibility
and equity, pri vatization of delive ry genera l l y
goes with some form of contract with the state,
limiting competition and demarcating serv i c e
p rov i d e r s’ autonomy. So the question is, if the
game is not real competition, why is it impossi-
ble to achieve the same results with public
s e rv i c e s, to which more autonomy is given, but
f rom which more accountability should be ex-

pected? T h u s, evaluation would be the condi-
tion for accountability and one of the neces-
s a ry conditions for modernizing the public
s e c t o r. 

Another way to decentra l i ze evaluation is to
e n c o u rage its development as a legitimate sci-
entific activity, which is not always the case, at
least in Fra n c e. Eva l u a t i ve re s e a rch, as it has
been labeled by Ha rtz, is still considered “a p-
plied re s e a rc h”, as compared to conceptual or
basic re s e a rch. Since it is often funded by pub-
lic agencies (or pri vate firm s, for the economic
e valuation of drugs), versus public re s e a rc h
m o n e y, academic evaluation committees also
consider it mere consultancy. It is acknow l-
edged that such work is a true service to the
c o m m u n i t y, but there are major doubts as to
whether it is really science. I shall not answe r
this question completely. I shall merely suggest
that mobilization of scientific methods to em-
p i rically explore public action and explain its
impact on society seems to me to be quite
close to science, if one considers that the main
aim of science is to explore our reality with
c o n t rolled methods. It is true that public agen-
cies often ask re s e a rch teams the impossible
task of evaluation pro g rams “due ye s t e rd a y ”,
and if possible at no expense to the budget (af-
ter all, re s e a rch is already funded by public
money elsewhere), thus fostering “q u i c k - a n d -
d i rty” studies. When studies are funded by the
p ri vate sector, they are seen as defending pri-
vate intere s t s, and as such suspected of bias.
For example, drug re s e a rch in France is funded
mainly by the drug industry. T h u s, it allow s
public agencies to disqualify the studies on the
basis of their partisanship and to bemoan the
lack of independent studies. Funded by whom?
T h e re f o re, allow me to plead for special re-
s e a rch funding for eva l u a t i ve re s e a rch and for
the development of a stru c t u red re s e a rch com-
munity to define good scientific work. 

The three preceding situations – eva l u a t i o n
by Parliament, evaluation as a management
p ractice of public serv i c e s, evaluation as re-
s e a rch – refer to different facets, different in-
t e r p retations of the same word. Yet they are
c o m p l e m e n t a ry. Public services seldom have
complete responsibility for a given pro g ra m .
For example, health pro g rams often re q u i re in-
t e rvention and coordination by many actors
with different statutes. All may be accountable
for their re s p e c t i ve parts of the job and use
e valuation as an action-oriented activity, art i c-
ulated with management. Ne ve rt h e l e s s, eva l u-
ation of the pro g ram to which they contri b u t e
re q u i res an integra t i ve perspective, which can
be fostered by special investigation or re s e a rc h .
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The article by Zu l m i ra Ha rtz describes the ini-
t i a t i ve s, at least as pro p o s a l s, chara c t e ri z i n g
the implementation of an ove rall public policy
and a specific public policy for the health sec-
tor for evaluation of policies and pro g ra m s
( w h e re “p o l i c i e s” and “p ro g ra m s” can also be
seen as pro g rams and technologies, but do not
include policies in the sense of “p o l i t i c s”) in
France beginning in the 1980s. In order to de-
velop some comparisons and establish analyti-
cal categories for evaluation policies the author
d e s c ribes specific aspects of policy implemen-
tation in countries like the United St a t e s, Ca n a-
da, and Au s t ra l i a .

The ove rall justification for developing her
re s e a rch as presented in the paper is based on
the premise that knowledge of the reality of
others fosters a better understanding of our
own, and more specifically that a country ’s
public policies and pro g rams can be improve d
( i . e., be made more appro p riate to their objec-
t i ve s, more effective, more democratic, etc. )
using other countri e s’ experi e n c e s. In other
w o rd s, not only is there not a historical deter-
minism or “ i n e xo rability” (at least not an ab-
solute one); ra t h e r, ra t i o n a l i zed collective ac-
tions are possible, and they are strengthened to
a certain extent when based on knowledge ac-
cepted as tru e. 

These premises are obviously a re f e re n c e
for a major portion of re s e a rch activity, part i c-
ularly in the field of Co l l e c t i ve Health, but it is
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Ha rtz mentions another important aspect of
e valuation, that it is a neve r-ending pro c e s s.
Evaluations always come either too soon (the
p ro g ram does not appear to have been fully
implemented and stabilized) or too late (irre-
versibility has been created). But this judgment
is based on an erroneous perception of eva l u a-
tion, conceived of as a one-shot judgment at
one given moment in time, allowing for a stop-
o r-go decision. Ra t h e r, evaluation should be
seen as a learning pro c e s s, each step identify-
ing what is already known and what remains to
be learned. 

Fi n a l l y, if one sees evaluation as a pro c e s s
to improve conditions for democratic debate
in our parliamentary systems, then one must
raise the issue of equal access to the expert i s e
re q u i red for evaluation. Equal access has two
main dimensions. The first relates to public
d i s c l o s u re of evaluations conducted by public
s e rvices or parliamentary offices, i.e., re s u l t s
that should be publicized as widely as possible.
I am aware that many share a pessimistic view
of human nature as to whether access to infor-
mation and quality knowledge improves our
societies (Re vel, 1988). A Ma c h i a vellian view of
g ove rnance also tends to argue over la Raison
d’ É t a t. But an organization seldom has the ca-
pacity to adapt itself from the inside, and it of-
ten needs “e xogenous shocks” to improve.
Mo re ove r, in the case of public serv i c e s, citi-
zens are often captive customers. Eva l u a t i o n
makes public services more accountable to the
people they are supposed to serve. My second
point is more utopian. In democratic nations,
access to free legal counsel is guaranteed for
those who cannot afford to hire a lawyer to de-
fend them in court. T h e re is no guarantee that
this lawyer will do the best work in the world,
but at least free legal aid is provided. Access to
e valuation is certainly not distributed equally
among socioeconomic categori e s. Some actors
h a ve the re s o u rces to build their own eva l u a-
tion of public services and use this to lobby,
p ro m o t e, or protect their intere s t s. Is it possi-
ble to imagine that politically weaker con-
stituencies could hope to counterbalance eco-
nomic power and be supported by public mon-
ey to develop their own eva l u a t i o n ?

Ha ve we really met these re q u i rements in
Fra n c e, as the re c o rd of achievements listed by
Ha rtz might suggest? Ac t u a l l y, we are still far
s h o rt of many objective s, in both the health
sector and others. The role of parliamentary
e valuation is modest because of the modest
l e vel of re s o u rces invested, evaluation is far
f rom being accepted as a normal management
p ractice in public serv i c e s, and eva l u a t i ve re-

s e a rch lacks legitimacy. But it may well be that
health will be a model for other sectors of pub-
lic intervention, because of seve re exo g e n o u s
s h o c k s, not only financial, but also scientific,
and through the emergence of major public
health issues such as “new pove rt y ”, AIDS, pri-
o n s, population aging, and others. 
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