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                                        Evaluation and the Single Narrative
Good Morning, everyone
I wanted to draw your attention today to the “single narrative” and the problems I believe it presents for evaluation.  What do I mean by the single narrative?  Well, it’s an artificially simple idea, or cause-and-effect relationship, neither of which is established by considering all the available evidence, but rather by suppressing that part of the evidence which counters some pre-determined agenda.  So the single narrative is a false distillation from complexity; its agenda is typically about politics or profit-making; and it often involves lying by omission, saying we don’t know something when we do, or that we do know something when we don’t.  And usually, it’s also about taking action – in the form of a government policy or program -- that embodies this carefully customized reality.
Now, I want to be clear that I’m not talking about initiatives that are based on ignorance, or honest mistakes, or lack of sophistication, or on the eternal incompleteness of our knowledge.  These are all part of the normal process of policy development in a democracy, and they have no invidious consequences for our profession.  What I do want to address here is the deliberate falsehood, the disingenuous political spin that affects evaluation both at the start of a study, by rendering all our arduous methodological planning irrelevant, and at the study’s end, with the refusal of sponsors and users to listen to any evaluation results other than those which fit some already-established, inflexible position. 
Why should we be talking about this today?   Because the single narrative seems to be growing in momentum, in application, and in use, and because its effects on evaluation as it spreads are likely to be considerable.
  Politics and the Single Narrative
Now, of course, there’s nothing new about the single narrative.   It’s not just a weapon in today’s political armamentarium, it has a long and disturbing history, especially in totalitarian or other non-democratic regimes, where it’s usually called propaganda.  But in democratic governments, these narratives have not been typical:  they’ve waxed and waned, in harmony with the political cycle as it moves from incrementalism to ideology and back again, and they’ve been most conspicuous when partisan fervor has been at its height.  So evaluators, in the past, encountered the single narrative only infrequently, and then typically in defense areas where secrecy and classification allowed the suppression of fact to go unchallenged, or even unnoticed.  And when this happened, we usually dealt with the situation on an ad hoc basis, some of us simply proceeding with our work and ignoring the basically skewed character of the program or policy, but others struggling to deal with the suppressed issues and to lay out the general problem in the final evaluation report.  In short, we’ve chosen our tactics on a case-by-case basis, without developing any comprehensive strategy for recognizing or dealing with what seemed like an occasional problem of politics-as-usual, rather than a problem for evaluation generally. 
Naturally, i don’t mean to suggest that the single narrative is a problem only when we have to evaluate it.  On the contrary, it can be a defining one for democratic government, and its detriments are major and obvious.  By oversimplifying complexity to boost a given agenda, a government shackles debate, restricts the freedom of alternative thinking which is fundamental to democracy, weakens its own ability to solve public problems, and fails in its duty of accountability to its citizens.  Yet the damage to evaluation inflicted by these narratives may be far greater than the damage to the polity, which can, after all, be reversed in a democracy as the political cycle proceeds or a new election occurs.  But for us evaluators, if we fail in the duty we hold from Herodotus “to say what is,” we may be risking serious long-term consequences for our profession.  (Arendt, 1967, p.49)
 Problems Posed by the Single Narrative to Evaluation
What’s happened is that we’re now seeing a remarkable expansion of the single narrative, as expressed in policies and programs, across a variety of subject areas, and this, of course, forces a new look at the problem insofar as it affects both the work of evaluation and its role in government.  First, with regard to the work:   when the suppression of evidence leads to a misguided program or policy, this  means that the resources and effort focused on the evaluation can be wasted in a number of ways:   by targeting the evaluation to the wrong questions;  by skewing even the strongest methodology away from the realities that need to be addressed, and toward desired findings that may well be wrong or irrelevant; and by producing information that may be misleading, or too weak to be used in policy, or too tendentious even to furnish a basis for follow-on studies.  Second, with respect to evaluation’s role:  our perceived credibility, honesty, and non-partisanship have always been critical to achieving the evaluative purposes of answering policy questions persuasively, and serving the public interest.   Yet a positive view of those qualities isn’t likely to be enhanced by a prolonged passive association with the single narrative.   And as a consequence, the costs of doing evaluation, and its legitimacy as an instrument of government, could both come under hostile public scrutiny over time.
Some Recent History
 In the past, at least in the United States, the single narrative has occurred in both liberal and conservative administrations, usually, as I’ve noted, during periods of high ideology in the political cycle.  Conservatives, for example, gave us “the war on drugs” and the “just say no” programs of the eighties, which managed to ignore both the medical and the law enforcement evidence about the causes of teen-age drug problems.  Liberals, on the other hand, brought us anti-poverty programs in the sixties that adopted what Moynihan called the “middle-class measuring rod” (Moynihan, 1969, p.173), casting aside alternative evidence that would have pointed to quite different government interventions.   And liberals and conservatives worked together to endow us with the Defense Department’s chemical warfare program, which suppressed any and all information unfavorable to the proposed new policy.   These historical examples are certainly not unique, but the single narrative did not constitute a large proportion of the evaluative repertoire, and it emerged from both ends as well as the middle of the political spectrum.
The Situation Today
 Today, however, ideologies are at an extreme pitch, partisanship in the Congress is at a point where strong scientific evidence is routinely rebuffed, the best data seem to have lost their ability to persuade, and the internet appears to be fueling a trend in which everyone feels free to invent his own facts.   This, of course, is the ideal environment for the single narrative, so its spread should not surprise us, and indeed, it seems to be alive and well almost everywhere we may want to look.
For instance, it continues to flourish in the intelligence community and at the Department of Defense (not just in the egregious example of the Bush Administration’s targeting weapons of mass destruction in Iraq, while ignoring evidence that no such weapons existed, but also in on-going mythologies about the effectiveness of certain weapons systems, despite continuing accumulated evidence to the contrary).  (Beschloss, 2011)   Not coincidentally, perhaps, the creation of secret documents has also skyrocketed, moving from about 6 million in 1996, to about 55 million in 2009.  (Calabresi, 2010)  But now we also find the single narrative in health care, especially in the formulation of guidelines for clinical trials, in the selection of what constitutes “best evidence,” and in the unwillingness of trial sponsors to release both favorable and unfavorable data, and to release them at the same time.  (groopman, 2009)  We see it again in education (with respect to the notion that bad teachers are the single cause for poor student achievement, even though it is well established that while teachers may be the most important classroom influence on student achievement, their effects pale in comparison with those of students’ backgrounds, families, attitudes toward learning, and other factors beyond the control of schools and teachers.) (Ravitch, 2010))
Again, we find the single narrative in criminal justice (with “tough-on-crime” programs engendering a 1200 percent increase since 1986 in the number of people jailed for drug violations, despite continuing evaluative findings that these policies have no perceptible effect on drug offenses) (Romano,2011)).  We find it in regulation (especially in the suppression of evidence showing the damage done to the economy by the repeal of the Glass-Steagall Act in 1999, under the Clinton Administration).  (Nocera, 2011, and Fox, 2009))  We find it in energy (with the nuclear regulatory commission’s assurances of nuclear system safety, presented without reference to the weakening of the very standards through which indicators of lessening safety might have emerged).  (Donn, 2011)  We find it in the environment (with the continuing insistence heard in the Congress, that climate-change is a “hoax,” and the notion that weakening environmental protections is a good way to increase job creation, without any discussion of the public health effects of such a change). (Warner, 2011 and Krugman, 2011).  Finally, we find it in agriculture where biotech companies have excluded academic scientists from testing, experimentation, and research on genetically modified crops.  (Borrell, 2011)
In short, the single narrative is proliferating, along with the problems it poses to evaluation, and it seems the time has come for us to develop a more comprehensive strategy to deal with it.    Let me make three general suggestions here.
Countering the single narrative
    -- First, if the goal is to limit the damages of the single narrative to our field, I propose that we restrict our scope to those initiatives we actually evaluate, not the single narrative in general.  Evaluators are not policymakers, they’re not political activists, and I don’t see us mounting any revolutionary barricades.  On the other hand, we do have a duty to report honestly on what we find.  So I think any strategy we develop needs to be focused directly on our work.
    -- Second, right from the start, we’d need to raise the specific question of whether the intervention we’re about to evaluate reflects the accumulated knowledge in the subject area, or whether some of the evidence – especially contrary evidence – has been suppressed.  To answer this question, we’d  need to address two sub-questions:
               (a) What is the accumulated knowledge in the area?  What does the science say, what are the theoretical conflicts and what do we actually know?  Here, as we seek an understanding of the sum of the evidence available, we’d need to stay alert to things like ingrained professional cultures and bureaucratic self-protections that have influenced available “evidence” in past narratives; in the same way, we’d need to watch out for the “scientific” statements of political foundations, especially those organized and subsidized to produce desired findings.  
               (b) The second sub-question would be:   what is the evidence for the actual suppression of fact?    In my experience, the first clue for the evaluator here is unexplained silence:  that is, the absence of consideration given to known dissenting voices in the framing of a policy or program.  Hannah Arendt tells us we must also look for “incongruities, holes, or the junctures of patched-up places.”  (Arendt, 1967, p.73)  Still further, of course, as evaluators, we would examine other symptoms, such as a program that documents the existence of a problem via opinion rather than data, or one that bases its claims for universal excellence on a single case study.  
        --My third suggestion is that, once we’ve recognized the presence of the single narrative, and we decide to go ahead with an evaluation anyway, for whatever reason, we should take an initial stab at re-complexifying:   for example, negotiating with sponsors to change the evaluation questions appropriately, confronting incongruities or misdirection in the intervention, and even suggesting alternative programs or treatments.  Then we’d need to take special precautions, as in any accountability evaluation, to ensure our own credibility by bringing the greatest methodological and substantive expertise we can muster to our performance, by demonstrating Homeric fairness to all sides in presenting our data, and by being selfless, to the degree possible, in setting out our findings.  By that I mean we should “say what is,” not how things look to us, and certainly not how we think they should be.    Finally, we’d need to deal explicitly with the single-narrative issues in our final report, and get ready for public debate.
This, then, is the goal of our effort here, I think:  to enable and re-establish serious debate that can restore the fullness and complexity of knowledge and experience to the consideration of public problems.  Indeed, where the single narrative is concerned, it’s only through debate that we can fulfill our role in telling the public what its government is doing.  So our issue here is not about winning a war of ideas, but about doing our part to maintain a climate of honest argument and transparency.  Now it’s true that our voice is only a small one, and we’re easily drowned out by political rhetoric.   But with a sharp nose for hypocrisy and attention to all the facts, with logic, strong data, and well-targeted examples, we can surely clarify what’s real versus what’s ideological in public policy.  Evaluation is no cure-all (any more than democracy is), but given a little  independence, freedom to communicate , a few powerful partners, and the continued ebb and flow of the political cycle, we should  be able to raise public awareness of the true issues over time, even if we can’t immediately re-complexify the narrative.   After all, this is not a new battle; we’ve won it many times in the past, and political euphoria doesn’t last forever.
Thank you all.
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