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Abstract 

Today dialogue is a frequent used idea in the discourse of evaluation.  Dialogue stands for an ambi-
tion to involve different stakeholder in open and power-free exchange of opinions and ideas about 
what is evaluated. The aim with this article is to give an example on how to manage dialogue in 
practice. An evaluation case study is used to illustrate how the evaluators manage a dialogue in 
different phases of the evaluation process. To handle the sometimes-difficult situation with many 
different views on the subject, the evaluator developed different, sometimes new and innovative 
methods to make the exchange of ideas possible. The article shows that dialogue in evaluation need 
to be adjustable to different situations and need among the participants. 

Key-words: Critical incidents, democratic evaluation, metaphors, stakeholder 
participation, Socratic dialogue. 

CRITICAL DIALOGUE: ITS VALUE AND MEANING 
Ove Karlsson 

Introduction 

Evaluation may be looked upon as a place for democratic processes (Mark, Henry & Jul-
nes, 2000). Therefore, it is important to discuss how to conduct evaluations in a manner 
that makes it for everyone’s voice to be heard in the evaluation process. One idea is to 
establish a dialogue among the different stakeholder groups involved in the evaluation. I 
see dialogue as a platform – a plaza – i.e. an open space for an exchange of ideas and a 
process where we examine our thoughts in order to understand the content of our thinking. 
When we communicate and share meanings in a dialogue we can leave “the plaza”, hope-
fully as more enlightened people, better able to make informed decisions. 

The purpose of in this article is to illustrate through example make dialogical ap-
proach to the practice of stakeholder evaluation. The evaluation model used in the example 
is in the tradition of democratic evaluation. That is, as MacDonald (1987) put it, the evalu-
ator recognises value pluralism and seeks to present the range of interests in his or her is-
sue of formulation. The basic value is an informed citizenry, and the evaluator acts as bro-
ker of exchanges of information between groups who seek knowledge of and about each 
other. The evaluation model is also in the tradition of deliberative democracy (House & 
Howe, 1999) which means that the evaluation must be inclusive, deliberative, dialogical, 
and concerned with ideas of participation and mediated forms of public reason among 
citizens with diverse moral doctrines.  

In line with House and Howe’s reasoning, dialogue can help us to develop our 
thoughts and to be aware of our values. For example, an ideal in today’s Western informa 
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tion society says you must know what you want and be able to make quick deci-
sions. To show uncertainty, especially for a manager, is undesirable. Instead, you must 
have the appearance of a strong decision-maker who never hesitates. This ideal can lead to 
hasty, poorly informed judgements when making important decisions.  Here, dialogue 
could play an important role by encouraging more careful scrutiny of the problem at hand. 
There is also a strong tendency in society and in politics to view all problems from a tech-
nical and administrative perspective. This perspective characterises all problems as puzzles 
of varying complexity, which have demonstrably correct solutions. These problems can be 
referred to as “tame”. At the same time, there are many “wild” problems of such as aborti-
on, euthanasia, social justice, the quality of education, social work, etc. (Harmon & Mayer, 
1986). These dilemmas contain political, moral, and ethical questions that must be consi-
dered in a more reflective, humble and thoughtful way. When struggling with these pro-
blems, we must recognise that doubt is not a sign of weakness, but rather a sign that deci-
sions are receiving the kind of scrutiny they deserve. I think this recognition can be ac-
complished through dialogue.  

Different Concepts of Dialogue 

There are different definitions of dialogues that complement each other. Bohm (1996) 
defined dialogue by describing exchange of opinions and information in three forms: Eve-
ryday (ordinary) conversation, discussion and dialogue. The discourse of conversation is a 
spontaneous movement between asking and answering questions about each other’s live. 
The aim is to establish, maintain, or develop social contact. The discourse of discussion is 
an exchange of opinions in a negotiation context. Discussion emphasises the idea of analy-
sis, but will not take us very far beyond our various points of view. The aim is to decide 
how things are or should be. The discourse of dialogue is an exchange of ideas and mea-
nings, and the purpose is of learning more than judging. 

 Buber (1961) defined three types of dialogue: technical, debate and genuine. The 
technical dialogue is a form of parallel monologues where two or more people come to-
gether in the same room, but in fact are talking to themselves without interest in what the 
others have to say. The debate is also a ”false” dialogue very similar to a discussion in a 
negotiation context, i. e. most often a situation where various people state their opinions, 
theories, and whatever reasons or evidence they have to support their opinions. The com-
munication that takes place is often like bargaining or negotiation. The aim is to decide 
about how things are or should be. A dialogue, on the other hand, is an exchange of ideas 
and meanings that develop our thoughts and promotes awareness of our thoughts and va-
lues. In a dialogue nobody is trying to win. Everybody wins if nobody wins. In a genuine 
dialogue, forming the ”I” and the ”you” as a mutual and reciprocal relationship is an inte-
gral part of the game. “I” enter into the dialogue to gain knowledge and “you” do the same, 
and thereby we from a ”we” (a companionship) that can help us learn. In this relationship 
“I” do not treat you as an “it”, but as a “Thou” according to Buber (1970). That does not 
mean that the goal is to reach consensus between the participants. Neither is the dialogue 
merely limited to a discussion or exchange between a few participants.  
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Buber presented a concept of dialogue that presupposes a close face-to-face rela-
tion. The dialogue can also be established as an exchange of experiences and knowledge 
over time and space, between different social groups and cultures. Bakhtin (1981) and 
Ricoeur (1991) proposed such a concept of dialogue. There is also a difference in the con-
cept of dialogue when it comes to the question of conflict and consensus. Buber (1961) 
and Gadamer (1975) argued that the important elements in dialogue are listening and un-
derstanding. The goal is to come as close as possible to the other's point of view and to 
understand it from ”the inside” (Gallagher, 1992; Weinsheimer, 1985, 1991). An alternati-
ve to this dialogue of reconciliation is a dialogue that does not strive for consensus. 

Examples of Dialogue 
As an illustration of Bakhtins and Ricoeurs ideas of dialogue, consider the evaluation I am 
conducting of an educational program conducted by Swedish International Development 
Agency (Sida). The program, which began in 1998 involves 160 social workers in the Le-
ningrad district. As an important part of the program the Russian social workers visit Swe-
den in small groups over a three-year period to study various projects and to learn from 
Swedish colleagues. The evaluation of the program is formative and based on a dialogue 
between the evaluator and the Russian participants. Together we examine different inter-
pretations of several basic concepts used in the discourse of social welfare and social work 
in both countries. In this dialogue over time and cultures different interpretations are explo-
red before judging the program processes and results  (Karlsson, 2002).  

Another example of these ideas of dialogue is the case presented in this article. 
During the first two phases of the evaluation the dialogues consisted of “communication 
that permits distance and space”, and during the third phase a kind of dialogue more simi-
lar to what Buber describes as a “close face-to-face relation”. 

The Evaluator as a Critical Inquirer 
I think it should be emphasised that evaluation performance is not merely a process of 
putting information together as pure facts to be presented to different stakeholder groups 
for their knowledge. What we call information always involves an act of human judge-
ment. From a critical perspective this act of judgement is an interpretative act. According 
to Kincheloe and McLaren (1998) “the interpretation of theory, critical analysts contend, 
involves understanding the relationship between the particular and the whole and between 
the subject and the object of analysis. Such a position contradicts the traditional empiricist 
contention that theory is basically a matter of classifying objective data” (p. 274).  

Reason (1998) describes the critical subjectivity in this way. 

Critical subjectivity is a state of consciousness different from either the naive subjectivity 
of ‘primary process’ and the attempted objectivity of egoic ‘secondary process’ aware-
ness. Critical subjectivity means that we do not suppress our primary subjective experien-
ce, that we attempt that our knowing is from a perspective; it also means that we are awa-
re of that perspective and of its bias, and we articulate it in our communications. Critical 
subjectivity involves a self-reflexive attention to the ground on which one is standing and 
thus is very close to what Bateson (1972) describes as ‘Learning III’. (p. 267) 
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The critical role of the evaluator could be to question and probe into the heart of the matter, 
asking for explanations and stimulating reflection on underlying assumptions. That means 
to be more of a “critical inquirer” than “merely” an understand-oriented evaluator. 

A Socratic Dialogue 
The critical and learning dialogue in evaluation is in the spirit of Socrates. The Socratic 
dialogue is not primarily a matter of defending one’s own beliefs while criticising what 
others believe. The essence is to become clear about oneself, one’s knowledge, ignorance, 
etc., together with other people. This is especially true when the knowledge is tied to the 
participants as in the stakeholder evaluation. The aim of Socratic dialogue is to find the 
knowledge or insight that the participants already have, although they are unaware that it is 
within reach. Reflection and dialogue make it accessible. The following quote from Ma-
ranhão (1986) shows some of the essence in Socrates dialogue. 

Plato´s philosophy is a political project, while Socrates is the activist in the dialogues. It 
differs from politics, as we have come to understand it, in that it has an element of philo-
sophy in the sense of a quest for the truth, an element of education that attempts to persu-
ade its readers of the truth, and an element of therapy in its plight to unravel the truth 
within the soul of each interlocutor, thus redressing righteousness in him. (p. 178) 

The Socratic dialogue generally focuses on one or a few important concepts: ”What is 
knowledge?” or ”What is justice?” Transformed to evaluation questions, these concepts 
become: What have we learned from the evaluation and what can we say about justice in 
this evaluation? What values are held about this program, policy, etc? (Karlsson, 1998). 

The aim of this critical examination in this form is to gain practical and theoreti-
cal knowledge about how we ought to live and how the world is. Another aim should be to 
develop a deeper understanding of what the program means for different stakeholders in 
terms of limitations and possibilities, and to reach a greater insight and clarity concerning 
the foundations of one’s own and others judgements. Ideally, through this process each 
party in the dialogue is enlightened, thus able to make insightful and informed decisions 
and more willing to change an unjust situation. At the same time fully aware of the limits 
of her/his own perspective, and of the possibilities and limitations of reaching a complete 
understanding of how things really are.  

The Case: Evaluation of After-school Centres 

Ryan and Johnson (2000) call for more practical examples of democratic evaluation.   

While democratically oriented evaluation approaches have significantly advanced evalua-
tion theory, there is a lack of concrete, specific strategies for dealing in practice with the 
complex issues these approaches address. Further, the advantages and challenges of im-
plementing deliberative democratic evaluation have not been addressed. How does deli-
berative evaluation fare in practice? (p. 40)  

Consider the following example. From 1985-1990 I evaluated a 5-year program that prov-
ides care and leisure services for children ages 9-12 in Eskilstuna, a municipality with 
about 90.000 inhabitants in central Sweden. The program aimed for more efficient organi-
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sation of such services. The politicians wanted to know how the municipality could im-
plement the new  National curriculum for After-school centres. Politicians asked how the-
se centres could be organised, and with what possible pedagogical content, what the servi-
ces would cost, and what children and parents wanted the centres to be. The evaluation 
project consisted of different types of evaluation, namely a needs assessment, formative 
evaluation and summative evaluation with different features and goals in order to adjust it 
to the various stages in the programming of the centres.  

Background 
Since 1975 municipalities in Sweden have been required by law to provide all children 
with childcare services (including After-schools centres) if parents want such service. Be-
fore that this service was mainly a part of the government social policy. It was perceived as 
an affair of social welfare for socially deprived children and children of single mothers. 
During the 1960’s the demand for childcare services was based on arguments that both 
women and men should combine parenthood and work, and the services became a part of 
the government’s labour policy. This is still one main argument, but since the early 1970’s 
an increasing emphasis has been placed on support for children’s physical, social, cogniti-
ve and emotional development, and on their leisure time outside school. This is a need not 
only for children in pre-school ages, and young school age children 7-8 years old, but also 
for 9-12 year olds. In the mid 1980’s only about 8 per cent of the 9-12 age group had a 
place in public After-school centres. There was a great need for expanding the services and 
the politicians asked how that expansion could be organised and provided. A great need 
for development of different forms of After-school centres was identified on the national 
level. With subsidy from the state several programs were started in the municipalities with 
the aim of developing new ideas and testing different forms of After-school centres for 
children 9-12 years of age. Examples of the new ideas that were tried out were open-door 
activities and centres run by volunteer organisations or by parents.  

Context of Evaluation 

The politicians in Eskilstuna wanted to know how After-school centres for 9-12 years old 
could be organised (in what forms), with what pedagogical content (curriculum) they 
could work, what the centres would cost (economy), and how the children and parents 
wanted the centre to be, etc. The politicians in charge of the program opted for a formative 
stakeholder-based evaluation to follow the program during a four-year period. The aim of 
the evaluation was to follow how the program worked in respect to these issues and what 
the different stakeholder groups thought and desired. One of the first steps in the evalua-
tion was to identify what interest groups should be involved in the evaluation. From a theo-
ry of context of the program four domains were identified: A political domain, an admi-
nistrative management domain, a pedagogical professional domain and a domain of the 
citizens and the users. With that concept of the program context the following stakeholder 
groups were identified in the evaluation: Politicians, management staff, professionals and 
personnel, parents and children, and various co-operative parties. 
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The principles for the selection of representatives from each group were democ-
ratic and strategic. The aims were to obtain a broad range of interests and knowledge re-
presented in the groups. For example, politicians from the local and the central levels in the 
municipality and representatives that had an interest in these centres, as well as representa-
tives who had experience with services for younger school age children, for example pa-
rents with children in the ages 7-10 years old, etc. Schools and After-school centres for 
younger children were contacted. With their help a population of potential representatives 
was identified and asked to participate in the evaluation. There is much more to say about 
the problem of which bases to use for selecting representatives, however space limitations 
do not permit an elaboration on that problem here. Instead, I shall comment on the ques-
tion of how to set up a dialogue with the stakeholder groups. 

The Dialogue Model in Practice 

The Evaluation design could be described as distinguishing between three phases of the 
program with the evaluation process connected to these phases: (1) formulation of the pro-
gram and planning for the start of new centres, (2) realisation of the program plan in prac-
tice, and (3) implementation of the new centres into the ordinary organisation for school 
age care services in the municipality. I will take a closer look at the three phases of the 
evaluation from the perspective of involvement and the creation of a dialogue with the 
stakeholder groups.  

Phase I: Dialogue to Judge what Program to Develop 
The aim of the first phase of the evaluation was to explore the different stakeholder 
groups’ expectations about, and claims on, the program. The evaluation of this phase was a 
form of needs assessment. According to Scriven (1991) needs assessment refers to any 
study of the needs, wants, market preferences, values, or ideas that might be relevant to, for 
example, a program. He wrote: “This enlarged sense might be called the ‘value assess-
ment’ sense (or process), and it is in fact a perfectly legitimate activity when one is looking 
for all possible guidance in planning—or justification for continuance (or modification or 
termination—of a program” (pp.240f).  

Needs assessment can serve for two primary functions (Stufflebeam, McCor-
mick, Brinkerhoff and Nelson, 1985).  

First, it assists in determining what needs exist and how these needs should be addressed. 
Second, it can provide criteria against which a program’s merits can be evaluated, that is, 
the degree to which intended or important human needs are addressed effectively and ef-
ficiently (although in reality such use of needs assessment information is rarely obser-
ved). (p. 16)  

This last remark about the lack of utilisation of assessment information is important. Guba 
and Lincoln (1989, p. 52) found that needs assessment too often identifies just those needs 
that the sponsor’s product happens to be capable of fulfilling, providing response for, or 
which the sponsor’s values dictate ought to exist as needs of the target group. Another 
problem is that the recommended procedure of needs assessment often follows a traditio-
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nal scientific rationale managed by the researcher alone. To make the information more 
useful I think there’s a need to bring in more of those groups that have an interest or invol-
vement in the issues and programs in question. Here I think an emphasis on a democratic 
view on needs assessment and dialogue will be important.  

In the first phase of the evaluation in Eskilstuna I collected information from the 
stakeholders using different methods. I surveyed parents and interviewed other stakeholder 
groups on the following issues: What is the politicians aim of the program? What do pa-
rents want the program to be? What is required to manage such a program? What do the 
staff unions require? What expectations are there from professionals who work in this fi-
eld? What expectations do the children have? The results were combined and analysed 
with traditional qualitative and quantitative methods, and summarised into a “wish list” of 
preferences for a good centre.  

Observing that the aim in this phase of the evaluation was to show possible con-
cepts of centres to consider in the planning, I was not satisfied with just presenting a “fa-
vourite wish list” for criteria and claims from the stakeholder groups. Certainly, such an 
aggregated list could have been of use as a checklist in the planning of the centres. The 
problem was that it gave no perceptible vision of what the centres would be like. Therefo-
re, I searched for another way to compile the results that could show the different ideas of 
After-school centres. Inspired by House’s (1983) discussion I found that metaphors could 
be a useful and powerful instrument to handle the problem. 

According to Kaminsky (1999) the real power of metaphors resides not in their 
capacity to give shape to phenomena but rather their ability to problematize the meaning 
and values that people attribute to phenomena. She pointed out that metaphors are valuable 
to the interpretation of data, i. e. different statements that you find, for example, in intervi-
ews with stakeholders. The metaphors have the power to shift our attention away from the 
“product” of the statement and back to the “process” of meaning making. Kaminsky also 
commented on the question of how to conduct metaphors.  

First, we can draw on what we know about principled, rigorous evaluation. Our work is 
more than taking at face value the stories we’re told. It’s about questioning the contradic-
tions that we see between what people say and what they do. It’s about taking apart varia-
tion rather than dismissing or ignoring it if it doesn’t “fit” the plot. It’s about understan-
ding the multiple plot lines that intersect and diverge, braid and unravel. (p. 163)  

Creation and use of metaphors 
In an effort to shift from analysing the data through a carefully constructed coding system, 
I turned to the list of criteria collected from the stakeholder groups to construct metaphors 
that could capture the essence in different concepts of the services. The following examp-
les are no complete list, but they give an idea of what claims were formulated by the stake-
holders for an “ideal centre”. According to the list the centre should be like a cosy home 
environment giving children safety; be a place free from structured plans for their recrea-
tion time and without adults telling them what to do; give children social contact with 
other children and adults; support children’s learning in school, and help with their home-
work. At the same time be open to the society; give recreation; have quiet activities but 
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also opportunities to work with practical things, concrete activities, and work with 
their hands, sports activities, etc. 

I analysed the claims to search for clustering of meanings that could distinguish 
between various kinds of ideal types of After-school centres. The results were presented in 
the form of metaphors that distinguished between four ideal types. These metaphors captu-
red the essence of the stakeholders’ ideal centre. The metaphors also gave a base for identi-
fying criteria for evaluating the centres in the second phase of the evaluation.  

− ”The Workshop” metaphor: Gives a notion of an ideal-type of After-school centres 
where the aims are to do practical things, concrete activities, work with the hands. 
Use concrete materials as wood, metal, paper, etc. 

− ”The Classroom” metaphor: Shows a type of centre where the children are supposed 
to learn new things in connection with the school curriculum to support the teaching 
in school. 

− ”The Coffee bar” metaphor: Shows a centre where the ideal is openness, social con-
tact, variety, recreation, freedom and the chance for children to be among friends do-
ing what they  want without anyone telling them what do 

− ”The Living room” metaphor: The ideal type here is a home environment, to come to 
a warm and cosy place after school that provides safety and the opportunity to engage 
in quiet activities. 

Through these four metaphorical lenses it was possible to illuminate different ideals for 
how a program should be. I used the metaphors in a dialogue with stakeholder representa-
tives to critically examine what underlying values the stakeholder groups saw as important 
in their desired After-school centres. Let me give an example from a dialogue with a group 
of parents to school age children 9-12 years old.  
 

Example 1: Evaluators in a meeting with a group of parents 

Evaluator:  Reading your lists of claims for a good centre I find it difficult to get a clear picture 
of what it is you really want. On one hand you want the centres to be a cosy, 
homelike atmosphere, and on the other hand to become an active learning envi-
ronment more to compare with a classroom. Does any of these four metaphors of 
After-school centres capture what you would like? (Presenting the metaphors). 

Parents:  Talks about the differences and the strengths and weaknesses in the different ideal 
types illustrated. Two favourite metaphors are held “The living room” and “The 
Classroom”.  

Evaluator:  If you have to prioritise, witch one of these ideal types would you choose?  

Parents:  Why not make combinations, taking the best part from each ideal type and create 
something new.  

Evaluator:  What values would be of most importance in that new ideal type?  

The dialogue continues and as a result the participants develop a more elaborated picture of what 
the School Age childcare centre is and could be like. 

 

The result from the first phase of evaluation could be summarised. First, I got an elabora-
ted concept of After-school centres with help of metaphors. Through a dialogue on these 
metaphors it was possible to elaborate criteria for the evaluation of such centres in practice. 
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Second, in a process of communication with the stakeholders I got a sense of how to estab-
lish a dialogue that gave the parties opportunities to develop their thoughts, ideas and pre-
ferences of School Age childcare centres. Third, the dialogue gave an opportunity to deve-
lop a more elaborate list of criteria for evaluation of the program in practice.  

Phase II: Dialogue to evaluate the program in practice  
In the second phase I focused on how the program for centres was implemented in practi-
ce. Ten centres opened in 1986 and fifteen more the year after, 25 in all, serving 500 stu-
dents. Various methods were used to evaluate the program in practice.. An important 
method for data collection with children was participatory observations at the centres. In 
all, the evaluator spent two weeks at each of six centres. The centres were selected to give 
the broadest range of types of institutions in which the centres were integrated (schools, 
day-care centres, youth recreation centres, etc). Data collection from other stakeholder 
groups consisted of group interviews with tape-recorders used to document the dialogue.  

To establish a dialogue 
In the evaluation I employed a “bottom-up” approach by first asking children how they 
experienced the centres. Next, parents and professionals were interviewed, then managers 
and politicians. The reason to keep the group homogenous was to try to get as power-free a 
situation as possible. I thought that could be better achieved if I didn’t mixed the groups of 
children with, for example, representatives for parents, or the parents’ group with staff-
representatives, or the staff-groups meeting with representatives for managers, etc. As in 
the example given above I strove to qualify the judgements from the stakeholders about 
their likes and dislikes by making them explain in more detail what values they saw as 
important with reference to what After-school centre milieu they preferred. The dialogue 
element in this process was mainly through the presentation of what different groups had 
said and what they wanted to protect and change in the centres. The evaluator presented 
the evaluation results from each group in terms of claims about how to develop the centres. 
These claims were presented to the decision-makers on the next level in the organisation 
for consideration and comments.  
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Example 2: Evaluators meeting with staff personnel 

Evaluator:  Here’s what the parents and the children are saying: The centres should be more 
like a combination of living room and classroom, providing safety and also stimu-
lation and help with homework. What is your reaction?  

Staff:  Dialogue about different ways to conceptualise what good After-school centres 
would be like. They compared their current  practice with this different ideal types 
formulated by the staff, parents and children.   

Evaluator:  What do you need to change to come closer to these ideals? 

Staff:  We must listen to what the children and their parents want. They have interesting 
ideas about the centres. At the same time, as professionals, we must be  re-
spected for the educational programme that we have the responsibility to provide.  

Evaluator:  Is that programme to be more as a “workshop” independent of, for example, what 
the school teachers are planning in their teaching with the children?  

Staff:  Yes, but at the same time, we must co-operate both with parents and school-
teachers.  

Evaluator:  Is it a problem to do that?   

Staff:  We need more time and resources, and also respect for our professional role as 
pedagogues. We know what the children want. The children like to be active, do 
things that we plan together.  

Evaluator:  What do you like to say to your managers and to the politicians about this situa-
tion?  

Staff:  They must give us more active support, and also more in-service training to han-
dle the program.  

 

Example 3: Evaluators meeting with politicians 

Evaluator:  The staff in the centres complains that they don’t get good support from the man-
agement and the politicians. What is your comment on that? 

Politicians:  The budget is limited, and we must give priority to many needs. Here the staff 
must be professional and try to manage the situation. They must give the children 
more freedom to choose and teach them to take responsibility for their own activi-
ties. 

Evaluator:  As I understand your idea the centres must give freedom for the children to come 
and go as they please, with a minimum of obligatory program to follow. Do you 
think that the ideal tyoe for the centres would be a form of ‘Café’? 

Politicians:  Raising the children is the parent’s, not the society’s responsibility.  Also we  must 
cut down the costs for the centre. Here an overly ambitious program takes a lot of 
time and needs more personnel.  

Evaluator:  How can the centre fulfil the responsibilities to the National Curriculum then? And 
what do you say about the claim from the parents for a calm and homelike envi-
ronment?  

Politicians:  It is important to listen to what the parents want for their children. At the same 
time we must take responsibility for the budget, and to make it possible to fulfill 
the National Curriculum. It does not have to be conflicting goals but at the same 
time there are no simple answers how to balance the different claims. We think it 
is important to try to establish a democratic and ongoing dialogue with different 
stakeholders to try to find good solutions. 

 

In this process of dialogue with the different stakeholder groups the metaphors were used 
to illuminate the possible way the centres could be. For stakeholders having one favourite 
metaphor/ideal type of centre, the metaphors also helped to see different perspectives on 
the evaluand. In that way the metaphors provided important help for the advancement of 
knowledge and understanding of other points of view and references held by other stake-
holders. Metaphors encourage different ways of thinking, which enabled the stakeholder 
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groups’ participants to focus upon, explain, and influence various aspects of a complex 
organisational phenomenon. This is an important observation to develop further in the 
practice of a dialogue-directed evaluation. 

Phase III: Dialogue for deliberation and learning 
In the first two stages of the evaluation, the dialogue did permit distance among partici-
pants. In the third phase of the evaluation, my goals were to create a face-to-face dialogue 
and to establish mutual and reciprocal relationships. At the same time I knew that it could 
be difficult to get everyone in an audience to actively participate in a dialogue. Therefore I 
looked for a way to “loosen up” the situation and to help the participants that felt unsure to 
take part in the dialogue. The idea that I tried was to engage a theatre group which speciali-
sed on “discussion theatre”. Four actors were engaged and together we selected critical 
incidents or situations that could illustrate the conflicts or difficulties that I had observed in 
the centres. For example situations of conflicts between different roles/actors in the organi-
sation, co-operation problems between the centres and the schoolteachers, the parents etc. 
Depending on differences in the view on how the centres should be like.  
 

The theatrics performance  

The actors took different roles and portrayed the situation. After 3-4 minutes when the situation 
was made clear one of the actors suddenly froze the action and turned to the audience for help. 
“What shall I say to this man/woman? Do we have any parents in the audience who could help me 
explain my standpoint?” The actor got some advice and returned to the play again, using the sug-
gested reply. The actors froze the action in several places and after a while the play became a 
debate among the participants in the audience. The dialogue went on for about 45 minutes and 
then the actors made room /time for a final comment before shifting to the next scene. 

 

An important aspect of the dialogue is to strive to make it as “power-free” as possible, 
giving everyone a chance to explain his/her standpoint or reflection on the subject. Here 
the actors play an important role in balancing the situation. If the dialogue in the audience 
tends to be more of a debate and people begin to argue their viewpoint without listening to 
what others have to say, the actors take over the “play” and calm down the situation. The 
actors could also help a person that is in a weak position to explain his/her point of view. If 
a person came under attack, an actor could take that person’s role, as for example a parent, 
and give an response, thus balancing the power in the dialogue.  

Critical incidents 
The difficult question in this ”discussion-theatre” is to choose good examples from the 
evaluation data to use in the performances. The core questions were identified through the 
method of “critical incidents”. Patton (1990) describes critical incidents or cases as those 
“that can make a point quite dramatically or are, for some reason, particularly important in 
the scheme of things.” (p. 174)  

Critical incidents showing the essence of a problem were identified in the evalua-
tion and transformed to scenes for the actors to play. Below I give three examples of criti-
cal incidents. 
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− Co-operation between the centres and the schoolteacher. The centres plan  activities 
to increase knowledge about the municipality and other institutions in society (hospi-
tals, elderly care centres, etc.). The schools looked upon these activities in terms of 
competition and did not wish to co-operate. The manager and the educator invited the 
teachers to the centre in order to discuss the co-operation.  

− Co-operation with parents. Some centres asked the children to set up a household 
budget, with the aim to create awareness about the living expenses of a family. The 
educators invented different cases of family situations that all children could identify 
with. Furthermore, the children were asked to go home and find out about their own 
family’s expenses and make a budget of their own. One parent reacted negatively, 
claiming that the project violated the privacy of the families. The parent went to the 
centre to discuss the matter with the manager and the educator. 

− Dress code at work. A young educator at one of the centres had a punk-inspired style 
with coloured hair and lots of jewellery. The children admired her and thought of her 
as a “cool adult”. One parent had complained, arguing that this style was not appro-
priate for someone working with children. The parent also thought the educator could 
be a dangerous role model for the children. In order to discuss the issue, a meeting 
with parents and staff was arranged. 

In the first case, the actors played the different parts and gave the audience an idea of the 
current situation by using arguments both for and against a co-ordination of the various 
activities. The audience, consisting of staff from schools and centres as well as politicians 
and parents, was asked to give its opinions about the advantages and disadvantages of a 
developed co-operation. In the second case, the actors illustrated the somewhat lively de-
bate between the parent and the centre staff. The audience was asked to give advice to the 
two parties. In the third case actors illustrated the situation with one of the actors dressed 
like the punk rock educator. The audience talked about the adult’s responsibilities as, 
among other things, role models.  

The dialogue in these three cases clarifies the differences in values between the 
stakeholder groups: Different opinions concerning the educational assignment of schools 
and centres, which subjects are considered private and which are open for discussion in an 
educational situation, freedom of choice for individuals to have a personal style. Four per-
formances were held during a two- day period. Both daytime and evenings sessions were 
held to make it possible for the representatives to choose times that fitted in with their 
schedules. Sixty representatives from mixed stakeholder groups participated in each per-
formance. In all, about 250 representatives participated in this arrangement of dialog about 
present and future After-school centres. The performances were documented by video 
cameras and the result has been edited to a 20 minute video to be used in meetings with 
parents, politicians, and staff to continue the dialogue on how to develop the After-school 
centres form and pedagogical content.  

In sum, I think one important result of these “dialogue-theatre performances” is 
the learning aspect. The dialogue gave an opportunity for different stakeholders to ex-
change opinions, and to see things from a new perspective which hopefully helps develop 
one’s own personal thinking on the problem.  
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Summary  

The three-phase evaluation process and the dialogue evaluation can be summarized in the 
following model. 

Program activities: 

Phase I: Formulation of poli-
cy and establishing the pro-
gram 

 

Phase II: Realisation of the 
program in practice 

 

Phase III: Implementation of 
results into the ordinary orga-
nisation  

Evaluation approaches: 

Needs assessment 

 

Formative evaluation 

 

Summative evaluation  

Methods and artistic tools: 

Surveys, interviews and fo-
cus groups 
Metaphors 

 

Participatory observations, 
group meetings and intervi-
ews  

Metaphors 

 

Critical incidents, discussion-
theatre  
Video-documentation  

Dialogue: 

Dialogue over time and di-
stance, as  collective inquiry 
with participants  

 

Dialogue over time and di-
stance as a dialectic and criti-
cal method 

 

Dialogue face-to-face as a di-
mension of deliberative de-
mocratic evaluation 

Goal: 

To share meanings, ask 
questions, uncover assump-
tions, and clarify values and 
beliefs to understand what 
should be evaluated. 

 

To critically examine and sha-
re points of view and opinions 
about the program and posi-
tions of respective stakehol-
der groups 

 

To portray stakeholder inte-
rests and opinions; to learn 
about each other’s ideas and 
come to a more complete 
understanding of each 
other’s positions  

Evaluators role in dialogue: 

Facilitator and critical inqui-
rer, propose and develop 
perspective and critical ex-
amination of the evaluand 

 

Facilitator and Socratic critical 
inquirer present different per-
spectives and critical exami-
nations of the program 

 

Facilitator and advocate for 
democracy in the dialogue 
between different stakeholder 
groups 

Results: 

Producing knowledge about 
the different views and valu-
es held about the program. 

 

Identification of claims from 
different stakeholder groups 
on  the development of the 
program 

 

Stakeholders come to a more 
complete understanding of 
each other’s positions 

Product: 

Summarised in four met-
aphors that illustrates four 
ideal types of centres and 
the basic values behind 
each ideal type. 

 

Summarised in a report 
and base for identifying 
critical incidents for a dia-
logue in the third phase of 
evaluation 

 

Producing of a Video from 
the performances for fur-
ther discussions in mee-
tings with parents, politici-
ans etc. 

Lessons and reflections 

The usual rationale for evaluation is to collect information, present criteria to judge the 
information, and to choose a winner. Another way to look at evaluation is to see it as a 
process, a platform for reconsideration, learning and developing new thoughts about the 
problem, rather than judging it. The latter is probably a conception of evaluation that goes 
far beyond the dominating idea and rationale for evaluation in terms of judging merit and 
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worth. Against this background, a problem with dialogical evaluation could be to explain 
and develop a meaningful conception of what it is – convincingly enough to persuade the 
users that it is a valuable evaluation model or approach. Dialogical evaluation could be 
looked upon as something only for philosophers and researchers, not for an effective eva-
luation that answers decision-makers questions.  

The evaluator has at least two responsibilities in making a critical dialogue pos-
sible: to develop a theoretical perspective on the program and to cultivate a role as a criti-
cal inquirer. ”Theoretical perspective” here is used not so much as a complete model or 
explanation to be tested, but rather as a framework that puts the evaluand in a historical 
and political context that can give new insights and views to the discussion and evaluation. 
Furthermore, the evaluator can emphasise that there are seldom any simple answers or 
unambiguous results when dealing with qualified judgements such as those that can be 
found when evaluating social and pedagogical activities.  

An aim of the dialogue should be to develop a deeper understanding of what the 
program means for different stakeholders in terms of limitations and possibilities, especial-
ly for disadvantaged groups in society. The outcomes of dialogue can be interpreted as a 
change and development of stakeholder perspective. On a weak interpretation, perspective 
means seeing things from another point of view. A stronger interpretation refers to self-
transformation. The critical dialogue in evaluation has the intention of understanding, of 
”seeing through” and critically examining in order to attain increased insight. Consequent-
ly, this kind of dialogue can be described as a meditative process, where the individual 
examines and verifies his/her own and others’ perspectives and assumptions. Each party to 
the dialogue pursues self-criticism and ideological criticism. The nature of the question is 
no longer to develop thought. It is to break up thought. Though consensus between the 
parties may be reached, this is not the main goal of the process. The primary goal is to 
reach greater insight and clarity concerning the foundations of one’s own and others jud-
gements. Ideally, this process enlightens each party so they can make insightful and infor-
med judgements and decisions, more fully aware of the limits of her/his own perspective 
and of the possibilities of reaching a complete understanding.  

Conducting such a dialogue directed evaluation is not easy. Achieving a balance 
of depth of participation and breadth of stakeholder inclusion was among the many diffi-
culties I faced with this approach. With limited resources there is a risk that participation 
will be dominated by those who are resource powerful. Another crucial question is how to 
manage the evaluation as evaluator. Training in the facilitation of dialogue with heteroge-
neous groups is not a part of traditional evaluation training as Torres, et al. (2000) noted. 
There is a great need to develop this kind of knowledge in the repertoire of evaluation 
skills. 

Negotiating access to a wide range of stakeholders requires some effort. Many 
evaluation clients and stakeholders may have limited experience with opportunities for 
expanded interaction within the context of an evaluation and may not readily see why they 
should devote time to participating. Another caution is that dialogical evaluation gives the 
participants a lot to think about whether or not they are open-minded and willing to really 
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participate. One could see a risk here of “ information-overload” where participants feel 
they have developed a greater insight and knowledge about the evaluand, but as a result 
only feel more uncertain than before about what to do. Furthermore, the strategy can 
emphasise that there are seldom simple answers or unambiguous results when dealing with 
qualified judgements such as those obtained when evaluating social and pedagogical acti-
vities. That is a good insight for learning, but it will not be a good argument to use dialogi-
cal evaluation for those who want to make decisions and choices.  

Another difficulty that I experienced in the evaluation was that the performances 
of a dialogue with the different stakeholder groups about the program goals, contents and 
forms, sometimes made it difficult to keep a clear boundary line between the responsibili-
ties of the project leader and evaluator. In this formative process with the many contacts 
with different stakeholders I sometimes became a manager and co-ordinator of the pro-
gram and not only of the evaluation. That problem is not limited to dialogue directed eva-
luation, but also a problem to consider in all formative evaluation when the evaluator plays 
an active role as advocate, educator, facilitator etc. These problems (and there are certainly 
many more to deal with) could make one pessimistic about the possibilities to establish a 
dialog-directed evaluation. Certainly the problems must not be underestimated and there is 
much work to be done to further develop this dialogue-directed evaluation approach. At 
the same time, I think the approach is a promising model for a more democratic, just and 
inclusive evaluation. Further, the model may prove particularly useful when the goal of the 
evaluation is to stimulate and support learning processes. Naturally enough I have not 
answered all the questions that could and should be asked on this subject. A crucial ques-
tion that has to be elaborated more deeply is the meaning of “democratic evaluation”. Does 
it mean evaluation to promoting a democratic process, or evaluation as promoting democ-
ratic values (right of opinion, right of speech, equality before the law, social justice), or can 
evaluation to promote both, or at least strive to both? If it is promoting democracy as a 
process, what kind of process is envisioned, direct democracy or representative democra-
cy?  Another important question to discuss is how the different notions of evaluation as 
learning, judging, understanding, and explaining relate to this democratic and dialogue-
directed evaluation.  
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