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FOREWORD

When the first national park was established at Yellowstone on March 1,
1872, all that could be loosely defined as an interpretive program for future
visitors was the report from the 1870 expedition that discovered the site. Old
Faithful geyser had barely been named, and the National Park Service was
as yet unformed, so how could the park’s geologic phenomena be interpreted
to the public? The effectiveness of such interpretive programs as later emerged
could have been evaluated only by the “oohs” and ‘“ahhs” of visitors and
postcard readers.

Park interpretation has come a long way since that time. Hundreds of
national parks have since been established, and each one has an interpretive
staff, professionals armed with extensive training and often with degrees in
biology, paleontology, or American history. Interpretive programs range from
sophisticated, multi-media events to more subtle, hushed commentary on a
dawn canyon walk.

The National Park Service has at its disposal years of accumulated experi-
ence with natural and historical resources as well as with the most modern
techniques for educating groups of visitors. The result has been that Americans
hold the park ranger in highest regard, and value and look forward to interpre-
tive programs whenever they visit a national park. This relationship between
interpreter and visitor, in turn, generates broad support for parks throughout
the nation, and helps make the National Park Service one of the country’s
more popular federal bureaucracies.

As I write this, the field of interpretation is entering a new phase. Having
developed the art of interpretation to a high degree, the Park Service is
increasingly stepping back and looking at the science of evaluating interpre-
tation. What and how to interpret the parks to the public, and which individual
programs are effective, rank high among the questions most debated by park
interpreters and administrators. Spending decisions hinge on this debate, mak-
ing it a crucial issue in park policy.

In response to this debate, Dr. Gary E. Machlis, Sociology Project
Leader of the National Park Service Cooperative Park Studies Unit at the
University of Idaho, began to solicit a wide range of opinions on the subject
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of evaluation of interpretation. The result was an enthusiastic flow of papers
and essays giving diverse, stimulating ideas on the subject.

In order to share these views and stimulate further discussion, Dr.
Machlis has compiled these essays in book form. The result is Interpretive
Views, an important exercise in policy debate, and an open approach I
enthusiastically advocate.

Such a broad range of authors as Machlis has selected — from conces-
sioners to academicians, from park administrators to park advocates — pro-
vide a cross section of popular thought on this important subject that will no
doubt fulfill the editor’s intent.

Interpretive Views is a welcome addition to the growing body of profes-
sional literature dealing with evaluating interpretation. I urge each of you to
join in the professional debate this volume is designed to stimulate. Not only
will interpretive staffs and park administrators find this book an essential tool,
but students in training for park work would do well to review these essays
for an introduction into current thought on this important issue.

I applaud Dr. Machlis and the other contributors to this book for sharing
with all of us their most current insights and diverse opinions on this crucial
professional issue. I appreciate the National Parks and Conservation Associ-
ation’s support of this project. All have performed a valuable service to the
NPS by making their ideas available to us. The National Park Service, and
the general public it serves, can only benefit from such open discussion as is
embodied in Interpretive Views.

— William Penn Mott, Jr., Director
National Park Service
U.S. Department of the Interior



Preface

Evaluation of interpretation is an increasingly important issue for the
National Park Service (NPS) and its related interest groups, including the
National Parks and Conservation Association (NPCA). The emerging impor-
tance of evaluation is partly the result of a broader social trend toward fiscal
austerity for public services, as all government programs are being scrutinized
by the American public. The NPS and its interpretive programs are not
immune from this demand for cost-effectiveness. The issue for the NPS is
how best to respond. How should NPS interpretive programs be evaluated?
Should they be evaluated at all? By whom and for what purpose? These
questions deserve attention, and that is the first reason for this book.

The second reason revolves around disagreements over the issue of
evaluating interpretation, and the many conflicting opinions on the questions
just asked. This whole area of uncertainty became clear to me one bright,
crisp October evening on the porch of the Superintendent’s house at Wind
Cave National Park. Being a sociologist, I asked questions of the park profes-
sionals who were relaxing there. “But how can you tell when an interpretive
program is very good?” I asked. “That’s easy,” someone replied; “It is not,”
someone else answered, and a vibrant debate began that lasted far past the
Dakota sunset.

Gradually I realized the diversity of views on evaluating interpretation,
and how deeply held were the opinions that supported these views. This book
is an attempt, in only a slightly more formal way, to bring the reader into
that wonderful porch-front debate. Its main purpose is to share various view-
points on evaluating NPS interpretation.

The reader may benefit in other ways, too. The essays that follow provide
special insight into the philosophies that currently (or potentially could) guide
interpretation in the National Park Service. In sharing their opinions on
evaluating interpretation, most of the authors had to confront and then describe
what they thought interpretation was all about. For the reader interested in
the vocation — the rationale for interpretation — there is much to learn from
these contributions.

Another benefit is that those in search of ideas for evaluating their own
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interpretive programs will find constructive suggestions, examples, and
resources for conducting evaluation efforts. The book is not, however, a
textbook on how to evaluate interpretation — and several of the authors reject
the idea of evaluation out of hand.

I hope these essays may stimulate changes in NPS policy. It seems
unfortunate that NPS management holds interpreters accountable for cost-
effective, well-crafted programs, and yet has neither a coherent policy for
evaluating interpretation, nor any well-tested techniques for doing so. If the
book can stimulate a thorough discussion of NPS policies toward interpreta-
tion, then the efforts of the authors will be well served.

Finally, there is the simple benefit of knowing what your neighbor is up
to. The authors include park managers, school teachers, concessioners, pro-
fessors, artists, scientists and, of course, interpreters. They represent the
widest possible range of experiences — from an elementary school principal
in South Florida to a recently retired NPS regional director in Alaska. All
have an interest in interpretation and an enthusiasm for the National Park
Service. Reading their essays, one can get a sense of the diverse ways in
which Americans approach their national parks, and the single-mindedness
with which we treasure them. Some of the essays are serious, others playful;
some adapt a careful, measured tone, others are strident. All offer useful
insights.

Interpretive Views is divided into seven parts. The first part, “The Set-
ting,” provides a basic introduction for what is to come. It includes “Evalu-
ation and Interpretation: A Literature Review,” important, for its detailing of
what is known about evaluation in general, and about the evaluation of
interpretation in particular. If the NPS is to systematically evaluate its interpre-
tive programs, it can ill afford to “reinvent the wheel” or to create social-sci-
ence fiction. The review includes many references, so the reader interested
in learning more can find original sources.

Parts Two through Six are the central core of the book. They consist of
twenty-two essays on evaluating interpretation. Each Part reflects the point
of view of the authors, the first group being from the parks. This viewpoint
is critical, for it is closest to the action, that is, the daily interpretive programs
and visitor contacts. Any policy concerning evaluating interpretation will
affect the parks first and foremost. Authors include superintendents, chief
naturalists, and field interpreters.

The second viewpoint is from the office, and the regional and national
offices of the NPS are well represented. The fact that most of these profession-
als have spent many years in the parks is an added benefit. The third set of
views comes from the universities, for these are the training grounds for future
interpreters and the sources of most research on interpretation.

A fourth viewpoint is provided by concessioners. Increasingly, the pri-
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vate sector has become involved in interpretation, and enlightened concession-
ers have seen interpretive programs as complementary to the other visitor
services they provide. Their views are important for, like the field interpreters,
they are close to the visitor.

A final viewpoint is from the outside, and the essays here come from a
wide range of citizens who have informative insights into interpretation in
the National Park Service. Since it is the American public that is the ultimate
judge of the NPS and its performance, the views of outside interest groups
and knowledgeable visitors deserve a thoughtful reading.

After these views are presented, the book concludes with Part Seven,
“Toward a Policy for Evaluating NPS Interpretation.” Among the essays in
previous sections, there are points in common and areas of sharp disagree-
ment, and an effort is made here to critically review the essays and to synthe-
size what has been said. Implications for policy are discussed.

Several individuals have been especially helpful in preparing Interpretive
Views. Bill Sontag has expressed a consistent support for the project, and his
enthusiasm for a wide and varied forum is appreciated. Dave Dame, and the
Division of Interpretation, Washington, D.C., have supported our research
on interpretation, and Dave’s interest in this different kind of effort is thank-
fully acknowledged. The National Parks and Conservation Association and,
in particular, Destry Jarvis, have provided critical support for Inferpretive
Views, and Destry’s interest and patience has been helpful.

Each and every author deserves a special thanks, for to prepare their
essays within the schedules they follow required a special dedication and
concern. Jean Matthews gave each essay a subtle editing, no small task given
the range of writing styles with which she was confronted. Joan Klingler
organized and managed the project with care and efficiency. Marjorie Corbett
of Shade Tree Associates carried the manuscript to finished book with skill
and enthusiasm. And to those who participated in that porch-front debate,
thanks for the idea.

— Gary E. Machlis
Moscow, Idaho
June, 1986
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Chapter 1

Social Program Evaluation
And Interpretation:
A Literature Review

Sam H. Ham

Sam Ham is Associate Professor, Department of
Wildland Recreation Management, College of Forestry,
Wildlife and Range Sciences, University of Idaho. He is an
active member of the National Audio-Visual Association, the
National Association for Environmental Education, the
National Wildlife Federation, and the Idaho Environmental
Council. Dr. Ham is co-editor of the Journal of Interpreta-
tion.

This chapter reviews the literature on evaluating interpretation in parks,
forests, museums, and other settings in which interpretation takes place. The
focus is on evaluating interpretation, not interpreters. We will therefore be
concerned with measuring and charting the achievements of interpretive ser-
vices and programs, but not necessarily with the actions, mannerisms, and
communication styles of individual interpreters, though the two are frequently
related. For purposes of this review, the term “evaluation” means:

the process of collecting and analyzing information about a social
program, its audience, or its impacts on an audience for the explicit
purpose of improving its ability to serve the audience in intended
ways.

Evaluation may be further distinguished from other research activities by its
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focus on judgements about program effort, effectiveness, efficiency, and
adequacy, its reliance on systematic methods, and its applied orientation to
management and decision-making (Attkisson and Broskowski 1978).

The problems of evaluating interpretation have begun to receive serious
attention from both practitioners and researchers in the interpretation field.
Recently, attempts to produce factual, comprehensive, and understandable
evaluation guides for interpreters have appeared (e.g., Hodgson and Fritschen
1984, Hodgson 1984, Roggenbuck and Propst 1981), and a number of writers
have urged interpreters to routinize evaluation of their programs (e.g., Evans
1983, Murphy and Verardo 1983, Hodgson 1979, Moses et al. 1977). Along
with this welcomed attention have come questions, some old and some new,
about what interpretation should be trying to accomplish, when it is “effec-
tive,” and how it can or should be evaluated. Literature on these diverse
topics is growing, and the purpose of this essay is to draw some of it together,
along with the literature on social program evaluation, as an aid both to
interpreters in search of ideas for evaluating their programs and to researchers
faced with the need to know what has gone on before.

The essay begins by reviewing opinions on the need to evaluate interpre-
tive services, followed by a brief historical sketch of social program evalua-
tion. The purpose here is to show the historical roots of systematic evaluation,
and to suggest that evaluating interpretation is simply a special case of a
broader problem; evaluation precepts and procedures are well established in
literature outside of interpretation, and examples of this literature will be
given. This discussion is organized around four major topics in the evaluation
literature: (1) kinds of evaluations, (2) when to evaluate, (3) how to evaluate,
and (4) evaluative criteria. Questions about defining “effectiveness,” writing
objectives, collecting information, and selecting criteria for evaluations will
be addressed.

Why Evaluate Interpretation?

Although disagreement may exist, the need to evaluate interpretive effec-
tiveness is well established. Putney and Wagar (1973) argued that systematic
evaluation of interpretive efforts was a necessary step toward unifying
interpretation with other agency functions. They pointed out that visitor infor-
mation programs must be designed and implemented in concert with broad
agency policies governing the mission and overall intent of that agency. Thus,
they saw interpretation not as an autonomous information function, but rather
as part of a larger scheme of management. In their view, evaluating interpre-
tation’s contribution to this scheme would determine its effectiveness and
provide insights into needed improvement.

More recently, Roggenbuck and Propst (1981) and Propst and Roggen-

10
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buck (1981) have outlined several reasons why evaluation of interpretation is
needed by public agencies:

1. Present austerity has heightened public awareness of government
spending, and increasingly agencies are required to demonstrate the cost-
effectiveness of their programs;

2. Within agencies, different administrative units vie for limited operat-
ing funds. Showing measurable benefits of an interpretive program pro-
vides a competitive edge in the budget race;

3. Evaluation programs require periodic scrutiny of interpretive objec-
tives to ensure that interpretive objectives reflect changes in agency
mission, management policy, or political climate; and

4. Evaluation provides feedback about individual interpretive services
and the program as a whole.

Decisions about upgrading, updating, deletion, and addition of interpretive
services become easier when the relative accomplishments of the services are
known. Similarly, objective evaluation of interpretive staff can reveal insights
into training needs and hiring priorities (Hodgson 1984, Ham and Shew 1979).

Perhaps the most recurrent question in the interpretation literature is
“What is effectiveness?” How does one distinguish between effective and
ineffective interpretation, and how does one know when effectiveness
changes? At one level, these are questions for philosophers such as Freeman
Tilden, who urged interpreters to search for the gleam in a visitor’s eyes
(Reyburn 1977), and others who have hinted that the qualities of good
interpretation are felt so deeply and personally by interpreters that they defy
objective measurement: “When it’s right, you just know it.”

At a different level, however, these questions about “effectiveness” must
also be addressed by managers, administrators, and policymakers; at this
level, counting “gleams” and personal convictions, no matter how surely they
might indicate good interpretation, will not forcefully argue interpretation’s
place in management nor in the budget (Callecod and Gallup 1980). According
to many writers (e.g., McDonough 1979, Knudson and Morfoot 1979, Cal-
lecod and Gallup 1980), other indicators of effectiveness must be added if
we are to achieve the level of systematic evaluation.

In a report to the National Park Service, Moses et al. (1977) pointed out
that although informal evaluation of interpretive services is “as old as interpre-
tation itself,” it has not allowed managers to determine whether interpretive
programs actually produce intended outcomes. In their view, this has ham-
pered efforts to increase interpretation’s role in park management and has
relegated to “faith” interpreters’ convictions about the overall worth of their
services. According to many (e.g., Bernard 1977, Wagar 1978, Roggenbuck

11
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1979, Hodgson and Fritschen 1984) this is a major obstacle to defending
interpretation’s place in today’s budgets. To some (e.g., Callecod and Gallup
1980), this reasoning suggests the need for objective data on actual
accomplishments. To this end alone, according to these writers, evaluation
is urgently needed.

Evaluating Social Programs: Historical Background

Planners, administrators, and program implementers, from the earliest
days of social programs, have been confronted with a continual need to
choose between the status quo and alternative new directions. Decisions usu-
ally were based on subjective impression; hence they varied widely (Sze and
Hopps 1974). Coincident with the growth of social research methods, how-
ever, came a concern for systematic evaluation of social programs. The term
systematic implied that accomplishments of a program could be objectively
measured and that the success of the program could be charted over time
without bias or political subjectivity. According to Rossi et al. (1979), profes-
sional awareness of this need arose in such fields as education and public
health as early as the turn of the century. By the 1930s, serious attempts to
systematically evaluate social action programs were under way in several
fields (e.g., Stephan 1935, Freeman 1977).

During the late 1930s and throughout the next three decades, evaluations
of programs in communication (Hovland et al. 1949), delinquency prevention
(Hirschi and Selvin 1967), worker productivity (Roethlisberger and Dickson
1939), and other areas in social work (Polansky 1960) became commonplace
worldwide. Gradually, program evaluation emerged as a bona fide specialty
within social science fields, and by the 1960s textbooks appeared (e.g.,
Suchman 1967, Campbell and Stanley 1966), and university courses in evalu-
ation methods were being offered.

Today, evaluation is seen as an inseparable part of program planning
and decision-making. In many fields (e.g., medicine, food and nutrition, and
nuclear energy development), laws require carefully specified evaluations
before widespread distribution of materials or implementation of procedures
is permitted. Often, federal funding for major programs in education, health,
and agriculture hinges on whether periodic evaluations are included as a part
of project proposals. Clearly, improvement of public services through social
action programs is an important goal, one that depends on orderly planning
and rational allocation of program resources (Weiss 1974). It is here, accord-
ing to many writers, that systematic evaluation must prevail over intuition
and subjective judgement in the decision-making process. As Epstein and
Tripodi have argued:
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sound professional practice requires that program
administrators be more rational and objective in planning, monitor-
ing, and evaluating their programs. Research facilitates rationality;
it provides information that is essential for responsible administra-
tive decision-making. (1977:1)

Arguments for systematic evaluations of social programs also are based
on politics. In fact, Coke and Hansan (1974) have suggested that the entire
process of evaluation — its structure and procedures — is meaningless outside
of its role in political decision-making. Policymakers may be quite sensitive
to the concerns of those organizations whose support is critical to their jobs,
and to “watchdog” groups (e.g., Common Cause) who conduct their own
evaluations of the effects of social policies. As Berk and Rossi (1976) pointed
out, it is because of such political realities that policymakers themselves,
rather than academicians, are at the forefront of those demanding accountabil-
ity of social programs through systematic evaluation.

Evaluators of interpretation have distinct advantages over professionals
in other fields who much earlier seized the idea of systematically measuring
the success of their programs. They come to a field rich with half a century
of procedural refinements and an enormous amount of literature on methods
of program evaluation. Limitations of time and funding also have been
reduced due to the advancement of inexpensive measures (e.g., Webb et al.
1966, Peine 1984) and to an increasing number of publications on evaluation
and measurement for nonresearchers (e.g., Epstein and Tripodi 1977, Collins
et al. 1969). Except for the settings in which interpretation typically occurs,
there is little to suggest that evaluating interpretive services should differ from
evaluating other social programs. The task for interpreters, it would seem, is
to borrow what can be borrowed from the larger situation and apply it in the
special circumstances surrounding their own programs. What this might entail
and how it might be applied are subjects of the remainder of this essay. The
purpose of the next section is to discuss major considerations in social program
evaluation. The intent is to highlight generic concerns that may have practical
significance for evaluating interpretive services.

Major Topics in Social Program Evaluation

Throughout the evaluation research literature, four topics applicable to
interpretive evaluation repeatedly emerge:

1. kinds of program evaluations,

2. when to evaluate,
3. how to evaluate, and

13
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4. kinds of evaluative criteria.

Though the list of topics may understate the complexities of social program
evaluation, it provides a useful framework for this review. Readers interested
in more detailed analyses are referred to evaluation research texts such as
Rossi et al. (1979), Weiss and Bucavalas (1980), and Weiss (1972).

Kinds of Evaluations

Evaluations can be classified according to the types of questions they
address or the methods they utilize. A common classification is Rossi et al.’s
(1979) scheme, which suggests four major areas on which evaluations should
focus: program planning, program monitoring, economic efficiency, and
impact assessment (see Table 1). In interpretation, the word “evaluation”
usually means assessing program accomplishments (after the program has
ended); Rossi et al.’s typology reminds us of other questions, some in need
of answers before program implementation, others during and after implemen-
tation. Following is an explanation of each of the four kinds of evaluation
with examples of how they have been applied in evaluating interpretation.

Program Planning Evaluations

Program planning evaluations generally are conducted before a program
is implemented, to assess whether a proposed program is actually needed, or
to determine the size, distribution, or other characteristics of the target audi-
ence and whether the program is designed to produce intended outcomes
relative to that audience. Generally, the purpose is to verify the nature or
extent of a suspected problem before time, energy, and funds are spent on a
program to ameliorate it (Rossi et al. 1979).

In interpretation, program planning evaluations provide information for
designing an interpretive program to address some specific problem. Szwak
(1984), for example, collected information on visitor characteristics, visitation
patterns, and visitor activities with the aim of improving interpretive planning
in three national parks. Her results suggested that both composition and
behavior of the audience changed during each day and throughout the week.
Interpretive programming also could change to accommodate temporal differ-
ences in the visitor population. Other studies have developed planning impli-
cations from data on visitors’ expectations (e.g., Blahna and Roggenbuck
1979), visitor characteristics and behavior (e.g., Palmer and Zube 1980), and
visitors’ patterns of participation in interpretive services (e.g., Mullins and
Hanna 1981). McDonough (1984) has outlined three broad categories of
information that might be helpful to interpretive planners: visitor characteris-

14
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Table 1. Four types of program evaluation (adapted from Rossi et al. 1979)

Type of Evaluation Examples of Questions Addressed

1. Program planning Does the suspected problem really exist? What are
the characteristics of the target audience and can
the program be designed to reach the audience and
produce intended results? What are the needs of
the target audience and is the program designed to
address these needs?

2. Program monitoring Has the program been implemented as planned? Is
it reaching the intended audience? Is it providing
to the audience intended services? Is the program
reaching sufficient numbers of the target audience?

3. Economic efficiency What are the costs to provide the service and how
do they compare to actual benefits produced? Is
the program an efficient use of resources
compared with alternative uses of the resources?

4. Impact assessment Once implemented, does the program produce
intended benefits? Does it impact target audiences
in intended ways? Does the program produce
effects which were not intended?

tics, visitor attitudes, and visitor motivations and expectations. In her view,
such data are needed not only before a program is implemented but throughout
the life of the program. Rossi et al. (1979) refer to ongoing evaluation of this
type as “program monitoring,” which is discussed next.

Program Monitoring Evaluations

Program monitoring evaluations are conducted during the implementa-
tion stage of a program to determine whether the program is reaching target
audiences, and whether it is providing to them intended services. According
to Rossi et al. (1979), this is tantamount to asking whether the program has,
in fact, been implemented since it cannot benefit target audiences it never
reaches. For example, a problem common to most interpretive programs is

15
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attracting to activities and facilities sufficient numbers of visitors to justify
continuation of services. Today, number of visitor contacts is a well-estab-
lished criterion for budget decisions, and interpreters are increasingly required
to defend their programs on the basis of attendance figures. Evaluations of
this type (e.g., Knudson and Reyburn 1980, Knudson and Vanderford 1980)
are an obvious application of program monitoring, though as Edwards (1976)
has argued, attendance figures alone may be a misleading criterion for
interpretive evaluations.

Another application of program monitoring is determining whether the
visitors who participate in interpretive services are the kinds of visitors the
program was intended to attract. For example, a growing body of evidence
indicates that participants in interpretive services may represent a select,
sophisticated segment of the user population. Compared to nonparticipants,
they are often more highly educated, more used to going to parks, more
knowledgeable about park activities, and more experienced at attending
interpretive events (e.g., Mullins 1980, Palmer and Zube 1980, Tai 1981,
Ham 1982). As Lewis (1983) contended, such audiences may not represent
the visitors many interpretive programs were designed to serve. Periodically
monitoring audience characteristics may help to determine whether this is
true, and if so, may suggest program changes or publicity efforts to attract
greater proportions of the target audience. Exampies of this kind of program
monitoring can be found in McDonough (1984), Hanna and Silvy (1978),
and Field and Gramann (1977). Similarly, monitoring of program content,
media, scheduling, and geographical distribution can indicate whether the
program has been implemented as intended. Procedures for this kind of
monitoring have recently been developed for the National Park Service, and
summaries can be found in Van Every (1983), Machlis et al. (1983) and Ham
et al. (1984).

Economic Efficiency Evaluations

Government agencies are increasingly called upon to show the benefit-
cost ratios of their programs and services. Benefits of interpretive programs
frequently elude measurement, making benefit-cost assessment impractical or
difficult at best. However, Reyburn (1977) has suggested several variables
that may serve as proxies (or indicators) for actual benefits. He proposed a
hierarchy consisting of cost inputs to be paired with a range of outputs (bene-
fits) including:

1. number of services offered,
2. number of visitors contacted,
3. audience reactions, and

4. impacts on audiences.

16
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According to Reyburn, expressing each of the outputs as a ratio to costs could
provide reasonable indication of economic efficiency. Examples of cost inputs
both for facilities and personal interpretive services can be found in Wagar
(1982) and Knudson and Morfoot (1979). Sorensen and Grove (1978) contains
a detailed review of cost-benefit and cost-effectiveness evaluation methods,
including selection of indicators, measurement of costs and benefits, and
procedures for determining the reliability and validity of selected measures.

Impact Assessments

Impact assessments determine whether programs have achieved their
intended purposes, and whether they have produced any unintended out-
comes. Examples of intended outcomes might be increased visitor knowledge,
heightened interest, enjoyable experiences, or behavior changes. Hodgson
(1984) has classified interpretation goals as dealing with:

1. how people think,
2. how people feel, or
3. how people behave.

Having developed performance objectives corresponding to one or more of
these goal categories, an interpreter could assess the impact.of a service or
program by measuring actual accomplishments and comparing them to
intended performance levels as stated in the objectives. For example, if an
objective of an interpretive service was to increase audience knowledge of
raptors by ten percent and to reduce audience littering by fifty percent, before
and after measurements of both knowledge and littering would provide an
indication of whether the service was having its intended impact on the target
audience.

Besides intended outcomes, impact assessments may also reveal out-
comes that were not intended (Weiss 1974). In interpretation, these could be
“extra benefits,” such as good press or letters of praise from visitors to
administrators. Unintended outcomes could also be undesirable, as when
teenagers get the idea to put detergent in a geyser after hearing a related
anecdote at the previous evening’s campfire program, or when visitors com-
plain about too many rules and regulations — information typically acquired
through interpretive services.

Not surprisingly, much of the literature on evaluating interpretation has
stressed impact assessment, that is, the degree to which interpretive efforts
produce their intended outcomes. However, no known attempts have been
made systematically to record unintended outcomes, and little has been pub-
lished regarding evaluations of program planning, program monitoring, or
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economic efficiency. Preoccupation with impact assessment is not necessarily
bad, but as Rossi et al. point out:

Impact evaluation without knowledge of what took place can fault
a vital program and result in poor policy decisions. Too often,
impact evaluations without prior evidence of implementation con-
clude that programs are ineffective. Yet, in fact, the real reason-
for lack of impact is that the program has not been tested and
properly evaluated, and the possibility that the intended program
may offer significant solutions to human problems remains
unexplored. (1979:46)

Several authors give examples of programs falsely deemed ineffective
by premature impact assessments (e.g., Rossi and Wright 1977, Williams
and Elmore 1976). An impact assessment is premature if the program being
evaluated has never been implemented as planned (i.e., has not reached the
target audience or is not delivering intended services). For this reason, Rossi
et al. (1979) see program monitoring evaluations as critical partners to impact
assessments.

For example, after having determined that an intensified effort to inter-
pret boating safety is needed, a manager might decide on the specific safety
messages to be communicated to visitors, as well as the interpretive media
to be used. Suppose it was decided that the following two messages about
personal flotation devices (PFDs) should become a part of all campfire pro-
gram introductions:

1. PFDs save lives every year here, and
2. The law requires boats to have one PFD for every passenger.

A program monitoring evaluation might then be devised to determine whether
audiences at campfire programs actually were getting these messages. In this
case, unannounced audits of campfire programs might be used to see if inter-
preters were implementing the safety-awareness program as planned. An
impact assessment, of course, would address whether the messages and
medium were effective in increasing the number of people wearing PFDs. If
interpreters were not giving campfire program audiences the intended mes-
sages, no doubt an impact assessment would find the safety program ineffec-
tive, without taking into account the fact that the program never was
implemented.
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Literature Review

When to Evaluate

Commenting on obstacles to meaningful evaluation of social programs,
Carol Weiss advanced an argument widely agreed upon in the evaluation
research literature:

One of the pervasive problems with most past evaluations has been
that they have been one-shot affairs. The evaluators come in, do
a study of more or less elegance, and after their work is over,
depart. But what about the rest of the time? Decisions still have
to be made on a pretty regular basis on all kinds of matters —
from policy questions regarding allocation of resources down to
the nitty-gritty of intake criteria, staffing, hours of service, and so
on. To meet continuing decisional needs, evaluative data can be
built into an ongoing information system. (1974:118)

Her concern that “one-shot” impact assessments are, alone, insufficient
to meaningfully evaluate human service programs has become an accepted
precept in the evaluation literature; and it reflects a general concern among
experts that evaluations should begin during the planning stage of a program
and continue through initial implementation and subsequent refinements up
until the time the program has outlived its usefulness (Attkisson et al. 1978,
Rossi et al. 1979, Epstein and Tripodi 1977).

Evaluation, in other words, is seen as a process comprised of several
different evaluative activities, each addressing a different, though related, set
of questions. Using Rossi et al.’s (1979) typology as an example, one can
see that the kinds of questions addressed by each type of evaluation also
suggest their timing relative to one another and in relation to initial program
implementation (see Table 1). Thus, the best time to conduct an evaluation
will be dictated by the nature of the evaluation being considered.

Clearly, program planning evaluations must precede the design and
implementation of an interpretive program (see Figure 1). Program monitoring
evaluations, on the other hand, must occur during the implementation phase.
Economic efficiency evaluations and impact assessments can be conducted
any time after implementation begins, including after a program is terminated
(Rossi et al. 1979). As Epstein and Tripodi suggested, evaluations of social
programs represent a continuous feedback mechanism through which pro-
grams can be routinely “fine-tuned” as new information about the audience
the delivery system, and the program’s impacts becomes known:

The need for such information persists throughout the life of a
program, so that program planning is closely related to monitoring
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