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Background: Evaluations are a useful tool to learn more about the effectiveness of public measures. 
In the era of evidence-based policymaking, recent research suggests that quality is an important 
determinant of the utilisation of evaluations. Despite this claim, hardly any empirical study has 
investigated whether the quality of an evaluation – measured by a meta-evaluation – influences 
its perceived utilisation by decision makers.
Aims and objectives: This article asks how the quality of an evaluation study is related to its 
perceived use, and investigates the relationship between the quality of an evaluation, assessed 
through a meta-evaluation, and how the evaluation is perceived and accepted by the parties 
concerned.
Methods: The basis for the empirical analyses were 34 external evaluations, conducted from 
2006 to 2014, of upper secondary schools in the canton of Zurich, as well as a standardised survey 
conducted among 307 representatives of these schools (teachers, administrators, members of 
quality development teams, and the heads of school oversight commissions).
Findings: We conclude that the quality of the evaluation, as assessed in a meta-evaluation, is 
not particularly associated with the perception of evaluation quality and the perceived use of the 
evaluation. The perceived quality, however, is related to the perceived impact of an evaluation.
Discussion and conclusion: These findings are relevant for evaluation research and practice, since 
they show that the quality of an evaluation and evaluation use do not necessarily go hand in hand.
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Key messages
•  Evaluators have to be aware that a systematically assessed quality of an evaluation does not 

go hand in hand with the perceived quality of that evaluation; 
•  Evaluators often focus on the instrumental form of evaluation use, but they should not ignore 

other forms of use and maybe try to maximise these utilisation forms in the design of their 
evaluation; 

•  Evaluators should be more active in advising stakeholders when it comes to evaluation use, 
for example, through policy narratives; 

•  Evaluators should carefully think about the measurement of evaluation quality and evaluation 
effects in research on evaluation.
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Introduction

Public authorities continue to use evaluation systems to govern partly autonomous 
public or private institutions, as evaluations provide decision makers with information 
on the effectiveness, efficiency or relevance of public actions using scientific methods 
(Gaertner et al, 2014; Verhoest et al, 2007; Ehren et al, 2015).1 They routinely 
commission evaluations in order to assess how public or private institutions carry 
out the public services assigned to them. The intent is to oversee and improve what 
such institutions provide, and to do so using evaluation findings (Bundi, 2016). This 
is particularly true in the education sector, where school evaluations have long been 
a central element for ensuring the success of a curriculum (House, 1993; Cronbach, 
2000).2 Evaluation findings have also become a source of information for decisions 
about the educational system as a whole and have become relevant for individual 
schools as well (Sanders and Horn, 1998; Odom et al, 2005; Slavin, 2008; Seidel et 
al, 2017).

The assumption that evaluations provide high-quality evidence legitimises them 
in the eyes of the public authorities. Crucial elements here are the methodological 
quality of the evaluations themselves, together with, inter alia, the stakeholder support 
for the evaluation process as well as the trustworthiness of the evaluation findings, 
not just by the public authorities but also by the evaluated schools. Public authorities 
that introduce evaluation schemes are generally interested in high-quality evaluations 
in order to legitimate their use and to allow installing subsequently a mechanism 
to increase their use. In this context, the question whether evaluation quality – and 
which dimensions of it – affects the use of evaluations becomes essential.

There is a rich research literature on the use of evaluations and their influence 
that has demonstrated that evaluation quality indeed affects evaluation use (Cousins 
and Leithwood, 1986; Johnson et al, 2009). One of the most common distinctions 
conceives four different types of use (Alkin and King, 2016). Instrumental use refers 
to the direct use of systematically generated knowledge (for example, evaluations) to 
take action or make decisions. Conceptual use points at indirect use of systematically 
generated knowledge that opens up new ways of thinking and understanding, or 
that generates new attitudes or changes existing ones. Thirdly, one can distinguish 
symbolic use which refers to the use of evaluations to support an already preconceived 
position in order to legitimise, justify or convince others of their position. Finally, 
process use refers explicitly to use that occurs due to the process and not due to the 
results of an evaluation. According to Patton (1997: 90), process use has developed 
as a term to address the way in which activities that occurred during an evaluation 
affected individuals or an organisation, in contrast to the results of an evaluation. 
In doing so, process use is characterised as the individual change in thinking and 
behaviour that occurs to those involved in the evaluation through learning during 
the evaluation process.
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However, most studies on evaluation quality have not distinguished between 
different types of evaluation and more importantly, they rely on the quality of the 
evaluation as perceived by the involved actors rather than on a systematic external 
quality assessment using evaluation standards (Dedering and Mueller, 2011; Ledermann, 
2012; Gaertner et al, 2014; Böhm-Kasper et al, 2016). Albeit previous studies show 
that stakeholder involvement (Ayers, 1987; Cousins, 1995; Earl, 1995; Lafleur, 1995; 
Lee and Cousins, 1995; Turnbull, 1999; Johnson et al, 2009); the communication 
of the evaluation results (Cousins and Leithwood, 1986; Marsh and Glassick, 1988; 
Lafleur, 1995); the use of mixed methods (Potts, 1998); and the political context 
(Newman et al, 1987; Weiss et al, 2005) all foster the use of evaluation, there is little 
information available on how, or if, the results of an external quality assessment of 
evaluations relates to the perceived evaluation quality and acceptance, as well as about 
the consequences this may have for the use and influence of evaluations. An external 
assessment utilises a set of predefined standards of evaluation quality. These standards 
always involve trade-offs, so it becomes relevant to investigate the influence of the 
individual criteria used in these standards.

This study examines the relationship between evaluation quality as measured 
through a meta-evaluation and the implementation of the evaluation findings and 
their impact.3 Based on the influence model of Henry and Mark (2003), we argue 
that the quality measured by an external meta-evaluation can provide information 
in order to understand differences in the perceived quality and acceptance of an 
evaluation at the school officials level, and in the (perceived) evaluation consequences 
at the collective level of the partly autonomous public or private schools.

The empirical analysis uses 34 external evaluations of upper secondary schools in 
the canton of Zurich. The Zurich Department of Education, which has conducted 
external evaluations of upper secondary schools since 2005, commissioned the Institute 
for External School Evaluation (IFES)4 to conduct external evaluations of the 34 
upper secondary schools in the canton of Zurich. The aims of these evaluations were 
to assist individual schools in improving their quality by providing stimuli for school 
development, by providing relevant information for administering and overseeing 
the upper secondary schools in the canton, and to improve the political and public 
accountability of the schools. The 34 schools were subjected to a meta-evaluation 
of their quality based on a subset of the criteria listed in the 2001 Swiss Evaluation 
Society (SEVAL) standards (Widmer et al, 2000), as well as customised criteria relevant 
to the specific setting (such as coverage of leading questions or needs satisfaction). 
Moreover, a survey among those who ‘represent’ the school collected data on their 
views of evaluation processes and results, as well as about the perceived use and impact 
of the evaluation findings within the involved schools.

Our findings suggest that the external assessment of quality needs to be differentiated 
and has a complex relationship to the perceived quality and acceptance of the 
evaluation. While some dimensions appear to be related to the perceived evaluation 
quality and acceptance, other dimensions do not correlate with it. Moreover, the 
perceived implementation of evaluation results is not necessarily linked to a higher 
perceived evaluation impact. In contrast, the perceived evaluation quality correlates 
significantly with the perceived evaluation impact. Hence, the findings of the study 
suggest that the evaluation findings were not used instrumentally, but other types 
of use such as process or conceptual use seem plausible, which might be avenues of 
future research.
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The article is structured as follows. The first section introduces the concept of 
evaluation quality and highlights its different dimensions. It discusses how evaluation 
quality is related to evaluation use and impact and presents the analytical framework 
that we will empirically test. The following section introduces the evaluation system 
used in the governance of upper secondary schools in the canton of Zurich. After a 
section about methods and data, the results section follows. The last sections discuss 
the results and point out the relevance and implications for evaluation systems and 
research on evaluation.

Literature review

Evaluation quality

Since evaluations are often undertaken under the constraints of time, money, and 
political pressures, there have long been concerns expressed in the literature about 
the resulting quality (for early examples, see Stufflebeam, 1974; Cook and Gruder, 
1978 (esp. 15–16); Hatry, 1980; House, 1980). One part of this discussion deals with 
assessing the worth and merit of an evaluation using meta-evaluative studies (Scriven, 
1969; Stufflebeam, 1974; 2001; Cook and Gruder, 1978; Widmer, 1996; Schwartz and 
Mayne, 2005; Cooksy and Caracelli, 2009). Meta-evaluations rely on the assumption 
that ‘evaluation systems can be considered as social programs’ (Cook and Shadish, 
1982: 232) and therefore are evaluation objects as social programmes. This kind of 
‘second order evaluation’ (Scriven, 1969: 36) requires assessment criteria for ensuring 
a transparent and systematic assessment of the meta-evaluated object.

A more general discussion about evaluation quality beyond meta-evaluations 
started in the 1970s and produced several sets of criteria for assessing the quality 
of an evaluation. These sets, often called ‘evaluation standards’, include the desired 
qualities evaluation studies should possess. The most significant among them would 
be the Standards for Evaluation of Educational Programs, Projects, and Materials, 
edited by the Joint Committee on Standards for Educational Evaluation (1981). 
These ‘Program Evaluation Standards’, as they were called after the publication of a 
second edition (Joint Committee on Standards for Educational Evaluation, 1994), 
were disseminated widely and were used by several national evaluation societies as a 
basis for developing their own set of standards (Russon and Russon, 2004; Widmer, 
2004). The Swiss Evaluation Society (SEVAL) was the first among them, adopting 
the SEVAL Standards in 2001 (Widmer et al, 2000). The SEVAL Standards postulate 
– as do many other national standards of this kind – that an evaluation needs to 
account for four features: utility, feasibility, propriety, and accuracy. The standards thus 
define the quality of an evaluation by taking into account, as far as possible, the four 
characteristics simultaneously. Each of these dimensions contains individual standards 
designed to reflect the particular feature. The SEVAL Standards includes 27 such items 
that serve as an instrument for measuring evaluation quality.

In addition to these general requirements for establishing the quality of an evaluation, 
which are also called external assessment criteria and that are regarded as valid for 
any type of evaluation, there are also internal assessment criteria. These are specific 
expectations, such as the objectives of a given evaluation, and they are relevant for a 
comprehensive and balanced assessment of that evaluation (Widmer, 2005: 49). These 
specifications may be laid out in the documents (such as in the requests for proposals 
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or evaluation plans), but they may also come from stakeholder groups articulating 
the particular expectations they have of an evaluation (such as the properties of 
deliverables, definitions of the evaluation criteria to be used, target groups who are 
to be involved, or the coverage of select evaluation questions). The general (external) 
and the specific (internal) expectations may well overlap, or the latter may be an 
operationalisation of the former.

The literature emphasises that the procedure for selecting evaluation criteria is a 
crucial point a meta-evaluation should focus on. One comparative analysis argues that 
‘the use of some tailored or pre-specified quality criteria could provide a stronger 
basis for conclusions about the evaluation’s quality’ (Cooksy and Caracelli, 2009: 10), 
whereas ‘a goal-free meta-evaluation, using emergent criteria…, can provide a full 
range of strengths and weaknesses that may be useful in improving a final report’ 
(Cooksy and Caracelli, 2009: 10) in the context of a formative meta-evaluation 
(Bustelo, 2002: 4, 6). The question of evaluation quality has also received particular 
attention in the debate on evidence-based policymaking (Davies et al, 2000; Nutley 
et al, 2003; Pawson, 2006); at issue is here which findings count as good (or rigorous) 
enough evidence (Donaldson et al, 2016).

Evaluation use and influence

Mark and Henry (2004) have proposed a sophisticated theory of evaluation influence 
which differentiates between evaluation inputs, evaluation activities, evaluation 
outputs, intermediate and long-term evaluation outcomes, and contextual factors. 
They also distinguish between individual, interpersonal, and collective levels, and 
specify mechanisms at each level for how evaluation can support social improvement 
(change). These mechanisms capture underlying processes by which evaluations 
influence attitudes, motivations and actions.

The present study applies this model of change to the context of evaluating partly 
autonomous public and private schools. It takes up the core expectations concerning 
the consequences of evaluation and the assumptions, both in the literature and 
in practice, of how such systems of evaluation should lead to these consequences 
(Petrosino et al, 2005; Ehren and Visscher, 2006; Verhoest et al, 2007; King and Alkin, 
2019; Head, 2010). It defines the evaluation activities, outputs, and the intermediate 
and long-term outcomes of interest. Moreover, the use of evaluations is strongly 
linked to the expectation that they will lead to improvements in the evaluated 
schools. The use of an evaluation is therefore expected to lead to immediate, specific, 
purposeful activities (for example, measures), or in other words, to an instrumental 
use of evaluation (see Cousins and Leithwood, 1986; Weiss, 1998).

In the light of Mark and Henry’s (2004) theory, we therefore focused on the 
intended behavioural processes at the collective school level as intermediate 
evaluation outcomes. To support such instrumental use, public authorities can 
introduce incentives (rewards and sanctions) or impose obligations that require the 
implementation of evaluation-based measures (see Verhoest et al, 2007; Ehren et al, 
2015). These measures aim for long-term improvements in these schools. For public 
schools, the expectation is that evaluation-based measures foster improvements in key 
areas of school governance and success in areas such as student performance, school 
atmosphere, teaching quality, or quality management (Ehren and Visscher, 2006; 
Böttcher and Keune, 2010; Quesel et al, 2011a). Any of these evaluation outcomes 
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can originate in the information-processing behaviour of the actors involved (Mark 
and Henry, 2004). Evaluation systems assume that the people in charge of school 
governance process the information provided by the evaluation, and thereupon draw 
up measures to be implemented which will improve their schools.

While Mark and Henry (2004) lay out the full range of cognitive, affective, and 
motivational processes that can lead to the intended behaviours, our focus here was 
on a key assumption of external evaluation systems: that evaluations are more likely 
to trigger these processes and changes if they provide evaluative information of high 
quality. Hence, we focused on one particular pathway Mark and Henry (2004) identify, 
namely the relationship between the quality of an evaluation, as externally assessed, 
the perception of the quality and acceptance of the evaluation by the individual 
school representatives involved, the perception of the implementation of evaluation-
based measures, and the impact the evaluation has on key areas of performance in 
these schools.

Put more simply, our study asks whether evaluations which are assessed – in a 
systematic meta-evaluation – as being of higher quality are also perceived – in a 
field (or school) setting – as being of higher quality and thus more accepted. Do 
they then also generate more advanced perceived implementation of evaluation-
based measures within the evaluated school? Hence, we argue that the advanced 
perceived implementation of evaluation-based measures should lead to measurable 
improvements of the schools.

As Rickinson et  al (2020) rightly emphasise, it is not only important whether 
evidence from evaluations is used, but also how the evidence is used. Our study 
reaches its limits here and cannot consider this very important aspect of the quality 
of evidence use.

Analytical framework

In research on evaluation, the perception of the quality of an evaluation has widely 
been used as an explanatory factor for the use and influence of evaluations (Weiss and 
Bucuvalas, 1980; Cousins and Leithwood, 1986; Johnson et al, 2009). Perceptions of 
quality can refer to the users’ judgement of an evaluator, the evaluation process, and 
results (for example, as set out in a report) in terms of accuracy or credibility (Mark 
and Henry, 2004; Miller, 2015). Most empirical studies show that the perception of 
quality does matter. However, research remains inconclusive as to its importance 
relative to other factors, which are associated with the use and influence of an 
evaluation (Johnson et al, 2009; Frey, 2010; Ledermann, 2012).

By contrast, research on evaluation has rarely tried to explain the perception 
of quality (Miller, 2015). The rare empirical studies tend to focus on a particular 
dimension of quality, such as evaluation methods (Jacobson and Azzam, 2016), or on 
the relationship between the content of the evaluation findings and the perceived 
quality of the evaluation (Jacobson and Azzam, 2016; Weiss et al, 2008). Miller (2015), 
with reference to the broader literature on individual information processing and 
credibility judgements, emphasised that factors beyond evaluation methods and 
content determine whether the findings of an evaluation are considered credible.

The literature convincingly argues that the influence of evaluation aspects on the 
perception of quality differs by the characteristics of the users of an evaluation and 
the context in which it is conducted or applied (Mark and Henry, 2004). The relevant 
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framework in the context of our analysis, for example, includes characteristics of 
the schools evaluated and the individual users. In doing so, they can be considered 
as additional exogenous variables. In addition, how involved those who will use 
or be affected by an evaluation is an important additional aspect, and reviews of 
the empirical literature (Johnson et al, 2009: 389; Daigneault, 2014) indicate that 
stakeholder involvement is a key element in fostering the use of evaluation. Therefore, 
the involvement of representatives in the evaluation is linked with their perception of 
the evaluation quality and impact.

Our theoretical framework suggests that the quality as systematically assessed in 
a meta-evaluation is related to the perceived quality of an evaluation as well as its 
perceived acceptance. The higher the quality is assessed in a meta-evaluation, the 
more likely a member of the evaluated school will not only perceive the evaluation 
of high quality, but also accept it. As outlined above, a meta-evaluation involves 
multi-dimensional quality criteria. A blanket assessment of evaluation quality is not 
appropriate because of the multidimensional nature of quality. In addition, a cross-
dimensional assessment would ignore that not every criterion should have the same 
importance or weight. Therefore, the analytical framework focuses on individual 
criteria. We argue that an evaluation which takes a predefined quality criterion 
– such as a general evaluation standard or a customised quality requirement – into 
consideration is generally more persuasive and perceived as more credible than an 
evaluation which does not do so. Further, the framework postulates that the quality 
assessed in meta-evaluation correlates with the acceptance of an evaluation. Oliver 
et al (2020: 12) show that a stakeholder will more likely accept an evaluation if they 
share criteria of credible evidence. Moreover, Penninckx et al (2016: 338) argue that 
perceived consideration of quality criteria, such as transparency, can increase schools’ 
satisfaction with external evaluations as well as their willingness to accept them. 
Substantially, if stakeholders accept the evaluation results, we expect a higher perceived 
implementation of evaluation-based measures and the perceived impact. According 
to Ouimet et al (2009: 338), the adoption and implementation of measures refers to 
the impact of an evaluation. And, the more advanced the perceived implementation 
of the evaluation-based measure, the more likely stakeholders will perceive an impact 
of the evaluation on key performance dimensions. Hence, we postulate the following 
hypotheses that we are going to test empirically (see Figure 1):

H1: The higher the quality is assessed in a meta-evaluation, the higher a representative 
of the evaluated school will perceive the evaluation of high quality.

H2: The higher the quality is assessed in a meta-evaluation, the stronger a representative 
of the evaluated school will perceive the implementation of evaluation findings.

H3: The higher the quality is perceived by a representative, the stronger a representative 
of the evaluated school will perceive the implementation of evaluation findings.

H4: The higher the quality is assessed in a meta-evaluation, the higher a representative 
of the evaluated school will perceive the impact of an evaluation.

H5: The higher the quality is perceived by a representative, the higher a representative 
of the evaluated school will perceive the impact of an evaluation.

H6: The higher the implementation is perceived by a representative, the higher a 
representative of the evaluated school will perceive the impact of an evaluation.
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Methods and data

The empirical analysis is based on external evaluations of partly autonomous public 
and private upper secondary schools in the canton of Zurich (Widmer et al, 2015). 
Educational administration in Switzerland nowadays involves widespread use of 
external evaluations, but this development has involved a trade-off. As in many 
countries, reforms of educational institutions have involved increasing autonomy, 
moving away from the tutelage of the state, and giving schools more freedom to 
formulate policy and conduct their own internal affairs (Ehren et al, 2015; Gaertner 
et al, 2014). This autonomy was granted under the premise that it would lead to 
better performance, with education provided more effectively and efficiently. In 
return, regular external evaluations were introduced as an instrument to hold the 
school accountable and to guarantee minimum norms were being upheld. However, 
external evaluations were not introduced only for accountability purposes, but also as 
an instrument for further developing and improving the schools (Gaertner et al, 2014).

In order to study the relationship between the quality of an evaluation and the 
perceived use of an evaluation in the upper secondary schools, we gathered data from 
two different sources – a meta-evaluation and a survey among school representatives 
that were both conducted during an external evaluation of the evaluation system. A list 
of 36 quality assessment criteria was drafted based on the SEVAL Standards (Widmer 
et al, 2000), reference documents from the cantonal Department of Education, and 
from the IFES.5 The original 36 criteria were grouped into five categories: utility, 
feasibility, propriety, accuracy, and customised criteria.6 However, 15 of these criteria 
could not be included, as they could not be assessed based only on an analysis of 
the written reports, which is why we use only a subset of the SEVAL criteria. As a 
result, the study conducted a qualitative content analysis (Mayring, 2015) using 21 
criteria; nine of them showed no variance among the reports and were therefore 
dropped from the analysis. This result indicates that the evaluations assessed in this 
meta-evaluation share certain similarities, facilitating a comparative meta-evaluation 
(Bustelo, 2002: 14).

Figure 1: Theoretical model
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To assess the reliability of the coding, two persons independently coded the 
evaluation reports on a five-point scale from ‘negative’ to ‘positive’. Indicators were 
established that had to be found in the evaluation reports in order to assess whether 
or not the criteria were met.7 The coding achieved a considerable intercoder 
reliability,8 and was discussed and reconciled within the research team. Moreover, 
in order to compare the scores of the ratings with each other, the coefficients have 
been standardised. In doing so, the values have been rescaled to a standard deviation 
of 1 and a mean of 0.

The meta-evaluation of the external evaluations used the most recent written 
evaluation reports about each school at the time of our study, so of the 34 schools 
evaluated, 21 were being externally evaluated for the very first time and the rest were 
in the second cycle of external school evaluation. The design of these evaluations was 
only marginally modified after the first cycle, so there was little systematic difference 
in the first and second evaluation cycle reports.

This study also employed data from an online survey among school representatives 
from all 34 secondary schools during October and November 2014. The survey 
focused on experiences with the most recent external evaluation of each school, so 
we were able to match the data from the meta-evaluation with the data from this 
survey. We surveyed members of the respective school administrations, the school 
quality development teams, teachers, and the presidents of the oversight commission 
of each school. As in some cases external evaluations were conducted several years 
previously, there was an issue with personnel turnover. If possible, we invited responses 
not only from the current but also from the former holders of relevant positions 
during the external school evaluation. In total, 307 representatives of the schools, 
including 121 members of the school administrations, 112 members of the school 
quality development teams, 37 teachers, and 37 presidents of the oversight commissions 
participated in the survey. This corresponds to a high response rate of 74.7%.

The empirical analysis includes five endogenous variables. The first two variables, 
the perceived evaluation process and the perceived evaluation acceptance are composed by 
twelve (process) resp. eight (acceptance) different indicators that we have combined 
in an index.9 In addition, we have combined both variables into a new variable 
called perceived evaluation quality.10 The fourth variable asked representatives of the 
school whether they implemented measures they had negotiated with the school 
authority. The measures are discussed with the cantonal Department of Education 
and the respective school management and are based on the recommendations of 
the evaluation report. Moreover, they are highly present in the school directions’ 
consideration in the aftermath of the evaluation. In doing so, this type of use can 
be characterised as instrumental use, which refers to the direct use of systematically 
generated knowledge (for example, evaluation findings) to take action or make 
decisions (Alkin and King, 2016).

The fifth variable, the perceived evaluation impact, was operationalised using 13 different 
impact dimensions (for example, students’ performance, school atmosphere, teaching 
atmosphere, teaching quality) developed by Quesel et al (2011b) to measure the impact 
of external school evaluations on primary schools.11 Some of the 13 dimensions of 
impact included (such as the impact on the school quality management) could qualify 
as well as intermediate outcomes, and not as a final impact of interest (such as students’ 
performance). Effects of this kind, depending on the perspective, can also be seen as a 
value in themselves, sufficiently justifying their inclusion. The school’s representatives 
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were asked whether the external school evaluation had a strong positive, a positive, 
none, a negative, or a strong negative impact on these dimensions.12

Several other individual, and institutional, exogenous variables were also integrated 
into the empirical analysis in order to control for the main correlations. Involvement 
in the evaluation was measured with three dimensions. School representatives were 
asked to what extent they could influence the evaluation instruments, the design of 
the on-site visits, and the formulation of recommendations. The year of evaluation 
was included to measure the time that had passed since the evaluation was carried out. 
Another substantial constraint of the study is the retrospective character of the survey 
respondents’ ratings of the evaluation’s impact and the perceived implementation of 
the evaluation recommendations. It is plausible that perceptions of quality might be 
affected by the perceived evaluation impact, and by including the time span we can 
partly account for this limitation. The variables, gender of the interviewed person 
and school type (academic high school or vocational school) were measured with 
dummy variables.

Our observations are nested in groups (schools) that have the potential to influence 
the quality and perceived use of evaluations. According to Steenbergen and Jones 
(2002: 219–220), ignoring the clustering of the data structure could lead to biased 
standard errors that would overestimate the significance of effects. However, since we 
are not interested in any factors on the school level, we use clustered standard errors 
(Rogers, 1993). Robust variance estimation allows not only for the relaxation of the 
assumption that the error terms are identically distributed, but also clustering allows 
the further relaxation of the assumption that the observations are fully independent.

Findings

Table 1 presents the findings of the regression models to explain the perceived quality, 
implementation and impact of the evaluation.

First of all, Model 1 suggest that the quality of the evaluation, as assessed in a meta-
evaluation, is not positively related to the perceived evaluation quality. In doing so, 
only the used method seems to be slightly associated with the perceived evaluation 
quality: If the evaluation contains qualitative and quantitative data collection and 
analyses, then the school representatives accept the evaluation results less often. 
As a consequence, we have to reject our first hypothesis. In contrast, women and 
representatives who were more involved in the evaluation have a more positive view 
of its quality. The latter is often argued in the studies on evaluation use (Cousins and 
Leithwood, 1986; Johnson et al, 2009; Daigneault, 2014, and so on). Furthermore, 
representatives from vocational schools are more likely to accept the evaluation, 
and the less recently an evaluation was conducted, the more negative the perceived 
acceptance of the evaluation.13

As a next step, we analyse whether the measured evaluation quality influences the 
perceived implementation of the evaluation (Model 2). On the one hand, the perceived 
implementation is only related to the precise description of the evaluation object and 
the needs orientation. The better the description and the analysis of the context, the 
more frequently measures were implemented which the cantonal authorities stipulated. 
Moreover, the more the evaluation report focused on the context and the needs of the 
school (IFES category), the stronger the evaluation implementation. On the contrary, 
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the less neutral the evaluation report and the fewer the utilisation of qualitative and 
quantitative analyses, the more frequently the implementation of measures. The same 
is true for the coverage of central questions. Since the Department of Education 
demands to implement the stipulated measures, we are not surprised about that result. 

Table 1: Meta-evaluation, perceived evaluation quality, implantation and impact14

 
Perceived

quality
Perceived

implementation
Perceived

impact

 (1) (2) (3)

Evaluation quality in meta-evaluation    

Subset of SEVAL standards    

Identifying stakeholders –0.003 (0.179) 0.078 (0.166) 0.121*** (0.038)

Transparency of value judgements 0.079 (0.113) –0.129 (0.155) –0.037 (0.036)

Comprehensiveness in reporting 0.116 (0.147) -0.077 (0.197) -0.020 (0.038)

Complete and balanced assessment –0.013 (0.079) –0.002 (0.090) 0.018 (0.022)

Precise description of the evaluation object 0.071 (0.080) 0.238** (0.110) 0.049* (0.025)

Analysing the context 0.017 (0.072) 0.200* (0.101) 0.039* (0.020)

Goals, questions and procedures 0.082 (0.056) –0.171 (0.101) 0.030 (0.055)

Qualitative and quantitative analysis –0.131* (0.071) –0.212* (0.110) 0.086*** (0.024)

Substantiated conclusions –0.099 (0.077) 0.070 (0.108) 0.045* (0.072)

Neutral reporting –0.016 (0.140) –0.368*** (0.129) –0.081*** (0.028)

Subset of canton Zurich criteria    

Coverage of central questions –0.117 (0.077) –0.321** (0.122) –0.046* (0.026)

Subset of IFES criteria    

Need orientation –0.047 (0.180) 0.464* (0.268) –0.075* (0.042)

Individual characteristics    

Woman 0.242*** (0.077) 0.196 (0.229) –0.008 (0.062)

Involvement in the evaluation 0.240** (0.096) 0.150 (0.232) 0.090 (0.063)

School characteristics    

Vocational school 0.277* (0.146) 0.271 (0.212) 0.103** (0.048)

Year of evaluation –0.038 (0.028) 0.021 (0.039) 0.024*** (0.009)

Perceived evaluation quality  0.020 (0.231) 0.497*** (0.051)

Perceived implementation   –0.004 (0.031)

Constant 1.818*** (0.596) 2.931*** (0.893) 1.666*** (0.208)

N 124 92 92

F(Prob > F) 22.84*** 2.69*** 35.03***

R2 0.388 0.163 0.655

Note: results are from a regression model with school clustered standard errors. Standardised regression 
coefficients shown with robust standard errors in parentheses. * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01.
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It might be that the schools prefer less balanced reports, as they provide them with 
the possibility to influence the measures more concretely if they are overwhelmingly 
positive or negative. Moreover, Olsen et al (2013) show that subjects of evaluations 
are purposively selected following a process that is non-random, which could lead 
to a bias in the evaluation report. We find therefore evidence for and against our 
hypothesis 2, which we cannot confirm. However, our model suggests that there is 
no significant correlation between the perceived evaluation quality and the perceived 
implementation, which is why we have to reject our hypothesis 3.

Model 3 in Table 1 presents the results for the perceived impact. On the other hand, 
the meta-evaluation assessment of quality correlates selectively with the evaluation’s 
impact. The better the evaluation report has identified the stakeholders, the higher 
the respondents have perceived the impact of the evaluation. While the utilisation 
of mixed methods had a negative effect for the perceived evaluation quality and the 
implementation, it is associated positively with the impact. In addition, the precise 
description of the evaluation object, the analysis of the context, and substantial 
conclusions, are positively related. In contrast to the evaluation implementation, the 
needs orientation of the evaluation report is negatively related with the impact. Again, 
our model suggest that the meta-evaluation criteria are not one-dimensionally linked 
to the perceived impact, which is why we cannot confirm hypothesis 4. Furthermore, 
the less time has passed since the evaluation was conducted, the higher the perceived 
impact. Vocational schools tend to perceive the evaluation impact as higher, which 
correlated with the higher perceived evaluation acceptance by them. Last, and most 
important, the perceived evaluation quality correlates with the perceived impact, 
while the perceived implementation of measures is not associated with it. Therefore, 
we can confirm hypothesis 5, but we have to reject hypothesis 6.

Overall, the analyses illustrate that the meta-evaluation results are mostly not 
related with the perceived evaluation quality and acceptance, as well as the perceived 
implementation and impact. Individual and institutional factors seem to matter more 
than the quality as assessed in a systematic meta-evaluation: women, highly involved 
school representatives and representatives from vocational schools perceive the 
quality and the acceptance of an evaluation as higher than other respondents do. This 
finding corresponds to studies which emphasise the importance of the involvement 
of individuals and groups invested in the evaluation object (Johnson et al, 2009; 
Daigneault, 2014). Moreover, the model suggests that the perceived evaluation quality 
is in fact more important for the acceptance of the evaluation, their implementation 
and their impact than the quality measured by the meta-evaluation, which partly 
confirms prior studies (Weiss and Bucuvalas, 1980; and Leithwood, 1986; Johnson et 
al, 2009). However, we have to emphasise that our regression coefficients are overall 
rather small and most standard errors large, which is probably due to the small number 
of observations of our analyses. In contrast, the R-squares are quite large, which point 
out that our variables are able to explain a lot of variation of our independent variables. 
Still, our findings should cautiously be interpreted. Table 2 presents a summary of 
the major results of the study.
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Discussion
Our theoretical framework postulated a positive relationship between the assessed 
criteria regarding quality and the variables associated with the influence of the 
evaluation. However, the empirical analysis revealed several negative associations, and 
most of the findings suggested that the meta-evaluation findings are not related to 
the perception of the evaluation at all. The questions arise whether (a) an evaluator 
should pay more attention to certain quality standards over others in the evaluation 
design to increase the utilisation of an evaluation, and (b) the evaluation community 
should reconsider the utilisation focus on all evaluation standards.

On the one hand, the meta-evaluation indicated that there are relatively limited 
differences among the 12 standards considered in the analysis. The school evaluations 
followed fairly standardised procedures. On the other hand, the analysis draws on only 
12 of the 36 standards we developed (based on a subset of the SEVAL Standards and 
reference documents from the key stakeholders). The analysis excluded 9 Standards 
due to an absence of variance and 15 Standards due to missing values. In the end, the 
case selection of a meta-evaluation is always a trade-off between the comparability 
and the necessity to obtain variance. The IFES evaluation design provided us with 
a unique opportunity to assess and compare the evaluation quality, but with the 
cost that the evaluations are quite standardised. We are aware that the scope of the 
meta-evaluation is limited but, on the other hand, it provides a reliable assessment 
of comparable evaluations. Hence, we can only make statements about the relevance 
of certain evaluation standards. Moreover, we might observe a different relationship 
between a measured and perceived evaluation quality if we used a more limited 
definition of quality.

Moreover, it is striking that perceived evaluation quality does correlate with the 
perceived implementation of evaluation-based measures and the perceived impact of 

Table 2: Summary of the major results of the study

Factors Perceived  
quality

Perceived  
implementation

Perceived  
impact

Identifying stakeholders 0 0 + 

Precise description of the evaluation 
object

0 + + 

Analysing the context 0 + + 

Qualitative and quantitative analysis – – + 

Substantiated conclusions 0 0 + 

Neutral reporting 0 – – 

Coverage of central questions 0 – – 

Need orientation 0 + – 

Woman + 0 0

Involvement in the evaluation + 0 0

Vocational school + 0 + 

Year of evaluation 0 0 + 

Perceived evaluation quality  0 + 

Perceived implementation   0

Note: 0: no significant effect; -: negative signficiant effect; +: positive significiant effect
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an evaluation, but the implementation of measures is not associated with the perceived 
impact. This finding suggests that the perceived evaluation quality can induce a non-
measurable relation: school representatives are more likely to perceive an evaluation 
as effective in improving key areas of the school if they perceive the quality of the 
evaluation as high. In other words, the perceived implementation of evaluation-based 
measures does not play a role in the perception of impact. As public authorities 
negotiate with every school about implementing evaluation-based measures, school 
representatives might perceive these measures as externally determined tasks they 
need to implement, regardless of the quality of an evaluation.

In order to understand the relationship between evaluation quality and evaluation 
use, we have assumed that there has to be an instrumental form of use, since the schools 
stipulate measures with the cantonal department. However, our empirical analysis 
cannot provide any evidence for the instrumental use of the evaluation findings. Yet 
our findings do not rule out the possibility that other forms of use have arisen. In 
general, three different forms of evaluation use are plausible. First, process use highlights 
all forms of utilisation that happened due to the process of an evaluation (Patton, 
1997. However, this must not necessarily be on the basis of the recommendations, 
but also through the experiences they had during the evaluation. This would also 
explain that those school representatives who were more involved in the evaluation 
process also perceived a higher evaluation impact. On the other hand, the design of 
the IFES evaluations entails strong participation of the school representatives. They 
are the main data source, since they have to answer several interviews and they have 
to participate in focus groups. However, process use can also be instrumental, as these 
two types of utilisation are not mutually exclusive. Yet the source of this instrumental 
use is definitely not the measures that are stipulated between the schools and the 
Department of Education, but another form of information that has been generated 
during the evaluation process. Second, conceptional use occurs when systematic evidence 
challenges the policymakers’ underlying assumptions and analytical concepts that 
determine policy choices (Weiss, 1977). The perceived evaluation quality, as well as 
the perceived evaluation acceptance, correlates significantly with the impact of the 
evaluation. It is very likely that school representatives who have a positive attitude 
towards the evaluation, or are at least convinced by their quality, are more likely to 
observe an impact, since they were informed by the evaluation. However, this would 
require the measurement of this specific form of use, which has not been done 
for this study. Third, evaluation influence is intended to cover the various effects of 
evaluations as a whole (Kirkhart, 2004; Mark and Henry, 2004). The idea of replacing 
evaluation use with the concept of influence is based on the critique of the historically 
evolved concept of use. Accordingly, the use is unilaterally focused on the results, the 
instrumental function and short-term effects (Kirkhart, 2004). In addition, the forms 
of use – such as instrumental or process-based conceptual use – can overlap (Alkin and 
Taut, 2003; Mark and Henry, 2004). Hence, the IFES evaluation could influence the 
development of the school quality management. However, this form of use requires 
causal inference and has hardly ever been empirically applied. Future research should 
focus on these forms of use in order to better understand the relationship between 
evaluation quality and evaluation use.
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Conclusion

This article has analysed the relationship between evaluation quality and perceived 
evaluation use. In contrast to previous studies, we measured the quality of an 
evaluation externally with a systematic meta-evaluation. Our results suggest that 
well-defined measures stipulated by public authorities do not appear to be the core 
pathway of evaluation influence in the eyes of the representatives of the evaluated 
schools. This result is in line with a large body of literature that highlights more 
indirect, cognitive, and complex pathways of influence, as it suggests that there is no 
direct link between the implementation of evaluation findings and the impact of an 
evaluation (Mark and Henry, 2004; Weiss et al, 2008). In contrast, our findings suggest 
that analysed evaluations are not used as instrumental, but rather within the process 
of the evaluation, even though our empirical analysis is not able to illustrate that 
directly. Moreover, recent studies on external school evaluations (school inspections) 
show that ‘accepting feedback’ – schools receive, interpret, and use the evaluative 
information as feedback to devise and implement actions designed to improve the 
school – is not or is even negatively associated with reported school improvement 
efforts for self-evaluation, capacity building, or school effectiveness (Ehren et al, 2015; 
Gustaffson et al, 2015). These studies instead suggest that external school evaluation 
triggers school improvements by setting expectations and generating stakeholder 
pressure. The present analysis is based on the perceptions of stakeholders, and considers 
neither direct measurement of implemented measures nor school performance 
improvements in key areas.

These results are important, since they underline the importance of distinguishing 
between the various dimensions of evaluation quality. However, the findings should 
be treated with caution, as the study only analysed the perceived use of evaluation, 
which might be biased due to misreporting (Bundi et al, 2018). Moreover, the study 
also shows that the perceived evaluation quality might have a non-measurable effect. 
This could mean that the perceived impact of an evaluation depends less on the 
implemented measures and more on how the quality of the evaluation is perceived 
by the involved stakeholders. Finally, the quality assessed by the meta-evaluation in 
this study is limited to the subset of evaluation standards that were selected. This is 
not only a result of the high standardisation of the evaluation studies, but also because 
we did not have enough information in order to assess the consideration of each 
single evaluation standard. The limited variation and scope of our analysis restricts the 
generalisability of our findings and potentially influences our assessment; it is difficult 
to say in which direction the results are influenced.

What are the implications of these findings beyond the case at hand? First, our 
findings emphasise distinguishing between the implementation of evaluation findings 
and the evaluation impact. In other words, evaluators often focus on the instrumental 
form of use, but they should not ignore other forms of evaluation use and maybe try 
to maximise these utilisation forms in the design of their evaluation (for example, 
through stakeholder participation). Second, the findings suggest that evaluators should 
be more active in advising stakeholders when it comes to evaluation use, for example, 
through policy narratives (Rickinson et al, 2019). We can deduct from the findings 
that it is not only important to carry out a high-quality evaluation, but that it is also 
very important to adequately prepare school actors for evaluation and evidence use. 
Even though an evaluation can be perceived objectively to be of a high quality, this 
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does not mean that this evaluation is used. Third, the findings suggest careful thought 
is needed about the measurement of evaluation quality and evaluation consequences 
in research on evaluation. As a consequence, these results have several implications 
for evaluation practice and practitioners. Perceived evaluation quality is important 
for the perceived impact of an evaluation, so evaluations should focus on specific 
quality standards that enhance evaluation use. Hence, evaluators have to be aware 
that a systematically assessed quality of an evaluation does not go hand in hand with 
the perceived quality of that evaluation.

Research ethics statement

The present study was realised within the framework of the evaluation of IFES on 
behalf of the Education Directorate of the Canton of Zurich and supported by 
an accompanying group. The accompanying group consisted of persons from the 
upper secondary schools, the education directorate (secondary school and vocational 
training office and education planning) as well as academic educational research, 
who monitored the processes within the project. Participants (such as respondents 
and interviewees) were informed about the project and the data analysis procedure 
before data collection. All information was treated confidentially and the evaluation 
of the data does not allow any conclusions to be drawn about individual persons. 
Following the survey, we prepared a report of the results, which we made available 
to the respondents (Widmer et al, 2015).

Notes
 1  In this article, we define an evaluation as the use of scientific procedures to systematically 

investigate the effectiveness or efficiency of public interventions that is adapted to their 
political and organisational environments and designed to inform actors in ways that 
improve social conditions (Rossi et al, 2018: 2).

 2  An evaluation can contribute to the success of the curriculum at three levels: First, 
student achievements, second, evaluation of educational programmes and materials and 
third, evaluation of schools. We will focus on the latter in this article.

 3  The impact of the evaluation is defined as the changes caused by the evaluation occurring 
among the direct and beyond the direct addressees. A list of items regarding the evaluation 
impact can be found in Table 4 of the Appendix.

 4  IFES is an institute of the Swiss Conference of Cantonal Ministers of Education and 
an agency associated with the University of Zurich.

 5  We have decided to use the SEVAL Standards in our meta-evaluation, because they 
allow a comprehensive and balanced assessment in addition to their methodologically 
open approach, because of their broad definition of quality, and because they have a 
high acceptance and credibility in the field of evaluation.

 6  Table A1 in the Appendix presents an overview of the meta-evaluation criteria.
 7  The criteria are defined as maximal demands and not as minimal requirements. In 

practice, it is difficult (sometimes even impossible) to fully meet all the criteria. However, 
it can be expected that the evaluation will offer explanations if a criterion is disregarded. 
If a criterion was observed or explained why this was not possible, the criterion was 
classified as considered.

 8  Krippendorf ’s α >90%.
 9  See Table A2 in the Appendix for the index configuration.



Does evaluation quality enhance evaluation use?

17

 10  Krippendorf ’s α >87% and significant on the 99% level.
 11  The primary and secondary levels and the evaluation mechanisms used at both levels have 

converged in recent decades and have several parallels. Since there are no comparable 
survey instruments for the secondary level, the application is reasonable in the light of 
this convergence. Nevertheless, the existing differences must be taken into account in 
the interpretation.

 12  All indices are all averaged and equally weighted. Table 4 in the Appendix shows an 
overview of the operationalisation.

 13  We also checked for a time trend in assessed quality in the meta-evaluation and can 
exclude a cohort effect.

 14  The dependent variables were the following variables: perceived quality (Model 1); 
implementation (Model 2); and impact of the evaluation (Model 3).
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Table A1: Overview of external evaluation quality assessment criteria

Standard Description Included

Utility The utility standards guarantee that an evaluation is oriented to the information needs of the 
intended users of the evaluation.

Identifying stakeholders Those persons participating in, and affected by, an 
evaluation are identified in order that their interests and 
needs can be taken into account.

Yes

Clarifying the objectives of 
the evaluation

All who are involved in an evaluation will ensure that the 
objectives of the evaluation are clear to all stakeholders.

No

Evaluator credibility Those who conduct evaluations are both competent 
and trustworthy; this will help ensure the results an 
evaluation reaches are accorded the highest degree of 
acceptance and credibility possible.

No

Scope and selection of 
information

The scope and selection of the information that has 
been collected makes it possible to ask pertinent 
questions about the object of the evaluation. Such scope 
and selection also takes into account the interests and 
needs of the parties commissioning the evaluation, as 
well as other stakeholders.

No*

Transparency of value 
judgements

The underlying reasoning and points of view upon 
which an interpretation of evaluation results rests are 
described in such a manner that the bases for the value 
judgments are clear.

Yes

Clarity in reporting Evaluation reports describe the object of evaluation 
– including its context, goals, questions posed, and 
procedures used, as well as the findings reached in the 
evaluation – in such a manner that the most pertinent 
information is available and readily comprehensible.

Yes

Timely reporting Significant interim results, as well as final reports, are 
made available to the intended users such that they can 
be utilised in a timely manner.

No*

Evaluation impact The planning, execution, and presentation of an 
evaluation encourage stakeholders both to follow the 
evaluation process and to use the evaluation.

No

Feasibility The feasibility standards ensure that an evaluation is conducted in a realistic,  
well-considered, diplomatic and cost-conscious manner.

Practical procedures Evaluation procedures are designed such that the 
information needed is collected without unduly disrupting 
the object of the evaluation or the evaluation itself.

No*

Anticipating political 
viability

The various positions of the different interests involved 
are taken into account in planning and carrying out 
an evaluation in order to win their cooperation and 
discourage possible efforts by one or another group 
to limit evaluation activities or distort or misuse the 
results.

No

Cost effectiveness Evaluations produce information of a value that justifies 
the cost of producing them.

No
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Standard Description Included

Propriety The propriety standards ensure that an evaluation is carried out in a legal and ethical manner 
and that the welfare of the stakeholders is given due attention.

Formal written agreement The duties of the parties who agree to conduct an 
evaluation (specifying what, how, by whom, and when 
what is to be done) are set forth in a written agreement 
in order to obligate the contracting parties to fulfill all 
the agreed upon conditions, or if not, to renegotiate the 
agreement.

No

Ensuring individual rights 
and wellbeing

Evaluations are planned and executed in such a manner 
as to protect and respect the rights and wellbeing of 
individuals.

No

Respecting human dignity Evaluations are structured in such a manner that the 
contacts between participants are marked by mutual 
respect.

No

Complete and balanced 
assessment

Evaluations are complete and balanced when they 
assess and present the strengths and weaknesses 
that exist in the object being evaluated, in a manner 
that strengths can be built upon and problem areas 
addressed.

Yes

Making findings available The parties who contract to an evaluation ensure that 
its results are made available to all potentially affected 
persons, as well as to all others who have a legitimate 
claim to receive them.

No*

Declaring conflicts of 
interest

Conflicts of interest are addressed openly and honestly 
so that they compromise the evaluation process and 
conclusions as little as possible.

No

Accuracy The accuracy standards ensure that an evaluation produces and disseminates valid and usable 
information.

Precise description of the 
object of evaluation

The object of an evaluation is to be clearly and precisely 
described, documented, and unambiguously identified.

Yes

Analysing the context The influences of the context on the object of evaluation 
are identified.

Yes

Precise description of goals, 
questions, and procedures

The goals pursued, questions asked, and procedures 
used in the evaluation are sufficiently precisely 
described and documented that they can be identified 
as well as assessed.

Yes

Trustworthy sources of 
information

The sources of information used in an evaluation are 
sufficiently precisely described that their adequacy can 
be assessed.

No

Valid and reliable 
information

To ensure the validity and reliability of the 
interpretation, it is necessary to select, develop, and 
employ procedures for that given purpose.

No

Systematic checking for 
errors

The information collected, analysed, and presented in 
an evaluation is systematically checked for errors.

No

Qualitative and quantitative 
analysis

Qualitative and quantitative information are 
systematically and appropriately analysed in an 
evaluation, in a manner that the questions posed by the 
evaluation can actually be answered.

Yes
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Standard Description Included

Substantiated conclusions The conclusions reached in an evaluation are explicitly 
substantiated in such a manner that stakeholders can 
comprehend and judge them.

Yes

Neutral reporting Reporting is free from distortion through personal 
feelings or preferences on the part of any party to the 
evaluation; evaluation reports present conclusions in a 
neutral manner.

Yes

Meta-evaluation The evaluation itself is evaluated on the basis of existing 
(or other relevant) standards such that the evaluation 
is appropriately executed, and so that stakeholders 
can, in the end, assess the evaluation’s strengths and 
weaknesses.

No

Zurich

Thematic coverage The IFES SE includes a meta-evaluation of the quality 
management of school quality across all areas and 
may additionally contain an evaluation of a focus topic 
chosen jointly by the school and the public authorities.

No*

Coverage of central 
questions

The IFES SE answers specified central questions for the 
external evaluation sec II, which are defined by the 
canton of Zurich.

Yes

IFES

Departure from SEVAL 
standards

The IFES SE contains an explicit presentation and a 
convincing justification when there is a deviation from 
the SEVAL Standards.

No*

Exogenous The IFES SE is exogenous. No*

Basic design The basic design is considered adequately in the IFES SE. No*

Need orientation The IFES SE considers the needs of schools, cantons and 
the federal government.

Yes

Fit The IFES SE is adapted to the individual school and its 
development.

No*

Triangulation Various stakeholders are interviewed during the IFES SE 
and each topic is studied with different methods.

No

Socially competent 
leadership

Concerns are collected during IFES SE and discussed 
with the evaluation process.

No

* Excluded due to non-variance.
Source: Widmer et al, 2000
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Table A2: Overview of operationalisation

Variable Operationalization Source: Widmer et al. 
2015

Perceived evaluation quality 

Evaluator  

competence How do you assess the competence of the IFES evaluation team? Very poor 
/ somewhat poor / fairly good / very good

Structure  

organisation How do you assess the organisation of the IFES evaluation? Very poor / 
somewhat poor / fairly good / very good

Process  

communication How do you assess the communication of the IFES evaluation team? Very 
poor / somewhat poor / fairly good / very good

School orientation The IFES evaluations cater to the needs of schools Strongly disagree / 
partly disagree / partly agree / strongly agree

Relevant information The IFES evaluations collect the relevant information for the assessment 
of the schools. Strongly disagree / partly disagree / partly agree / strongly 
agree

Opinions The IFES evaluations take different perspectives and opinions into account. 
Strongly disagree / partly disagree / partly agree / strongly agree

School portfolio The school portfolios are adequately addressed in the IFES evaluations. 
Strongly disagree / partly disagree / partly agree / strongly agree

Quality of presentation How do you assess the quality of the oral presentations and / or meetings 
of the evaluation results by the IFES evaluation team? Very poor / 
somewhat poor / fairly good / very good

Evaluation report  

Coverage How do you assess the coverage of the IFES evaluation report? Very poor / 
somewhat poor / fairly good / very good

Language How do you assess the language of the evaluation report? Very poor / 
somewhat poor / fairly good / very good

Layout How would you rate the design of the evaluation report (structure, layout, 
and so on)? Very poor / somewhat poor / fairly good / very good

Content How do you assess the content of the evaluation report? Very poor / 
somewhat poor / fairly good / very good

Results  

Convincing The results of the IFES evaluation of the quality management are 
convincing. Strongly disagree / partly disagree / partly agree / strongly 
agree

Adequate The elements of quality management are adequately covered. Strongly 
disagree / partly disagree / partly agree / strongly agree

Useful The results of the quality management were / are useful. Strongly disagree 
/ partly disagree / partly agree / strongly agree

Surprising The results of the quality management were / are (partly) surprising. 
Strongly disagree / partly disagree / partly agree / strongly agree

Recommendation  

Coherent The recommendations are clear and coherent. Strongly disagree / partly 
disagree / partly agree / strongly agree

(Continued)



Does evaluation quality enhance evaluation use?

27

Variable Operationalization Source: Widmer et al. 
2015

Justified The recommendations are well justified. Strongly disagree / partly disagree 
/ partly agree / strongly agree

Feasible The recommendations are feasible. Strongly disagree / partly disagree / 
partly agree / strongly agree

Helpful The recommendations are useful. Strongly disagree / partly disagree / 
partly agree / strongly agree

Perceived 
implementation

To what extent did your school implement the measures which your school 
stipulated with the authorities? Not at all / partly / to a large degree / fully

Perceived impact Additive index of 13 factors: The IFES 
evaluation has an impact on the … –… 
students’ performance –… school atmosphere 
–… teaching atmosphere –… teaching 
quality –… working atmosphere –… contacts 
with parents –… public presentation –… 
supervision of students –… school principal 
–… school board –… quality management 
–… school regulation –… legal compliance 
Strong positive impact / positive impact / no 
impact / negative impact / strong negative 
impact

 

Individual characteristics  

Influence To what extent could you influence the 
following activities as part of the IFES 
evaluation? –Evaluation instruments 
–School attendance –Formulation of 
recommendations Not at all / partly / fully

 

Gender Gender of interviewed person Male; female

School characteristics  

Year of evaluation Year of evaluation 2006/2007–2013/2014

School type Type of school Secondary school and vocational school
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