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Evaluability Assessment (a.k.a. Exploratory Evaluation)
Joseph S. Wholey and his colleagues termed the process of conducting a qualitative assessment of whether minimal preconditions for program evaluation were met preceding an evaluation as evaluability assessment (Rossi, et al., 2004). Accordingly to Wholey (2010), evaluability assessment is a process that, “…assesses the extent to which programs are ready for future evaluation and helps key stakeholders come to agreement on realistic program goals, evaluation criteria, and intended uses of evaluation information” (pg.81). Simply, it is a process for evaluators to work with key program stakeholders to get the program ready for a meaningful evaluation.
Further, evaluability assessment determines not only whether the program can be meaningfully evaluated but also whether the program’s performance is likely to be adequate in meeting client needs and whether evaluation is likely to be useful in improving program performance. In other words, evaluability assessment is a process which answers the questions:

a) Is the program ready to be managed or supervised for results?

b) What changes are needed to allow results-oriented management?

c) Is the evaluation likely to contribute to improved program performance?
As such, evaluability assessment involves three primary activities: (1) describing the program model or intervention with particular attention to clarifying goals, (2) determining how well defined and evaluable that model or intervention is, and (3) identifying stakeholder views on important issues, their interest in evaluation and the likely use of the findings (Rossi, et al., 2004; Wholey, 2004). Below are the key steps in conducting an evaluability assessment.
1. Involve intended users and other key stakeholders
Evaluability assessment encourages interactions with key policymakers, managers, and staff.  These interactions help to ensure that the program design conforms to the expectations of key stakeholders who have the greatest influence over and involvement in the program and help them explore the implications of possible changes in program activities and goals.

2. Clarify program design (i.e., intent) from the perspectives of policymakers, managers, staff, and other key stakeholders

For many programs, the current or existing program design is vague or implausible.  The first task in evaluability assessment is to clarify the assumed relationships among program resources, activities, and intended outcomes from the perspectives of key policymakers, managers and staff, and interest groups. The evaluator documents program goals and activities, expectations, causal assumptions, information needs and priorities of key stakeholders, clarifying the performance indicators or types of evidence, by which the program will be evaluated. Sources of information include existing documentation, policy guidelines, history, etc., and interviews with policy makers, managers and other stakeholders. 
3. Explore program reality including measurability of program goals
The focus during this phase is on program reality.  Here the evaluator compares the program design (intended program) with actual program inputs, activities, outputs, and outcomes; identify feasible performance measures; and identify problems inhibiting effective program performance, i.e., the likelihood that program goals will be achieved.  A preliminary examination of program operations and results may reveal that program reality is far from the program design envisioned by those at higher management and policy levels
4. Assess the plausibility of the program.

At this point, using what has been learned in the steps above, the evaluator makes a rough estimate of the likelihood that intended outputs (products or services) will be delivered to the intended recipients and the likelihood that intended outcomes will occur – thus producing a preliminary evaluation of program effectiveness.
5. Reach agreement on any needed changes in program design or in program implementation
At this stage, the focus is on management’s use of evaluability assessment information to improve program design and program performance. This also can be viewed a qualitative formative evaluation that may lead to changes in program design or improvements in program implementation before more formal efforts to evaluate the program occur.  Working with policy makers or program managers and program staff, the evaluator may suggest changes in the program design that appear likely to improve program performance.  

6. Reach agreement on evaluation focus (Big Picture Evaluation Questions) and intended use of evaluation findings
At this point the evaluator should outline a set of evaluation options:  data that could be collected on specific program inputs, activities, outputs, and outcomes; the data analysis that would be undertaken; likely costs of data collection, data analysis and dissemination of evaluation findings (e.g., dollar costs; costs in the time of evaluation staff, program staff, and clients; political and bureaucratic costs); and the ways in which the resulting evaluation information would be used.

Summarizing, the overall intent of conducting an evaluability assessment is to answer the question of whether a program is ready for useful evaluation. Managers cannot manage their programs for results, however, unless they can get agreement or realistic, measurable goals. Useful evaluation is seldom feasible unless the intended users of the evaluation are willing and able to clarify program goals and priority information needs. Evaluability assessment provides a way of screening programs to determine whether there is sufficient clarity and definition to make it likely that evaluation will be useful.
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