
American Evaluation Association’s Guiding Principles for Evaluators 
 
1.  Systematic Inquiry: Evaluators conduct systematic, data-based inquiries about whatever is being evaluated.  
 

a.  Evaluators should adhere to the highest appropriate technical standards in conducting their work, whether that work is quantitative or qualitative in 
nature, so as to increase the accuracy and credibility of the evaluative information they produce. 

b.  Evaluators should explore with the client the shortcomings and strengths both of the various evaluation questions it might be productive to ask, 
and the various approaches that might be used for answering those questions.  

c.  When presenting their work, evaluators should communicate their methods and approaches accurately and in sufficient detail to allow others to 
understand, interpret and critique their work. They should make clear the limitations of an evaluation and its results. Evaluators should discuss in a 
contextually appropriate way those values, assumptions, theories, methods, results, and analyses that significantly affect the interpretation of the 
evaluative findings. These statements apply to all aspects of the evaluation, from its initial conceptualization to the eventual use of findings.  

 
2.  Competence: Evaluators provide competent performance to stakeholders.  
 

a.  Evaluators should possess (or, here and elsewhere as appropriate, ensure that the evaluation team possesses) the education, abilities, skills and 
experience appropriate to undertake the tasks proposed in the evaluation. 

b.  Evaluators should practice within the limits of their professional training and competence, and should decline to conduct evaluations that fall 
substantially outside those limits. When declining the commission or request is not feasible or appropriate, evaluators should make clear any 
significant limitations on the evaluation that might result. Evaluators should make every effort to gain the competence directly or through the 
assistance of others who possess the required expertise.  

c.  Evaluators should continually seek to maintain and improve their competencies, in order to provide the highest level of performance in their 
evaluations. This continuing professional development might include formal coursework and workshops, self-study, evaluations of one's own practice, 
and working with other evaluators to learn from their skills and expertise.  

 
3.  Integrity/Honesty: Evaluators ensure the honesty and integrity of the entire evaluation process.  
 

a.  Evaluators should negotiate honestly with clients and relevant stakeholders concerning the costs, tasks to be undertaken, limitations of methodology, 
scope of results likely to be obtained, and uses of data resulting from a specific evaluation. It is primarily the evaluator's responsibility to initiate 
discussion and clarification of these matters, not the client's.  

b.  Evaluators should record all changes made in the originally negotiated project plans, and the reasons why the changes were made. If those changes 
would significantly affect the scope and likely results of the evaluation, the evaluator should inform the client and other important stakeholders in a 
timely fashion (barring good reason to the contrary, before proceeding with further work) of the changes and their likely impact.  

c. Evaluators should seek to determine, and where appropriate be explicit about, their own, their clients', and other stakeholders' interests concerning 
the conduct and outcomes of an evaluation (including financial, political and career interests).  

d.  Evaluators should disclose any roles or relationships they have concerning whatever is being evaluated that might pose a significant conflict of 
interest with their role as an evaluator. Any such conflict should be mentioned in reports of the evaluation results.  

e.  Evaluators should not misrepresent their procedures, data or findings.  Within reasonable limits, they should attempt to prevent or correct any 
substantial misuses of their work by others.  

f.  If evaluators determine that certain procedures or activities seem likely to produce misleading evaluative information or conclusions, they have the 
responsibility to communicate their concerns, and the reasons for them, to the client (the one who funds or requests the evaluation).  If discussions 
with the client do not resolve these concerns, so that a misleading evaluation is then implemented, the evaluator may legitimately decline to 
conduct the evaluation if that is feasible and appropriate. If not, the evaluator should consult colleagues or relevant stakeholders about other proper 
ways to proceed (options might include, but are not limited to, discussions at a higher level, a dissenting cover letter or appendix, or refusal to 
sign the final document).  

g.  Barring compelling reason to the contrary, evaluators should disclose all sources of financial support for an evaluation, and the source of the 
request for the evaluation. 

 
4.  Respect for People: Evaluators respect the security, dignity and self-worth of the respondents, program participants, clients, and other 

stakeholders with whom they interact.  
 

a.  Where applicable, evaluators must abide by current professional ethics and standards regarding risks, harms, and burdens that might be engendered 
to those participating in the evaluation; regarding informed consent for participation in evaluation; and regarding informing participants about the 
scope and limits of confidentiality. Examples of such standards include federal regulations about protection of human subjects, or the ethical 



principles of such associations as the American Anthropological Association, the American Educational Research Association, or the American 
Psychological Association. Although this principle is not intended to extend the applicability of such ethics and standards beyond their current scope, 
evaluators should abide by them where it is feasible and desirable to do so.  

b. Because justified negative or critical conclusions from an evaluation must be explicitly stated, evaluations sometimes produce results that harm client 
or stakeholder interests. Under this circumstance, evaluators should seek to maximize the benefits and reduce any unnecessary harms that might 
occur, provided this will not compromise the integrity of the evaluation findings. Evaluators should carefully judge when the benefits from doing the 
evaluation or in performing certain evaluation procedures should be foregone because of the risks or harms. Where possible, these issues should be 
anticipated during the negotiation of the evaluation.  

c.  Knowing that evaluations often will negatively affect the interests of some stakeholders, evaluators should conduct the evaluation and communicate 
its results in a way that clearly respects the stakeholders' dignity and self-worth.  

d.  Where feasible, evaluators should attempt to foster the social equity of the evaluation, so that those who give to the evaluation can receive some 
benefits in return. For example, evaluators should seek to ensure that those who bear the burdens of contributing data and incurring any risks are 
doing so willingly, and that they have full knowledge of, and maximum feasible opportunity to obtain any benefits that may be produced from the 
evaluation. When it would not endanger the integrity of the evaluation, respondents or program participants should be informed if and how they 
can receive services to which they are otherwise entitled without participating in the evaluation.  

f.  Evaluators have the responsibility to identify and respect differences among participants, such as differences in their culture, religion, gender, 
disability, age, sexual orientation and ethnicity, and to be mindful of potential implications of these differences when planning, conducting, analyzing, 
and reporting their evaluations. 

 
5.  Responsibilities for General and Public Welfare: Evaluators articulate and take into account the diversity of interests and values that may 

be related to the general and public welfare.  
 

a.  When planning and reporting evaluations, evaluators should consider including important perspectives and interests of the full range of stakeholders 
in the object being evaluated. Evaluators should carefully consider the justification when omitting important value perspectives or the views of 
important groups.  

b.  Evaluators should consider not only the immediate operations and outcomes of whatever is being evaluated, but also the broad assumptions, 
implications and potential side effects of it.  

c.  Freedom of information is essential in a democracy. Hence, barring compelling reason to the contrary, evaluators should allow all relevant 
stakeholders to have access to evaluative information, and should actively disseminate that information to stakeholders if resources allow.  If 
different evaluation results are communicated in forms that are tailored to the interests of different stakeholders, those communications should 
ensure that each stakeholder group is aware of the existence of the other communications. Communications that are tailored to a given stakeholder 
should always include all important results that may bear on interests of that stakeholder. In all cases, evaluators should strive to present results as 
clearly and simply as accuracy allows so that clients and other stakeholders can easily understand the evaluation process and results.  

d. Evaluators should maintain a balance between client needs and other needs. Evaluators necessarily have a special relationship with the client who 
funds or requests the evaluation. By virtue of that relationship, evaluators must strive to meet legitimate client needs whenever it is feasible and 
appropriate to do so. However, that relationship can also place evaluators in difficult dilemmas when client interests conflict with other interests, or 
when client interests conflict with the obligation of evaluators for systematic inquiry, competence, integrity, and respect for people. In these cases, 
evaluators should explicitly identify and discuss the conflicts with the client and relevant stakeholders, resolve them when possible, determine 
whether continued work on the evaluation is advisable if the conflicts cannot be resolved, and make clear any significant limitations on the 
evaluation that might result if the conflict is not resolved.  

e.  Evaluators have obligations that encompass the public interest and good. These obligations are especially important when evaluators are supported 
by publicly-generated funds; but clear threats to the public good should never be ignored in any evaluation. Because the public interest and good 
are rarely the same as the interests of any particular group (including those of the client or funding agency), evaluators will usually have to go 
beyond an analysis of particular stakeholder interests when considering the welfare of society as a whole.  

  
 


