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Abstract 

The field of program evaluation has become increasingly aware of the importance of 

cultural competence over the last few decades. Ignoring cultural differences in 

evaluations can result in poor data and decisions. Incorporating culture into evaluations 

makes them more valid and more ethical. This thesis reviews the literature around 

cultural competence and discusses the challenges that evaluators face. It also presents 

results from 12 interviews with evaluators who work cross-culturally. The results of the 

study reinforce the themes found in the literature and suggest that while evaluators may 

feel they can be culturally competent, additional resources and support may be needed to 

aid the process. 
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Introduction 

 

Cultural competence has been continuously gaining attention in the field of program 

evaluation, and evaluators have come to view it as an essential component of quality 

cross-cultural evaluations. Evaluators frequently work with cultures different from their 

own. They should therefore have an understanding of how cultural differences affect 

evaluation processes and results. Researchers have found that cultural competence is an 

essential competency for program evaluators (Stevahn, King, Ghere, & Minnema, 2005). 

Reflecting this finding, the American Evaluation Association (AEA, 2004) has included 

cultural competence as one of the guiding principles for evaluators “to ensure 

recognition, accurate interpretation and respect for diversity” (p. 2). Further, the AEA 

(2011) has recently published a public statement emphasizing the Association’s 

commitment to culturally competent program evaluations.  

Overview of Cultural Competence Literature 

Since the evaluation field identifies cultural competence as a valuable aspect of 

evaluation practice, evaluators should understand the concept as fully as possible. The 

evaluation literature provides much insight into the skills necessary to be a culturally 

competent evaluator. In addition, the literature includes descriptions of the many methods 

that evaluators use in culturally competent evaluations as well as of the challenges they 

face. The literature pertaining to cultural competence includes theoretical papers, case 

studies written by evaluators about their experiences working cross-culturally, and 

studies on the evaluation field itself. The following sections will provide a brief overview 
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of the concepts of culture and cultural competence, and then review the main themes 

within the concept of cultural competence that the literature discusses. Following those 

descriptions is a brief summary and analysis of the studies researchers have conducted on 

the understanding and use of culturally competent evaluation within the field of 

evaluation. 

Culture. 

Given that culture is at the root of cultural competence, evaluators may find an 

understanding of how the evaluation field has defined the term to be beneficial. The AEA 

(2011) has recently defined culture as “the shared experiences of people, including their 

languages, values, customs, beliefs, and mores. It also includes worldviews, ways of 

knowing, and ways of communicating” (p. 2). Although there has been no standard 

definition of culture among the many academic fields that theorize about the concept, the 

AEA’s definition is reflective of definitions seen in the evaluation literature (see 

Chouinard & Cousins, 2009; Frierson, Hood, & Hughes, 2002; Kirkhart, 2010; 

SenGupta, Hopson, & Thompson-Robinson, 2004).  

In addition, other evaluators’ descriptions of culture serve to enhance AEA’s definition.  

Chouinard and Cousins (2009) note that culture goes beyond observable demographics 

like race and gender, but that those factors affect a person’s culture. Furthermore, culture 

goes beyond factors like food, dress and music, which are influenced by and 

representative of a person’s culture. Other authors suggest that culture is always based 
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within and influenced by social, historical, political, and economic contexts (Botcheva, 

Shih, & Huffman, 2009; SenGupta et al., 2004).  

Three important dimensions of culture provide further clarity on the topic. First, culture 

exists at both the individual (micro) and the organizational or community (macro) levels, 

and individuals and groups have many different cultures (Kirkhart, 2011). Therefore, 

within a cultural group there exist numerous subcultures of the individuals who comprise 

the group (Botcheva et al., 2009). Second, external factors that may influence our ways of 

thinking, such as living situations or roles, constantly alter culture. (Botcheva et al., 2009; 

Kirkhart, 2010). Finally, culture is inherently linked to power because certain cultures 

dominate others, although those dynamics may reverse over time (Kirkhart, 2010). 

Cultural competence.  

Cultural competence is an approach to evaluation that accounts for the culture of the 

evaluand in every part of the process, from the design to the reporting phase (Botcheva et 

al., 2009; Frierson et al., 2002). Cultural competence is not a final destination that an 

evaluator reaches, but instead a process of reflection, learning and understanding that an 

evaluator can optimize during each evaluation and throughout his or her lifetime (AEA, 

2011; Botcheva et al., 2009; Symonette, 2004). Evaluators who seek to be responsive to 

culture in evaluation use many different terms for the process, including “culturally 

competent,” “culturally responsive,” “culturally sensitive,” “transformative,” “cross-

cultural,” “multicultural,” and “value-based” (Chouinard & Cousins, 2009; Madison, 

2007). While some theorists differentiate between the degree and focus of these 
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perspectives, others use them synonymously. Since the AEA (2011) has officially 

adopted the term cultural competence, this paper uses the term as well.  

Central to the process of cultural competence is the concept that evaluators honor culture 

rather than ignore it (Frierson et al., 2002). The culturally competent evaluator focuses on 

culture and context and recognizes the differences in perspectives and understanding 

between the evaluator and the evaluand (Botcheva et al, 2009; Hood, 2001). Further, 

culturally competent evaluators are cognizant of the diversity within a program that 

influences how that program functions (Samuels & Ryan, 2011). Patton (1985) discusses 

the importance of being situationally responsive, meaning to be responsive to the 

uniqueness of each evalaund, and to make the design and process both appropriate and 

useful for them. These processes are essential to the validity of an evaluation and to 

increasing social justice, both primary goals in culturally competent evaluations (AEA, 

2011; Botcheva et al., 2009). 

SenGupta et al. (2004) state that culturally competent evaluations are both responsive and 

inclusive. In other words, the culturally competent approach encompasses responsive, 

participatory (inclusive), and process-oriented approaches to evaluation.  In a responsive 

approach, the focus is on first observing, then reacting (Stake, 2004; 2011). The design is 

emergent and responsive to problems as they arise. The methodology is flexible because 

the evaluator assumes that issues will arise throughout the evaluation that will require 

adjustments to the process (Abma, 2005).  Patton (2008) criticizes Stake’s responsive 

evaluation saying that while it includes all stakeholders, it does not make them the core of 

the evaluation.  
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The participatory approach is also responsive and reflects the importance of including 

stakeholders in the evaluation process so that the results reflect their values and needs 

(Chouinard & Cousins, 2009). It requires that evaluators give up some control and act 

more as facilitators during the evaluation process (Abma, 2005). Similarly, Botcheva et 

al. (2009) describe cultural competence as a process-oriented approach that emphasizes 

the collaboration of stakeholders and evaluators, and how that relationship influences the 

evaluation design. All of these approaches include responsive and participatory practices 

that some evaluators consider crucial in culturally competent evaluations (Chouinard & 

Cousins, 2009; Endo, Joh & Yu, 2003; Merryfield, 1985). 

When does it apply?  

There have been four interesting discussion topics in the evaluation field literature as to 

when evaluators need to be culturally competent. First, some evaluators, such as 

Evergreen and Robertson (2010) and Patton (1985), suggest that since all evaluations 

have cultural differences, evaluators should always use a culturally competent approach, 

no matter how culturally similar the evaluand may appear. Second, Evergreen and 

Robertson (2010) suggest that the ambiguity of what makes an evaluator competent has 

limited the spread of cultural competency and argue that the field should define the 

concept more clearly. Third, other evaluators have suggested that cultural competence 

has become imperative because of increasing diversity in the United States (Baugh & 

Guion, 2006; Frierson et al., 2002; Hood, 1998). The idea that increased importance is 

due to increased diversity implies a belief that cultural competence is more important in 

some evaluation contexts.  
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Researchers have debated whether there is a difference between domestic and 

international evaluations as related to cultural competence. Merryfield (1985) suggests 

that cultural issues are more prevalent in international evaluations. Conner (1985), 

however, compared international and domestic cross-cultural evaluations and found that 

similar issues occurred in both settings. Yet, Conner reports that he was better prepared 

for cultural differences in the international setting because he assumed there would be 

little variation between sites in the domestic programs. Although the recent evaluation 

literature has not continued this debate on the differences of international and domestic 

evaluations, the comparison may still be useful for evaluators who work in one or both 

settings. Just as visible differences, such as race or gender, make the need for cultural 

competence more apparent, so do geographical boundaries. Conner’s findings highlight 

the importance of looking beyond such boundaries, as has been the case of many cross-

cultural domestic evaluations (see Clayson, Castaneda, Sanchez, & Brindis, 2002; 

LaFrance 2004; Samuels & Ryan, 2011; Zulli & Frierson, 2004). 

Understanding cultures.  

As culturally competent evaluations focus on culture, evaluators should learn as much as 

possible about the culture and context of programs and their stakeholders. Often 

evaluators come into an evaluation and move straight to the methods without 

understanding the values of the stakeholders (Patton, 2011). Patton (2008) stresses that 

ignoring the values of everyone at the table is disrespectful and will reduce the likelihood 

that the stakeholders use the results. The evaluator should spend time in the community 

and engage in activities in order to learn about the culture and develop relationships with 
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the stakeholders outside of the evaluation process. Letiecq and Bailey (2004) found that 

the staff on a reservation felt it was important for the evaluators to have a presence in the 

community because it showed a commitment and helped build relationships and trust.  

An added benefit is that understanding other values enhances the evaluation field by 

expanding evaluators’ ways of knowing (LaFrance, 2004). 

In addition to understanding the values and beliefs of the stakeholders, evaluators need to 

understand the context of the evaluation in terms of surrounding culture, demographics, 

history and economics (Clayson et al., 2002; Feather, 1982; Kirkhart, 2010).  For 

example, within Indian County, LaFrance (2004) recommends evaluators learn about the 

history, government, and resources of the community. LaFrance also notes that with 

increased globalization and migration, evaluators need to consider the national and 

international context as it relates to the community.  

Additionally, evaluators should understand that there is diversity within populations and 

communities. LaFrance (2004) discusses the importance of learning about the culture of 

one specific group rather than focusing on a broader population such as American 

Indians. Others discuss the importance of understanding within-group cultural differences 

(Baugh & Guion, 2006; Birman, 2007; Feather, 1982). For example, Clayson et al. 

(2002) explain that a Latino community in California includes individuals from Mexico, 

or countries in Central or South America, individuals who are in the United States legally 

and illegally, are recent immigrants or long-time residents, and who are now living in the 

United States for numerous different reasons. Zulli and Frierson (2004) suggest that 

evaluators need to look at the cultural differences within the program not just for the 
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validity of the evaluation, but also for an understanding of how they influence program 

success.  

Self-reflection. 

Another aspect of being a culturally competent evaluator is the importance of self-

reflection. For evaluators to see cultural differences between themselves and the 

stakeholders, they need to understand their own cultures (Milner, 2007). Further, 

culturally competent evaluations require that evaluators examine the culture of 

evaluation. Both the evaluation field and units of evaluators have their own cultures that 

require reflection (Grudens-Schuck, 2003). When evaluators are able to understand how 

they differ from other cultures and how stakeholders view them in comparison to others, 

they may be able to change negative perceptions about evaluators. King (2004) and 

Patton (2008) both suggest that during an evaluation, the evaluator needs to facilitate 

understanding in both directions, so that evaluators and stakeholders can learn from and 

about each other.  

Including voices. 

Another component of culturally competent evaluation that authors frequently discuss in 

the literature is the fact that through a participatory approach all stakeholders have a 

voice in the process. The benefit of such participatory evaluations is that they can 

promote social justice, allowing the stakeholders to share the power by including all 

voices, particularly those of the less powerful participants (Mathie & Greene, 1997; 

Mertens, 1999).  However, some authors have stated that evaluators face continued 
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challenges in including all voices in the evaluation process (Madison, 2007; Mathie & 

Greene, 1997). One problem encountered is that not all stakeholders want to participate 

actively in the evaluation (Weiss, 1998). Those who do choose to participate may share 

similar characteristics like having the resources and time to be involved (Mathie & 

Greene, 1997; Weiss, 1998). Other barriers to inclusion are that the evaluation itself can 

develop an exclusive culture and that different groups of stakeholders may be 

ideologically opposed and unwilling to work together. In addition, Chouinard and 

Cousins (2009) note that participation is itself a Western concept and that the evaluators 

need to understand how other cultures define it. 

Even if participants are not actively involved in the evaluation process, their views are 

still important for the evaluators to understand. King, Nielsen, and Colby (2004) discuss 

the importance of respecting all of the stakeholders’ views, but accepting that they will 

not all get their way in the evaluation process. Mathie and Greene (1997) argue that the 

level of participation should depend on the stakeholder’s stake in the outcomes. They 

explain that while evaluators need to hear all voices at the beginning, if smaller groups 

fall off it may not be an issue and may even be desirable if having those groups hinders 

the voices of others. Although Mathie and Greene’s argument seems logical because the 

evaluators would still hear the largest groups of stakeholders, it may continue the 

marginalization of other less powerful groups. Evaluators may miss important issues 

related to these groups if they are not fully involved in the process. Another possibility is 

that a marginalized group may be much larger than it appears, simply because they are 

less visible. 
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Power.  

Closely related to the issue of inclusion is the role of power in evaluations. As mentioned 

previously, culture and power are inherently connected because every culture has more or 

less power in relation to other cultures (AEA, 2011; Kirkhart, 2010). Evaluators need to 

address issues of social justice by being cognizant of the power dynamics in a program 

and ensuring that those less powerful are heard, thus increasing their power (Hood & 

Rosenstein, 2004; Hopson, Lucas, & Peterson, 2000). Likewise, evaluators should 

address the power dynamics within a program to ensure that all stakeholders can 

participate in the evaluation process (King, 1998). 

Culturally competent evaluators also need to be aware of their own power as evaluators. 

Mertens, Farley Madison, and Singleton (1994) explain that there are macro and micro 

aspects of each evaluator’s power. The macro aspect is that evaluators represent 

dominant groups in society, like universities and researcher organizations, where white 

males dominate. The micro level of power is the evaluator’s ability to determine the 

value of a group and to decide whose views are most important, thus defining how others 

perceive the group and perhaps even how the decision makers change the program based 

on the evaluation results.  

Stanfield (1999) discusses the macro power of evaluators and explains that although 

academia and the field of evaluation have succeeded at diversifying students and lower 

level staff, they have not sufficiently diversified the highest levels where people hold 

decision-making roles. Since white males have historically controlled academia and 
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funding, they have had the power to control how the field defines and conducts 

evaluation. As such, the evaluation field has reflected the views of a white male 

dominated society, making it inherently biased. Stanfield suggests that because of 

generations of racism, society has normalized racist views and practices. For example, 

white leaders have socialized researchers and evaluators to focus only on the negative 

features in black communities instead of making positive assumptions. They have also 

caused the fields to largely ignore oral traditions and instead focus on using more limiting 

multiple-choice options for data collection. Patton (1999) agrees with Stanfield that 

perceptions about communities are deeply ingrained in the evaluation and research fields.   

According to Stanfield (1999), change in power within society overall and within the 

social sciences is inevitable given the increasing diversity of the United States 

population. However, he proposes that in the mean time, the best way to amend the 

power imbalance is to allow marginalized groups to make decisions on the process, not 

just to contribute to the conversation. Such an approach would help to transform the 

evaluation framework so that evaluators conduct evaluations on the terms of the 

stakeholders. However, in situations where it is not easy to make persons from 

marginalized groups leaders, involving stakeholders in other roles would still be 

beneficial to the evaluation. Alternately, Hopson (1999) argued that while evaluators 

have done well incorporating frequently marginalized voices, they have failed to change 

the field fundamentally. He suggests that evaluation training programs need to both 

diversify and include more alternative views and ways of thinking. An increase in 
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program diversity may eventually change the field as those individuals enter leadership 

roles. 

Validity.  

One of the most important reasons to conduct culturally competent evaluations is to 

ensure that the results are valid. Validity refers to the accuracy of an evaluation; the 

extent to which the results reflect what is actually occurring in the program (Merriam, 

2009; Weiss, 1998). The purpose of evaluation is to make a judgment about the value of a 

program. If the evaluator fails to understand the values of the stakeholders, the evaluation 

will be invalid (Wadsworth, 2001). An evaluator’s understanding of a culture influences 

the design, methods, analyses, and reporting of the evaluation. LaFrance (2004) suggests 

that evaluators need to work with the community to develop a model that is compatible 

with their culture.   

Many evaluators have written about the importance of using culturally appropriate 

designs. LaFrance (2004) explains that traditional logic models might not be relevant in 

some cultures. Further, quantitative designs are not always appropriate in small tribes 

because the sample sizes in such communities are not large enough to have the statistical 

power needed for analysis. Experimental designs can also cause social and political 

problems that could cause harm to both the community and the research. Hood (1998) 

discusses the need for assessments that do not penalize participants because of their 

background. Hood suggests that we need the people who design them to be skilled and to 

have an understanding of the background and cultural context. Additionally, a culturally 
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competent design needs to address the approach to data collection. For example, Ellmer 

and Olbrisch (1983) discuss the importance of having personal interaction with 

participants before having them complete any written measurements since social 

interaction is more important in certain cultures, such as in some Latino communities. 

As previously discussed, methods that exclude voices reduce validity (Wadsworth, 2001). 

Stake (2011) and House (2001) both suggest that responsive evaluations can increase 

validity by having the stakeholders assess and respond to the evaluation reports.  Letiecq 

and Bailey (2004) suggest that by training participants in research at the beginning of the 

process, they can later provide feedback on the reports. LaFrance (2004) suggests piloting 

measures with the community, and then testing them with a sample from the community 

rather than with members of an advisory committee who tend to have a higher level of 

education.  

In addition, evaluators describe practical challenges to ensuring validity. Coppens, Page, 

and Thou (2006) and Small, Tiwari and Huser (2006) both describe evaluations where the 

clients required them to use measures that were not culturally valid and that were 

inappropriate for the participants. Anderson-Draper (2006) describes an evaluation on 

violence in refugee and immigrant communities where the evaluator had to go back to the 

client (funder) for additional money in order to develop relationships to allow him or her 

to evaluate the community properly. Funding and time constraints often limit evaluators, 

forcing them to make decisions in each evaluation about where they must make 

compromises (Ginsberg, 1988).  
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Staffing.  

A central question in culturally competent evaluations is who should work on the project. 

Evaluators often make decisions about who should play leading roles in the evaluation as 

well as who should collect and interpret the data. Many evaluators talk about using 

cultural guides (also called cultural informants) in their evaluations to help ensure 

validity and understanding (Chouinard & Cousins, 2009). Guides can be particularly 

useful during data collection when stakeholders may be unwilling to speak with an 

outsider. For example, Small et al. (2006) describe using cultural guides to interview 

Hmong women because it would have been inappropriate in the community for a male to 

interview a woman without an elder male present. Slaughter (1991) explains that having a 

member on the team who is both bilingual and bicultural is often advantageous. These 

team members may be more aware of the program’s issues, including problems that 

others in the culture may have with the program as well as program politics. In addition, 

they can serve as a go-between for the evaluators and give the team credibility in the 

community.  

There are several factors that evaluators should consider when selecting cultural guides. 

Hiring an evaluator who is truly from within the community is not always possible, but 

hiring people with more cultural similarities can still be helpful. Letiecq and Bailey 

(2004) describe an evaluation where they hired a native college student because the 

participants would be more comfortable talking to him. However, the student was not 

from the reservation because they were concerned about protecting confidentiality in a 

small community. Yet even cultural guides from the communities where the evaluators 
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are working are likely to differ from the mainstream because their language and research 

skills often make them outsiders (Alexander & Richman, 2008; Ginsberg, 1988). In 

addition, Birman (2007) and Hood (1998) note that racial similarity may not be enough to 

ensure validity. For example, a person who speaks Spanish and is from Mexico will have 

both cultural and language differences from a person who is from another part of Central 

or South America.  

There can be problems working with cultural guides, however, especially when they are 

not full members of the evaluation team. Ginsberg (1988) suggests that evaluation teams 

need to use multiple guides to avoid bias in the data. Small et al. (2006) describe an 

evaluation that university evaluators conducted using Hmong cultural guides to interview 

Hmong families. They describe the challenges they faced trying to find qualified 

applicants. They originally emphasized education and research experience in their 

selection criteria, but over the course of the evaluation they had to relax their standards to 

find more applicants. They evaluators believed they were being democratic, but there was 

a clear difference in power and status. In addition to having hiring problems, they had 

communication problems. Several guides quit during the evaluation without explaining 

why. The evaluators assumed that silence and a lack of communication from the guides 

meant everything was going well, when in fact it was not. This evaluation demonstrates 

that there can be cultural misunderstandings between the evaluators and guides just as 

there are with the evaluators and program. 

Alexander and Richman (2008) provide another example of cultural differences 

interfering when using cultural guides. They conducted focus groups with cultural guides, 
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who they call “research extenders,” to determine their understanding of ethical conduct. 

The authors found that the participants tended to view ethical and practical issues the 

same way. The participants felt obligated to perform their assigned tasks no matter what 

because they were employees. The authors suggest that there needs to be more training 

for such staff, both for the protection of the participants and for the validity of the data.  

Other evaluators debate the role that the cultural guides should have on the evaluation 

team. Wehipeihana, Davidson, McKegg and Shanker (2010) stress that the cultural guide 

is the most important person on the team, as he or she can determine the validity of the 

evaluation as well as facilitate relationships. Therefore, the guide should not be in a 

minor position, but, rather, should lead the evaluation. For this reason, the guide needs to 

be a person with both cultural and evaluation experience. According to the authors, a 

person conducting interviews needs to have a comprehensive understanding of the 

evaluation so that he or she can react and make changes immediately. He or she also 

needs to be able to help share the results with the community. In addition, the authors 

state that whenever possible, someone from the culture should conduct the evaluation. 

Similarly, Hood (2004) discusses the importance of using a multi-cultural team with 

members who will better be able to understand the perspectives of underrepresented 

groups. According to Hood, the best way to ensure that the evaluation field conducts 

more culturally competent evaluations is to increase diversity in the field. 

 

 



 

 17 

Translation.  

To have a culturally competent evaluation that is inclusive of all groups, evaluators need 

to make sure information and measurements are appropriately translated (Weeks, 

Swerissen, & Belfrage, 2007).  As Geisinger (1994) explains, language differences are 

not the only reason translation is necessary. Cultural differences, such as age or life 

experience, may result in different interpretations of language. Geisinger uses the 

example of asking teenagers if they prefer to watch a movie or go to a dance, which 

would clearly not be suitable in cultures where availability and perceptions of those 

options differ from mainstream America. In many cases, the evaluator must completely 

redesign the instrument rather than translate each question. Additionally, Abdel-Messih, 

El-Setouhy, Crouch, and Earhart (2008) note that translation is equally important during 

the consent process in order to ensure that the participants understand what they will be 

doing and how the data they provide will be used. 

Evaluators have described many challenges when it comes to translating instruments. 

Cultural differences in language as well as poor translations may bias the evaluation 

results (Erkut, Alarcon, Coll, Tropp, & Garcia, 1999). Ginsberg (1988) notes that 

translations are frequently done on the scene, which often results in different participants 

being asked different questions. However, when instruments are translated ahead of time, 

there are often problems with words not being equivalent (Erkut et al.,1999), the 

translator not being knowledgeable of the subject area, and grammar not being properly 

translated (Weeks et al., 2007). One-way translations, in which a bilingual person 
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translates the item from the original language into the target language, are commonly 

used and are considered poor quality (Weeks et al., 2007; Erkut et al., 1999).  

Several authors have provided suggestions for improving translation. Geisinger (1994) 

suggests using highly qualified translators who know both languages as well as the 

cultural contexts and the subject matter and then pilot testing the translation. Weeks et al. 

(2007) suggests using back-translation, where one person translates the instrument into 

the other language and another person translates it back without knowing that another 

person had previously translated it. This alerts the evaluator to inconsistencies in meaning 

and grammar, but is costly and time consuming. Further, they recommend pilot testing 

the instrument and working with an advisory committee to fine tune it. Finally, Erkut et 

al. (1999) propose a concept-driven approach to translation. They suggest bringing 

together evaluators from both cultures to develop the measure in both languages, then 

piloting it with bilingual and monolingual members of the community. These authors’ 

suggestions make it clear that translation of evaluation materials continues to be a 

challenging, time consuming, and expensive endeavor. 

Research Studies  

There have been several studies over the years that have examined how evaluators and 

the evaluation field as a whole have done when it comes to cultural competence. Some of 

these studies assessed the techniques being used and the challenges being faced. Others 

examined the level of focus on cultural competence and the abilities of evaluators. The 

following section will briefly discuss these studies. 
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Merryfield (1985) conducted interviews with 26 evaluators who worked cross-culturally 

in international settings. The interviewer asked participants about the problems they 

faced, which of them were unique to cross-cultural evaluation, and how they overcame 

those challenges. The results showed that the most common problems related to cultural 

differences included different beliefs, values, and communication styles. In addition, the 

participants discussed logistical problems as well as difficulty with language differences 

and interpreters. Evaluators described problems of using Western evaluation methods in 

non-Western cultures and problems involving design, measures, and the evaluation 

approach. Suggestions provided for evaluators based on the interviews were to use mixed 

methods, increase participation from stakeholders, and work with evaluation teams. 

Edno et al. (2003) conducted a similar qualitative study, but focused on evaluators and 

leaders in the field of health. The researchers asked the participants questions about 

cultural competency. Themes derived from the interviews included the need to be flexible 

in the evaluation design and to focus on power differences. They found that evaluators 

need to have a specific skill set, including good interpersonal skills and the ability to self-

reflect, build trust, and explain evaluation concepts. The main technical barriers the 

participants faced were finding validated measures and finding measures that meet the 

field’s standards. The participants questioned how often evaluators actually use real 

validation and back translation techniques. Finally, they discussed the lack of diversity in 

the field, as well as the need for addition training in graduate programs around cultural 

competence and a more established learning community to help support and advance 

culturally competent work.  



 

 20 

 Chouinard and Cousins (2009) conducted a literature review and synthesized 52 

empirical studies of community-based program evaluations that focused on culture 

(several of which have been cited in this paper). Many of their findings are similar to the 

issues that this literature review has already discussed. They found that some evaluators 

had developed culturally valid measures and that the evaluations varied from focusing on 

the program culture to examining the broader context. In addition, most of the studies 

they reviewed emphasized building relationships (which they found to be time 

consuming), and many of the evaluations used people from the community to help with 

some or all of the evaluation. In addition, the researchers found that some evaluators 

struggled with using standardized instruments and that funders were not always willing to 

allow alternatives. They found that the majority of studies reviewed strived for cultural 

competency by using participatory approaches in order to understand the communities 

and to enable them to use methods that acknowledged the culture. However, the authors 

noted that the level of participation varied widely. A final interesting finding was that the 

evaluators with more multi-faceted and wide-ranging understandings of culture used 

more reflective processes with more role variation on the teams.  

Madison (2007) conducted a review of articles from the journal New Directions for 

Evaluation over a 20-year period. The author reported an increase in articles around the 

topic of culture and attributed the increase to the increased diversity of the AEA’s 

membership. Overall, the review found that culturally competent practices influence 

outcomes and utilization. The results showed that it takes a long time for evaluators to 

decide the process of a culturally competent approach is worth doing and that evaluators 
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believe cultural competence is particularly important when working with local 

communities. 

Two other studies included findings that are relevant, even though the studies did not 

focus directly on cross-cultural evaluation or cultural competence. First, an analysis of 

job postings on the AEA website as well as surveys administered to job seekers and 

employers found that employers felt that entry-level evaluators lacked the interpersonal 

skills necessary in dealing with stakeholders (Dewey, Montrosse, Schroter, Sullins, & 

Mattox, 2008). Second, in a review of AEA over 25 years, Morris (2011) found the area 

of evaluator competence that has improved the most is cultural. 

Rationale 

The studies and theories discussed in this literature review illustrate that there are many 

different views on why cultural competence is important and how evaluators can be 

competent in their evaluations. However, authors frequently discuss the continued 

challenges and obstacles that evaluators face when trying to be culturally competent. The 

literature is not clear as to whether the average evaluator is able to resolve challenges 

with cultural differences and how competence may be achieved. While Chouinard and 

Cousins (2009) provide an excellent summary of cross-cultural evaluations and discuss 

the successes and challenges that those evaluators described in their publications, the 

literature has room for deeper reflection about the concerns evaluators have when it 

comes to working cross-culturally. After all, the literature only included the information 
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evaluators were willing to, or could, publish. Many evaluations do not end up in the 

literature, and many of those published do not focus on cultural issues. 

Both Merryfield’s (1985) and Endo et al.’s (2003) studies provided a unique opportunity 

for evaluators to reflect on their work as a whole, rather than focusing on one particular 

case. However, Merryfield’s participants worked primarily internationally. Further, the 

field of evaluation was only just beginning to discuss issues related to working cross-

culturally at the time that Merryfield conducted the interviews. Similarly, Endo et al.’s 

study allowed evaluators to reflect on cultural competence, but those evaluators worked 

specifically in the health field. Further, none of these studies focused on evaluators’ 

overall feelings about their abilities to be culturally competent or on how they decide if 

they should take on such evaluations.  

A study that focuses on evaluators working cross-culturally on domestic evaluations in a 

range of fields may provide the field with a clearer understanding of how evaluators view 

cultural competence and their ability to be a culturally competent evaluator. It may 

further contribute to our understanding of what areas are and are not challenging for these 

evaluators. Based on the literature discussed here and the need for further exploration of 

what issues continue to challenge evaluators who work cross-culturally, the researcher 

developed five research questions to guide this study. Listed below are those questions.  

 

 



 

 23 

Research Questions 

1. To what extent does the concern of being culturally competent influence 

evaluation project selection and staff roles, and how does self-awareness 

influence those decisions? 

2. How do evaluators incorporate cultural competence when working cross-

culturally? 

3. How do evaluators attempt to balance the need for cultural competence with 

methodological requirements, and in what ways, if any, has this changed over 

time?  

4. To what extent are evaluators confident in their ability to conduct valid and 

rigorous evaluations cross-culturally? 

5. In what ways do evaluators feel they have successfully met the challenges of 

cultural competence, and where do they continue to struggle? 
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Method 

 

The research study presented here used a qualitative approach with individual, semi-

structured interviews. The researcher selected the qualitative approach because it allows 

for richer data that can help the researcher to explore and construct theories (Merriam, 

2009). The researcher chose interviews as the best method because they allow the 

researcher to focus on the perspectives and experiences of the participants (Patton, 2002). 

Further, the researcher selected a semi-structured interview format because it allows the 

interviewer to use a list of questions as a guide, which ensures that all participants have 

the opportunity to respond to each topic. Furthermore, it allows for flexibility in terms of 

question wording and order, permitting the participants to skip ahead if they so choose 

(Merriam, 2009).  

Individual interviews provide an opportunity for the participants to discuss their 

experiences in confidence. The researcher chose this format because of a concern that the 

participants would feel uncomfortable discussing their cross-cultural work in front of 

their colleagues. There was an additional concern that participants would be less willing 

to share details about specific projects, stakeholders, and clients in front of their peers. 

The researcher conducted the interviews both in person and by telephone, depending on 

the participants’ preference and location. Weiss (1998) considers in-person and telephone 

interviews to be comparable methods. 
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Instrument Development 

The researcher developed interview questions based on the research questions listed 

previously. The questions (included in Appendix A) asked participants to provide some 

background information about their professional experience, asked how they choose the 

programs they evaluate, how comfortable they feel working cross-culturally, in what 

ways their design and methods are influenced by culture, and what they have learned 

about working with other cultures. The interview protocol asked participants to discuss 

their experience working cross-culturally overall and to provide specific examples as they 

came to mind. 

The researcher piloted the interview protocol with one evaluator to test the strength of the 

questions and revealed several weakness. It was apparent that the pilot participant’s 

definition of essential terms like “culture” was different from how the researcher 

designed the questions to address. As a result, the researcher added several questions to 

the beginning of the interview, asking the participants how they define several terms. The 

modification provided clarity of what the participant was referring to and helped the 

interviewer to reword questions when necessary in order to use the terms the participant 

preferred. This follows Patton’s (2002) recommendation of using the terms participants 

prefer. For example, if a participant mentioned preferring the term “multi-cultural” to 

“cross-cultural,” but gave them the same definition, then the interviewer used the former 

term during the session. 
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 Other changes that the researcher made after the pilot interview included the removal of 

a question that was redundant and the addition of two questions about the field in general, 

which provided an opportunity for participants to reflect on the issues more broadly. 

Finally, the researcher revised the order of the questions to provide a better flow of the 

topics. 

Sampling 

The sampling method used was purposeful criterion sampling. In criterion sampling the 

researcher defines a set of necessary criteria and then selects participants who fit them 

(Mertens, 2005; Patton, 2002). In this study, the criteria were evaluators in the Midwest 

who advertise themselves as doing cross-cultural work and who had been working in 

evaluation for at least two years. The researcher restricted the sample to the Midwest to 

limit the influence of regional differences on the results. Since the researcher considered 

the study exploratory, it was not yet necessary to explore regional differences. The years 

of experience limit was established to ensure that the evaluators would have enough 

experience on which to reflect. Most of these evaluators were located through listings on 

the Minnesota Evaluation Association and the AEA websites as well as through internet 

searches. In addition, nonparticipating evaluators recommended a few participants. In 

those cases, the researcher confirmed their eligibility through internet searches. In all, 24 

evaluators were contacted, and 12 agreed to participate. The researcher ruled out three 

respondents because they did not fit the selection criteria, so the final response rate was 

57%. No incentives were offered. 
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Participants 

Twelve participants were included in the study, not including the pilot participant. The 

majority of participants were based in Minnesota. The other participants came from 

Michigan and Wisconsin. Half of the participants were evaluators of color, and three 

were male. The amount of experience in evaluation the participants had ranged from 

approximately three to 38 years, based on their recollections. The average amount of 

experience was 15 years, and the median was 14 years. 

The participants conducted evaluations in many different areas, including education, 

workforce development, public health, social services, community development, and 

corrections. They worked as evaluators at universities, in government offices, human 

services, at evaluation firms, and independently. All of the participants had a master’s 

degree; seven had or were finishing their doctorates. Areas of academic training included 

education, public affairs, public health, social work, sociology and psychology. Four of 

the participants had or were working on degrees in evaluation. 

Research Activity 

The researcher initially contacted the participants with an email that briefly explained the 

purpose of the study and asked if they would be willing to participate. Arrangements 

were then made through email either to meet in person or to talk by phone. The five 

participants who were local and were willing to meet were interviewed at their offices or 

at local coffee shops. The length of the interviews varied from 21 to 76 minutes, with an 
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average of 46 minutes. On average, the in-person interviews were about 20 minutes 

longer than the phone interviews. 

The researcher recorded all interviews with the participants’ permission. Participants 

were advised that the recorder could be stopped at any point and that no identifying 

information, including detailed project descriptions, would be included in the report. To 

protect confidentiality, the researcher omitted the names from the data set. After that, the 

researcher transcribed the recordings and coded them for themes using the NVIVO 

software.   
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Results 

During the interviews participants (also referred to here as respondents) shared their 

perspectives on working with other cultures and on how they have tried to address 

cultural differences. Participants shared some specific examples and spoke about their 

experiences overall. The 17 broad themes that were derived from the interviews are 

discussed below and fall into five categories: interpretation of terms; being culturally 

competent; design and methods; working with clients, and the field in general.  

Interpretation of Terms 

The interviewer asked participants how they define the term culture and what they 

consider a cross-cultural evaluation and a culturally competent evaluation. While their 

responses were quite similar, there were some differences. Some of the respondents 

provided long, detailed responses that reflected academic knowledge of the issue. Others 

gave more brief definitions that did not include as much complexity. 

Culture.  

When asked to define the term culture, participants’ responses were quite similar. They 

described culture as a shared set of beliefs, values, and ways of knowing and being. One 

participant explained, “Culture is all the folkways and mores of a people, all their ways of 

knowing, thinking, being, organizing themselves.” Further, the participants described 

culture as a group of people with a shared history, traditions, race, gender, age, and class. 
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Several participants stated that some people only see culture as race and ethnicity. 

However, none of the participants provided that definition themselves. 

Cross-cultural evaluations.  

The interviewer asked participants what they considered a cross-cultural evaluation and 

how much of their work they considered cross-cultural. Most of the participants 

considered cross-cultural evaluation to be when an evaluator is working with 

stakeholders of a different culture. A few defined it as working with stakeholders who 

represents multiple cultures. Several participants felt that there are always cultural 

differences in evaluation and that all evaluations are thus cross-cultural. One participant 

said, 

“I think almost everything is cross-cultural evaluation because it’s you as an 

evaluator in relation to a whole other organization, group, people, and so you’re 

constantly monitoring what are their beliefs and values versus your beliefs and 

values. So I would say in a very general way, almost everything we do is cross-

cultural.” (Participant 3, p. 1) 

Other participants described cross-cultural evaluations as working with other races and 

ethnicities. Those participants considered only some of their projects to be cross-cultural. 

When asked to estimate what percent of their projects they viewed as cross-cultural, half 

said close to 100%. The other participants felt only 20-80% of their work would be 

considered cross-cultural. 
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Culturally competent evaluation.  

 Respondents described a culturally competent evaluation as one that considers culture 

and cultural differences in all stages of the evaluation, design, implementation, analysis, 

and reporting. They described the evaluations as being participatory in nature and giving 

the community ownership of the process and results. One participant said, 

“[A culturally competent evaluation] focuses on participation in a broad sense, 

identifying what the important questions are, who wants to know, how we can 

respectfully answer those with those people in the way they want to be 

approached. Also, in the end in interpreting findings and thinking about who 

needs to know findings and how we might share them. Also focus on the benefits 

for those who are being studied, not just the funders. So listening to communities 

about what would be useful for them.” (Participant 9, p. 1) 

In addition, participants discussed focusing on the diversity within the program and 

understanding the different values of the stakeholders. 

Being Culturally Competent 

Throughout the interviews, participants described several factors they felt were 

particularly important to being a culturally competent evaluator. These factors included 

developing an understanding of their own cultures and accepting that their way is not the 

only way. The participants also discussed the importance of developing trust and 

understanding the role of power in cross-cultural evaluations. 
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Self-reflection.   

Almost all of the participants mentioned the importance of reflecting on their own 

cultures and how self-reflection influences their views of the cultures they evaluate. They 

felt that such reflections helped them to be aware of their biases when going into the 

evaluation. One participant emphasized that we all have many different perspectives of 

who we are and who the other culture is and that as evaluators we need to “locate 

ourselves and what we’re missing as a result of that.”  

Humility and openness to learning. 

 Another common theme discussed by participants was the importance of humility and 

openness to learning about the culture. Many participants said that they are confident in 

their ability to be culturally competent because they do not go into the community 

assuming they know everything about it. They all emphasized the importance of 

admitting that you do not know the culture. One participant explained, “I think 

competency can also mean when you know you don’t know and you try to get the right 

support around to try to make sense out of the world.” Another respondent explained that 

when evaluators go into new cultures, they know “just enough to be dangerous” so we 

ought to step back and observe.  

Participants also discussed the importance of respecting other cultures’ values and beliefs 

and not going in thinking their way of understanding is superior. They explained that an 

evaluator needs to understand that there are multiple perspectives and that a culturally 

competent evaluator needs to pay attention to how context influences they way people 
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see the world. Around this issue, participants discussed the need to change the logic 

model to reflect the culture’s value system. However, some participants mentioned the 

need to understand that one can never really know another culture and that you always 

are learning. 

Participants talked a lot about the need to be open to learning about the community and 

culture. One participant explained that even if you have worked with a lot of other 

cultures, you cannot assume your knowledge will transfer between cultures. Another 

participant explained that being culturally competent means “coming in with the 

understanding that this is going to be a process of discovery. Be willing to listen and 

learn.” Participants discussed taking the time to do research on a community’s history 

and spending time in it to become better acquainted with the culture.  One person said, 

“[I am] confident in my ability to recognize that cultural competence isn’t an end 

point. That it’s something that we’re constantly re-evaluating, understanding 

culture also evolves, so I just need to ask questions and question myself and be 

open to learning. (Participant 9, p. 2)” 

Part of learning is making mistakes. Participants stated that it was important to accept 

that evaluators will make mistakes. For example, one participant said, “I think it’s okay 

to get it wrong, and learn from it, and not to be afraid of that.” Another participant 

discussed the need for a little tolerance of mistakes on both sides during the evaluation. 
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Developing trust.  

Gaining the trust of the stakeholders is essential in cross-cultural evaluation. Because the 

participants rely so heavily on the help of stakeholders in cross-cultural evaluations, they 

feel that evaluators need to take time to develop relationships. They need to build 

relationships within the community so that they have allies, people who can teach them. 

Those allies can also help with data collection, particularly in cultures where stakeholders 

are unlikely to respond to an outsider. One participant explained that evaluators really 

have to gain the trust of the authentic leaders, not the official leaders, so that others in the 

community will see the evaluator as trustworthy. 

To get stakeholders to participate in the data collection and respond to results, evaluators 

need to create a safe environment. Evaluators should help the stakeholders understand the 

purpose of the evaluator. One person explained, 

“I have to think about it all the time that evaluation can be very scary. People 

from other cultures, depending on the culture, they don’t understand evaluation or 

why you are looking at that. We can be seen as an authority I think so making 

sure that we are appropriately explaining who we are and making people 

comfortable.” (Participant 8, p. 3) 

A few evaluators shared examples where they were not able to gain the trust of the 

community. One participant described a situation where the evaluators were trying to 

gather a group of illegal immigrants together for a data collection activity. Even with the 

community leaders encouraging them to come and holding the event in a church, the 
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stakeholders were still too scared to come out of fear that they would be deported. That 

participant explained that sometimes the mistrust of outsiders and researchers is just too 

strong. 

Several participants discussed the difficulty of developing trust with groups who have 

been previously hurt by university researchers, particularly in the case of African 

American and Indigenous communities. They explained that university policies about 

approval and data ownership continue to interfere with building positive relationships 

with these communities. The participants who were connected to university systems felt 

these policies created an additional hurdle for them in gaining trust with other cultures. 

Understanding power. 

Several respondents mentioned the role of power in an evaluation. A few discussed 

needing to be aware of who has the power in the program and who is controlling the 

discussion. One participant explained that evaluators have the power to give voice to 

certain people. They can choose how much to probe different groups or to over-sample 

specific groups. With this power evaluators can choose to influence decision making by 

involving more stakeholders. Another participant felt that in most cases the real 

difference is not cultural, but in the power differential.  

Design and Methods 

Participants spent the majority of the interviews discussing different ways they have 

made their evaluations culturally competent, and many of the challenges they have faced. 
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To protect confidentiality, most specific stories have not been included but the general 

themes from the stories are described here. 

Start at the beginning. 

 All of the participants said that when working on evaluations with other cultures, they 

start considering cultural factors from the very beginning. They emphasized the 

importance of including culture in the design, and in budgeting because of the extra time 

and staff that the evaluator or evaluation team may need. Several mentioned that it really 

starts when they respond to the request for proposal (RFP). One participant explained, 

“Have to do it right away in the design process. To be honest it’s also a budgeting 

issue, because it can take more time to gain the trust of the community. You 

might need to translate materials. There’s a lot of things that while you’re 

designing or probably even before that, while you’re negotiating the contract you 

need to keep in mind, how you’re going to approach it. And I think it continues 

throughout all stages.” (Participant 8, p. 1) 

Others said they start as soon as funding starts, at the initial meeting. However, 

participants acknowledged that even if culture is incorporated from the beginning, it will 

always pop up in unexpected ways throughout the project.  

Time. 

Although already mentioned several times, the issue of time came up so frequently that it 

warrants a separate discussion. The majority of participants mentioned the fact that 



 

 37 

culturally competent evaluation takes time as one of the main lessons they have learned, 

and as a challenge that they continue to face. The respondents discussed their need for 

time to build the necessary relationships with stakeholders, for instrument development, 

translation and piloting, as well as for the data collection itself. For example, one 

participant discussed having to have three separate phone interviews with elderly 

stakeholders in order to gain enough trust to collect their social security numbers, which 

were necessary for the analysis. Another participant noted the increased time it takes to 

analyze qualitative data.  

The main issue around the additional time required is that funders do not always build 

extra time into the budget. One person explained,  

“It takes longer to build the rapport, to translate materials, but that’s a part of it, so 

making sure that we take the time to do it. The funding influences how much time 

you’ll have, if you can take the time to involve the community.” (Participant 8, p. 

1)  

However, even when evaluators and funders do anticipate their need for extra time, there 

are often unexpected issues that come up during the process such as data collection not 

going as planned and needing to be redone. 

Different methods. 

 One of the primary ways participants felt they made evaluations more culturally 

competent was by changing the methods they use to better reflect the community. The 
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participants expressed a strong preference for qualitative methods when working cross-

culturally. Most said they use quantitative methods, but that they always try to triangulate 

the resulting data with qualitative data.  

 Respondents spent significant resources validating both qualitative and quantitative 

measures for the specific community. To make sure the data collected during the 

evaluations were culturally valid, participants had to create new instruments that would 

work with the community, and they often needed to adapt standardized instruments to fit 

the cultures they were evaluating. Participants described many different ways they had 

found measures inappropriate, from not reflecting the communities’ values, such as the 

meaning of success, to using scales that were unknown in that culture. Others talked 

about translating instruments both in terms of language and context and dealing with 

different literacy levels. For example, one participant created a survey that used all icons 

instead of words. Additionally, respondents felt it was important to pilot test all 

instruments in the community to ensure they would work in the cultural context. 

The participants also had to make changes in their expectations of how the data would 

look. One participant said, 

 “[I] learned to lower expectations in terms of what data is documented, digitized 

and shared. Many of the communities I’ve worked in it’s not culturally 

appropriate to document everything, and so written and digitized information is 

not prioritized over oral or history information.” (Participant 2, p. 2) 
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Another described not using a rubric to take notes during a meeting because it made 

people uncomfortable. Many found that by talking to the members of the community, 

including the cultural guides, they were introduced to all kinds of creative ways to gather 

data. For example, one participant described a cultural guide getting data from a group of 

Hmong women by starting a conversation with them and not asking a single question. 

Participants felt that for the data collection process they really rely on those with whom 

they have developed relationships. 

Although using valid measures was a strong focus for participants, this was also an area 

that continued to be challenging. There were often situations where despite their best 

efforts, they still had problems with the measurements. One participant described having 

a cultural guide conduct a focus group with validated questions, but the community 

members did not feel the results reflected what they said because they had discussed the 

issues outside of the focus group and felt those conversations should be included in the 

data too.  

Cultural representatives.  

All of the participants discussed including individuals who were from the community to 

help with the evaluation. These cultural guides were sometimes hired just to conduct 

interviews and other times as full members of the evaluation team who contributed from 

the design phase to the reporting phase of the project. The participants considered cultural 

guides particularly helpful during data collection, since there is some information that 
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certain cultures will not share with outsiders, or might give different responses to an 

outsider than they would to an insider.  

Several of the participants shared negative experiences they have had working with 

cultural guides and cautioned that the use of them can backfire. Some participants 

cautioned that one needs to be careful of their qualifications. The respondents felt that 

guides should have some understanding of evaluation, or that they should train the guides 

to understand what the evaluation needs are. Another participant said, “The other thing 

about cultural guides is you have to know enough about the community to know when 

someone’s BSing you about the culture.” If the guides are not from the community, just 

speaks the language, they may make assumptions and impart their own biases. Another 

participant shared a story of hiring someone from the community who purposely 

sabotaged the evaluation. The evaluator was unaware that the guide had also bid on the 

contract.  

Because of the problems of relying on just one person, other participants preferred to use 

an advisory group composed of individuals from the community who are willing to learn 

and share, to help guide the evaluation. One participant explained,  

“The reason I want to use a group is [that] relying on a single informant, you 

don’t know what their motives are, you don’t know who they represent, whether 

their take is unique, whether they themselves are marginal and outsiders within 

their own community.” (Participant 4, p. 1) 
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Working with Clients 

Participants responded to several questions related to their work with clients. The 

participants discussed how they decide whether or not to work on a cross-cultural project. 

They also discussed their experiences working with clients around issues of cultural 

competence.  

Finding the right fit. 

 The interviewer asked the participants how they decide whether or not to work on a 

cross-cultural evaluation. The respondents discussed looking at staffing to see if they had 

people on the team or could contract with someone who had experience with that culture. 

They also looked at if there was room in the budget to hire and train people from the 

community. Several participants said that they would not do an evaluation if they could 

not get consultants from the community and use an advisory group. Participants were less 

concerned about what culture they would be working with, and instead focused on 

whether they had or could get the resources they felt they needed to do the evaluation 

competently. One participant reported being more likely to bid on contracts with 

communities he or she had already worked with because it increased the likelihood the 

bid would be successful. 

The participants also described situations in which they did not take a contract or respond 

because the client did not support the approach they felt was necessary to be culturally 

competent. They looked to see if the funder had included enough money for translators 

and other requirements. One person explained, “If the client isn’t going to give the 
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chance to build the relationships with the community so that they get an accurate and fair 

picture of what’s happening in the community, that would be a problem.” Several 

participants also mentioned that they now have the luxury to pick and choose the 

evaluations they work on and no longer have to just take whatever contract they can get. 

Negotiating with the funder. 

Many of the participants felt that it was their role as evaluators to persuade clients to 

accept more culturally valid measures when the standard measures were inappropriate, 

and to instead use the funding for more qualitative methods. The participants felt that 

many of their clients have been flexible in terms of methods when the evaluators 

explained their concerns clearly. One participant said,  

“Having a really strong background in both quantitative and formal qualitative 

methodologies is really helpful because you can say why one method works and 

why another won’t, and can use their language about construct validity and 

analysis.” (Participant 3, p. 4) 

Another participant explained that sometimes clients are concerned about measures that 

evaluators develop for the community because evaluators may not have formally 

validated them. Evaluators need to educate clients about why the other measure is not 

valid either. 

Many participants discussed using triangulation as a way to make the reports meet the 

funders’ reporting requirements while also being culturally competent. They explained 



 

 43 

that communities are willing to provide quantitative data that funders require if they also 

get to tell their stories. Participants would often integrate the qualitative data into the 

quantitative in the report so that the context and caveats were not missed. A few 

respondents felt it was important to understand that by not including the quantitative, they 

were limiting the program’s ability to get funding. Several respondents said that 

sometimes the clients will not include extra money to do more participatory, culturally 

competent work, but ethically they feel they have to find a way to do it anyway. One 

respondent explained, 

“It’s kind of like the Robin Hood approach. You have what’s been defined for 

you by the funder and you collect for them what they need collected. But what I’ll 

say to the organization, what’s important to you, what do you want to know, get 

out of this.” (Participant 4, p. 3) 

Several other participants also mentioned fulfilling the funders basic requirements, and 

then adding whatever they feel is necessary to the extent they can. 

The Field in General 

At the end of the interview, the interviewer asked participants to reflect on the field in 

general. A few participants did not feel particularly involved with the field and did not 

want to make assumptions. Others had very definite feelings about where the evaluation 

field is and is not doing well when it comes to culturally competent evaluations. 
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Coverage.  

 Participants appreciated that the evaluation field is discussing issues of cultural 

competence. However, many felt the conversation needs to be expanded. One person 

commented, “Culture doesn’t belong on a branch, it should be integrated into 

everything.” They felt that while those doing local community evaluations are focusing 

on culture, those working on national evaluations are not. Others felt like the 

conversation is not enough. One person said, “I think the conversation is there, and I 

think that’s the success of it. The failure is for it to just remain a conversation.” 

Respondents felt that there needs to be more actual research, diversity in the field, and 

use of culturally competent methods in evaluations.  

Diversity. 

Several participants mentioned the fact that the evaluation field is still not very diverse. 

They said that a more diverse evaluation field would help increase cultural competence in 

evaluation and change the evaluation perspective. One participant discussed the 

importance of looking at who informs the discussions around cultural competence and to 

ensure they come from different fields, not just academia. Another participant 

commented that many of the people doing the work are not part of the evaluation 

community and that we need to find a way to bring them in and learn from them. One 

evaluator felt that the American Evaluation Association had done a good job bring more 

African Americans into the field, but not other groups, and said, “We need to understand 

more than the black/white paradigm.”  
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Training. 

Many of the evaluators mentioned the need for more training in working cross-culturally 

both at AEA and in the academic programs. One respondent commented that university 

programs do not require that students take any courses around culture nor do they require 

students to have diverse experiences. They explained that students learn that cultural 

understanding is important, but they then must figure out the process on their own.   

Resources. 

The area where participants felt the evaluation field was the weakest was in developing 

and sharing tools, information on specific cultures, validation studies, and technology. 

Many participants said that they have a hard time finding measures that can be easily 

adapted or have already been developed that they can just tweak. Participants explained 

that evaluators need to better document the unique and creative ways of doing evaluation 

in different cultures, as well as the understandings of different ways of knowing and 

learning.  Many felt the AEA Listserves are beneficial but not enough. Finding relevant 

resources is particularly hard for evaluators who are not in academia and do not have 

access to online research databases.  

Summary 

Overall, evaluators were proud of their cross-cultural work. They felt that they generally 

had the control they needed to conduct their evaluations in ways they felt would be 

culturally competent. They felt they had a good understanding of how to be culturally 



 

 46 

competent evaluators. However, they discussed being surprised by unexpected challenges 

and not always having the resources necessary to conduct their evaluations in the ways 

they felt were appropriate. The participants were generally eager to have more resources 

and tools designed for culturally competent evaluations. Several respondents also 

expressed a high level of satisfaction with cross-cultural work, finding it satisfying, 

stimulating, and personally fulfilling. 
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Discussion 

The responses that the participants provided mirrored the many themes around 

cultural competence that authors have discussed in the literature. The striking 

similarity of themes suggests that these topics are not just relevant for the study 

sample, but for the field as a whole. Understanding to what extent these results have 

answered the research questions and have added to the discussion may be 

constructive. To better understand the results of this study, we will return to some of 

the main themes detailed in the results section. 

The participants of the study seemed to have a clear understanding of cultural 

competence as the literature has described the concept. They understood the importance 

of self-reflection and the need to learn from the culture they were working with. They 

also understood the need to incorporate cultural competence into the entire design 

process, though the extent to which they were able to do that varied. Further, participants 

described modifying their methods and instruments in ways similar to those described in 

the literature. Many of the participants were knowledgeable about the importance of 

including all voices and being aware of the role of power between themselves as 

evaluators and individuals in the programs. These findings show that these participants 

have an awareness of the approaches and skills are necessary in order to conduct cross-

cultural evaluations. The participants did not discuss any additional skills that the 

literature has not covered.  
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This study has revealed that participants begin to consider their ability to be culturally 

competent before even bidding for a contract. Their main concern is whether or not they 

have someone on their team who is part of the culture and if not, whether they will be 

able to work with people in the community to develop and execute the evaluation. The 

study showed that some evaluators do reflect on the role of the cultural guides on the 

staff. However, unlike in the literature, there was little discussion by the participants of 

whether or not they were the appropriate people to lead the evaluations. One possible 

explanation for this contrast is that the participants believe or have found that that as long 

as they worked with cultural guides their leadership does not hinder the evaluation. 

Another possibility is that the participants have rationalized their role as a leader in cross-

cultural evaluations to reduce guilt or increase employability. 

Participants did not mention feeling they were unqualified to work with particular groups. 

Their decisions were instead more logistical and based on external factors. Further, 

participants focused on whether or not the client would support culturally competent 

approaches. These results suggest that evaluators who focus on doing cross-cultural work 

do consider cultural issues when selecting projects. The literature has not focused much 

on the process of selecting cross-cultural projects, possibly because evaluators do not 

publish papers on the evaluations that they chose not to conduct.  

While much of the literature describes problem cases where evaluators struggled to be 

culturally competent, most of the participants felt very confident in their ability to work 

with other cultures in a culturally competent way. For the most part, their reason was that 

they were able to approach evaluations with humility, accepting what they do not know, 
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and that they were willing to work with the community. Some also discussed using 

culturally competent methods. Their perceptions of cultural competence as a learning 

process rather than an end point allowed most of them to feel they are culturally 

competent.  

Another finding of this study is that while evaluators seem to be clear that culture goes 

beyond race and ethnicity and that we all have different cultures, they did not all consider 

every evaluations to be cross-cultural. Their focus on being culturally competent often 

targeted evaluations with groups that are of different races and that speak different 

languages. While authors such as Evergreen and Robertson (2010) have emphasized that 

all evaluations are cross-cultural and should therefore be culturally competent, that 

connection has yet to be fully realized in the field. However, one possibility is that 

because these evaluators do focus on culture in some evaluations, those processes are 

carried over into other “non-cross-cultural” evaluations. Since the interviews did not 

explore that aspect, it is unclear if that is in fact the case.  

Several of the challenges that the literature has discussed were elaborated on in the 

interviews. The need to communicate the importance of cultural competence with funders 

was particularly apparent. While the literature has discussed funders requiring methods 

that are inappropriate, the interview results showed that funders are often understanding 

and adaptable when evaluators make a strong case for different assessments. However, 

while the participants seemed to feel the funders were flexible, they reported that funders 

were still less accepting of the qualitative data that the participants felt was a significant 

part of culturally competent evaluations. As several of the participants mentioned using 
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culturally competent techniques in addition to the methods the funders required, it 

appears that misunderstanding continue between some culturally competent evaluators 

and funders.  

Other challenges that the evaluators faced included the need for more resources and tools. 

Endo et al.’s (2003) results also reflected this issue. The need for more measures that 

evaluators or researchers have validated for specific cultures presents a difficult 

challenge. Measures that are applicable in multiple situations are standardized, which are 

the exact type of measure that causes problems in terms of cultural competence. 

Developing new measures for each evaluations is often impractical, however, as the 

process is time consuming and expensive, particularly when translation is involved. 

Further, even with the participation of community members, the instruments may not be 

valid for the entire community. While the respondents discussed needing to pilot 

instruments with the community, they did not discuss tailoring different instruments to 

different cultures within a community. As one participant suggested, the field needs more 

instruments that are flexible, and that can be tailored for the community without losing 

validity. However, developing such measures would present quite a challenge for 

evaluators and researchers, assuming such measures are even possible. 

Last, this study allowed participants to reflect on how the evaluation field has done in 

terms of promoting cultural competence. The responses reflected the demands in the 

literature to increase diversity in the field, increase training, expand the conversation, and 

create a community of practice where evaluators can share what they have learned. The 

responses further call on the evaluation field to include those who have not been part of 
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the discussion, including those who may not even be part of the evaluation community. 

While AEA has made advancements with regard to increasing diversity and the 

expanding awareness of cultural competence, these respondents believe that the field’s 

leaders need to continue and expand those efforts.  
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Conclusion 

This study contributes to the understanding of how evaluators view cultural competence 

and the challenges they face. The results indicate that many of the issues that the 

literature has discussed continue to be relevant. The practices and challenges of working 

cross-culturally are not limited to specific fields like healthcare, or to international 

evaluations. Somewhat concerning is the fact that the obstacles evaluators faced when 

working cross-culturally in the 1980s are still present today. However, the evaluation 

field has succeeded in imparting the importance of using culturally competent approaches 

in evaluations that evaluators view as cross-cultural. 

Limitations 

There are several limitations to the results of this study based on the design and methods 

used. First, the results may not be representative of all evaluators who do cross-cultural 

work because they only represent those who work in the Midwest. Evaluators in other 

regions might have different perceptions of cultural competence or focus on different 

methods. Second, although the interviews shared many themes, it is possible that the 

addition of more interviews would have resulted in additional themes across the 

interviews. There may be effects of response bias, as those who choose to participate in 

the study may differ from the participants in some important way. For example, they may 

be more interested in discussing their work on cross-cultural evaluations. Another 

possibility is that those who responded had more time or interest in supporting the 

education pursuits of graduate students.  
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Another important limitation is that the sample represents evaluators who advertise 

themselves as doing culturally competent research on association websites. These 

evaluators are involved in the evaluation community and may thus be more aware of the 

discussions around cultural competence than the average evaluator who works cross-

culturally. Certainly some of the responses reflected knowledge of the evaluation 

literature around these issues. In addition, several of the participants had degrees in 

evaluation and are likely more aware of the issues in the field outside of their day-to-day 

practice. The involvement in the evaluation community as well as close geographical 

proximity suggests that these participants may work together and share ideas, resulting in 

more similar responses.  

Suggestions for Future Research 

The limitations of this study as well as themes that the researcher extracted from the 

interview responses provide many avenues for future research that would contribute to 

culturally competent work. Related to the limitations, it may be helpful to understand to 

what extent evaluators across the United States use culturally competent approaches and 

methods. While these results and the literature provide some comprehension of how 

evaluators conduct culturally competent evaluations, more information is needed about 

the level of use in general practice. 

Another area that would be interesting to develop is a way of measuring cultural 

competence, as suggested by Evergreen and Robertson (2010). A measure of 

competence would help guide evaluators in the process of development by showing them 
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where their weaknesses and strengths are. Such research should include a review of 

measures developed in other fields like community psychology or social work. 

Another area that would benefit from additional research, as suggested in both the 

literature and by the study participants, is in the validation of culturally competent 

instruments. Evaluators need more research on how to make measures, particularly 

quantitative, culturally valid. It would also be beneficial to better understand to what 

extent evaluators really validate the instruments they develop for other cultures and what 

barriers they face in the process.  

A final area where additional research would be valuable is on how evaluators can 

communicate with funders about the need for culturally competent evaluations. While 

having more culturally validated measures would help evaluators negotiate with funders, 

evaluators need to find ways to increase funders’ understanding of cultural issues and 

appreciation of participatory approaches. A study exploring funders’ attitudes towards 

cultural competence as well as evaluators techniques for approaching such issues could 

help evaluators improve communication and address funders’ concerns. 
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Appendix A - Interview Protocol 
 

I would like to start by briefly getting some background information about your 

experience in the evaluation field, and to get an understanding of what terms like 

“culture” mean to you. 

 

Background Questions: 

1. How long have you been working as an evaluator? 

 

2. What is your academic background (degree, major) 

 

3. What does the term “culture” mean to you? What do you consider a “cross-

cultural” evaluation? What would you consider a “culturally competent 

evaluation?” 

 

4. Approximately how many projects have you worked on? How many of those 

would you characterize as cross-cultural? 

 

Main Questions: 

The next questions ask about your experience working with cross-cultural evaluations. 

The questions will ask you to reflect on your experience overall and for any relevant 

examples that stand out from any project. 

 

5. At what point did you start to consider the issue of culture in an evaluation? Does 

it vary depending on the project? Why?  

 

6. When looking at potential cross-cultural contracts, how do you decide whether or 

not to do the evaluation?  

a. What factors do you consider?  

b. To what extent does staffing play a role?  

c. Are there some cultures with which you feel more confident in your ability 

to be culturally competent? 

 

7. To what extent do you feel you’ve been able to address cultural differences in 

your evaluations? What has worked well and what hasn’t? 

 

8. In what ways have the evaluation design and process been influenced by cultural 

considerations? 

a. Can you please describe some of the ways you have incorporated culture 

into your evaluations methods? Why did you select those methods? 

 

9. Are there any methods you really wanted or needed to use but couldn’t because of 

cultural concerns? What was the problem? 
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10. Have you ever had to include methods that you know may not be culturally valid? 

How do you think that influenced your results? 

 

11. Do you feel these evaluations have met your or the funders’ standards in terms of 

methods and rigor? 

 

12. Over the course of your career, what are some of the most important lessons 

you’ve learned about doing cross-cultural evaluation? 

 

13. What challenges, if any, do you feel you continue to face when working cross-

culturally? Have you sought out solutions to these challenges? If so, why have 

they not helped? 

 

The field in general 

14. In what ways, if any, do you feel evaluators have been successful at being 

sensitive to cultural differences? 

 

15. Are there any particular areas you feel the evaluation field needs to focus on more 

when it comes to cross-cultural evaluation? Why? 

 

16. Is there anything else you would like to share about your experiences working 

cross-culturally or about the field in general? 
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Appendix B – Summary Presentation 

 

Master’s Thesis Defense

August 24, 2011

Amelia E. Maynard

Advisor: Dr. Jean King

 
 

 

Background
 American Evaluation Association emphasizes the 

importance of cultural competence (2004, 2011) 

 Culture is defined as “the shared experiences of 
people, including their languages, values, customs, 
beliefs, and mores. It also includes worldviews, 
ways of knowing, and ways of communicating.” (AEA, 

2011, p. 2)
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Cultural Competence
 Cultural competence is a process (AEA, 2011; Botcheva et al., 2009; 

Symonnette, 2004)

 Necessary for validity and social justice (Kirkhart, 2010; Hopson 

et al., 2000; Wadsworth, 2011)

 Involves an understanding of context and diversity 
within groups (Kirkhart, 2010; Letiecq & Bailey, 2004)

 Necessitates reflection of own culture and culture of 
evaluation (Grudens-Schuck, 2003; Milner, 2007)

 
 

 

Cultural Competence (cont’d)
 Uses participatory and responsive approaches (Abma, 

2005; SenGupta et al., 2004; Stake, 2004, 2011)

 Includes marginalized voices (Madison, 2007; Mathie & Greene; 

1997; Mertens, 1999)

 Balances power (Hood & Rosenstein, 2004; Hopson et al., 2000; Stanfield, 

1999)
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Culturally Competent Designs

 Designs reflect stakeholders’ values (Hood, 1998; LaFrance, 

2004)

 Content and context of instruments are translated 
(Geisinger, 1994 ; Weeks et al., 2007)

 Frequently use qualitative or mixed-method designs 
(Chouinard & Cousins, 2009; Merryfield, 1985)

 Use cultural guides (Chouinard & Cousins, 2009; Small et al., 2006) 

 
 

 

Purpose of Research

 Look beyond the literature

 Understand how evaluators view their ability to be 
culturally competent

 Discover when evaluators feel cultural competence is 
necessary

 Understand how evaluators balance funder and 
stakeholder needs

 Gain knowledge of the factors evaluators consider 
when looking at cross-cultural contracts
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Method
 Qualitative design

 Individual semi-structured interviews 

 Purposeful criterion sampling – evaluators in the 
Midwest with over 2 years evaluation experience who 
describe their work as cross-cultural

 Analyzed data for themes using the NVIVO software

 
 

 

Participants
 12 participants

 3 male, 9 female

 6 evaluators of color

 Experience in evaluation ranged from 3-38 years, 
average 15 years

 Worked in different areas including education, public 
health, social services, and corrections

 All had advanced degrees, 4 had or were completing 
degrees in evaluation
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Results
 Definition of culture consistent with AEA’s

 Some participants felt all evaluations were cross-
cultural, others did not

 Emphasized importance of self-reflection, humility, 
willingness to learn

 Need to develop relationships

 Be aware of cultural differences from beginning

 Takes time

 
 

 

Results (cont’d)
 Involve participants

 Use cultural guides

 Use qualitative methods

 Communicate with funders about design and 
resources

 Increase diversity, training, and resources
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Discussion

 Awareness of the issues and processes

 Considered evaluation team when responding to RFPs

 Confident because it is a process

 Continued challenges in communicating with funders

 Need more resources, validated measures

 Challenges and practices are cross-disciplinary

 
 

 

Limitations & Future Research
 Sampled Midwest evaluators only

 Participants are involved in evaluation community

 May not have captured all themes due to similarities of 
participants

 Response bias

 Examine to what extent evaluators use culturally 
competent practices in their evaluations

 Develop measure of cultural competence 

 Explore funders’ perceptions of cultural competence and 
ways to improve communication

 

 


