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DEFINITIONS AND MODELS IN EVALUATIOJ USE

Lee McGraw Hoffman
Paper presented at the meeting of the American Evaluation

Association, Boston, October 1988

Introduction

Two points need to be made about this paper at the outset.

The first is that it grew circuitously, directed by questions and

confusions that arose from attempts to write something quite

different. The structure follows the meandering path set by

questions, tentative answers, and new questions that these onened

up. The second point is that this is intended as a prompt for

discussion. None of the questions is resolved, the review of the

literature is nowhere near exhaustive, and the ideas here are

presented for challenge.

Problem

This paper began as an exercise in testing a model of fac-

tors associated with evaluation use (Cousins and Leithwood, 1986)

by examining the model's adequacy in explaining two evaluations

that had many contextual similarities but that differed consid-

erably in the extent to which they were used. It was possible to

describe these evaluations in terms of Cousins' and Leithwood's

clusters of factors. There were also differences in the situa

tions, actions, etc. grouped under these factors that were plau

sible reasons for one study's being shelved while the other

ended with the program's field staff spontaneously adopting on

going evaluation procedures. But the exercise was l9ss than
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satisfactory for several reasons:

1) There was no conceptual linkage between the kinds

of use in the two studies and factors affecting use;

in other words, it was not possible to hypothesize what

conditions would lead to what kind of use;

2) While it was possible to distinguish between high- and

low-use evaluation cases, it was not possible to reduce

the explanation to a form more concise than the list

of factors with which the cases were described;

3) The exercise yielded few insights about how the study

or the context in which it took place could have been

manipulated to affect use.

These problems should not be attributed to the Cousins and Leith-

wood model. Those authors note the need for further research to

determine whether different kinds of evaluation use are asso-

ciated with differences within the factors they report, and to

test the higher-order factors they suggest as organizers of the

dozen variables they identify empirically.

However, this sense of unease led to an attempt, begun

as a mechanical exercise, to outline the concept (evaluation use)

and the relevant principles (factors) in a model that explained

and predicted varying kinds and degrees of use (manipulable

variables). That exercise was unsuccessful and led, in turn, to

several questions on how we think about evaluation use:

1) How may, or do, we define evaluation use?

2) What kinds of models of evaluation use do we have?

3) What do answers to the preceding questions tell us about

manipulating evaluation use?
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Defining Evaluation Use

Defining evaluation use is more than an academic issue.

Considerations of nonuse have included concerns about methodolo-

gical weaknesses in evaluations, instances of deliberate misuse,

and, with increasing frequency, tl-e suspicion that evaluators and

those who use their products have different ways of looking at

the world (Burry, 1985; Patton, 1980; Rutman, 1980). Evaluators

live in a world of simple, linear, immediate cause-and-effect.

Policy makers live in a world of complex interactions among

political, organizational, and professional constraints (Weiner,

Rubin and Sachse, 1977). Change is a process of disjointed

incrementalism, to which evaluation results contribute in grad-

ual, cumulative, indirect ways (Ruskus and Alkin, 1984). Since

policy makers continue to pay evaluators for their work, it seems

likely that some reported nonuse is an artifact of differences in

how the two groups define "use." Within evaluation literature,

apparent nonuse may also be due to evaluators insisting upon a

restrictive definition of the phenomenon (Wise, 1977).

There has been considerable discussion about defining use.

Ciarlo (1981) identifies a range of definitions that fall into

two major camps, the traditional instrumental (overt use) defini-

tion and the more recent identification of use as conceptualiza-

tion (changes in thinking). He notes also that most investiga-

tors study only one type of use or fail to differentiate between

factors expected to produce one or the other, and that there is

often an assumption that study results will hold for some gone-
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ral, undifferentiated use. Weiss echoes this when she stresses

that the field will face noncomparable studies until the question

of defining use has been resolved (1981). The question of defini-

tion may remain unresolved, however, because we have not yet

determined a universally accepted definition of evaluation (Pat-

ton, 1985). It may be an unresolvable issue because as long as

evaluation serves a variety of purposes we can expect diversity

in studying how its results are used (Merwin and Wiener, 1985).

Approaches to Defining Use

If there is no accepted single definition of evaluation use,

there are several identifiable approaches to the task. These are

typologies, descriptions of threshold criteria, constructs and

operational definitions, and decision oriented approaches.

Typologies inventory kinds of evaluation use, sometimes as

points on a continuum, but more often as straightforward lists.

Weiss (1981) argues for a continuum ranging from conceptual

to instrumental use, with Albany "middle ground" cases in which

the evaluation is part of, but does not determine, the decision.

Leviton and Hughes (1981) see three categories of use emerging

from other literature. These include instrumental use of an

evaluation in specific ways in a decision; conceptual use that

influences thinking without specific, documentable results; and

persuasive (sometimes 'symbolic') use that calls upon evaluation

results to bolster personal influence in defending a position or

convincing others of a plan of action. King and Thompson (1981)

identify the same categories of use in their literature review.

Several years later, Cousins and Leithwood (1986) analyze empiri-
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cal research on evaluation use and find it possible to reduce the

definitions to three categories: influencing specific decisions,

educating users, and the psychological processing of evaluation

information.

Some writers approach definitio by specifying threshold

criteria-- use exists if acceptable levels of evidence can be

found. Alkin, Daillak and White (1979) maintain that there are

four necessary conditions for evaluation use: information must

have been communicated, a user must be evident, information must

be labeled as an input, and the information must be used in some

way. There are two "bottom line" conditions specified by Leviton

and Hughes: evidence of serious discussion that translates the

findirls into their implications, and evidence that people would

have thought or acted differently in the absence of the evalua-

tion results (1981).

There are definitions that address evaluation use as a

constru..t ol operational definition. These generate definitions

of, or boundaries for, evaluation use from underlying concepts

and dimensions. In some cases the emphasis is on limitation.

Hall (1981), for example, suggests that evaluators err in confu-

sing evaluation use with its consequences, much as Leviton and

Hughes (1981) warn that evaluation use should not be mistaken

with impact (the outcome of use) or utility (relevance of the

findings). King and Pechman (1984), however, present evaluation

use as a subset of impact because they define use as as an

intentional acv. directed toward a specified end. These authors

also diagram the interrelationships of various kinds of use and
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describe the definitionally necessary conditions for several of

these kinds. Guba and Lincoln (1981) develop a construct of four

basic evaluation uses by combining the two dimensions of merit/

worth and formative/summative. Patton (1985) similarly separates

the two dimensions of use/nonuse and misuse/nonmisuse to discuss

the various combinations that can occur.

The final major kind of definition is that which is implied

in writings that discuss evaluation use from the perspective of

the decision makers. Although this literature usually does not

have definitions in the sense of, "evaluation use is...," working

definitions can be inferred from the discussion of the evalua-

tion's role in the decision making process. Patton describes

evaluation utilization as a "diffuse and gradual process of

reducing decision maker uncertainty within an existing social

context," in a manner that feeds into "the slow, evolutionary

process of program development" (1980, p.273). This reflects

Kleinfeld and McDiarmid's arguments that evaluations should les-

sen the distance between scientific objectivity and decision

makers (1986) and Shapiro's advice that evaluations should be

tailored around decison makers and integrated with the existing

decision process (1985). Ruskus and Alkin (1984) also extend

their definition of use to include the broad, supporting role

evaluation findings sometimes play in the decision making pro-

cess, their incremental influence. In these writings evaluation

is seen as an ongoing component of the decision making process

and the evaluation itself is not the sole, nor even the central,

focus. In fact, it is tempting to categorize these as "ecologi-

cal" definitions because their purpose is to describe the evalua-
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Lion as a functioning part of its natural environment.

Reactions to Definitions

None of the four kinds of categorization discussed is com-

pletely satisfactory. Typologies have the advantage of being

generally grounded in observation, but often what is observed

is evaluation's gradual weaning from the classic experimental

model. Furthermore, it is difficult to tell at this point

whether the same types recur because they are actually there or

because they have influenced the research on evaluation use.

Establishing threshold criteria implies that use has been

defined: saying how much of something is needed to register on

our scale means that the "something" exists in identifiable form.

By themselv'.s, these criteria arc sterile. Constructs are in-

tuitively most attractive but the breakout cited from Guba

and Lincoln really addresses purpose (value, goal) rather than

use (actual employment). King and Pechnan develop a taxonomy of

use that is potentially helpful; the interrelationships of the

different kinds of use they list and the question of whether user

intent is really required in a definition need to be discussed

further. The other constructs reported here are more in the

nature of caveats against confusing issues than they are first

principles that can serve to generate a theory.

If the purpose of this discussion is to describe evalua`inn

use in such a way that it is amenable to manipulation, then

writings concerned with its role in the decisicn making process

appear most helpful. This approach focuses on the evaluation's

environment and on the factors that are usually considered out-
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side the evaluator's span of control. It is an open perspective

as opposed to the "closed system" approach of treating an evalua-

tion as a self-contained event, born in the problem statement and

ending when its recommendations are apotheosized in program

change. Looking at the decision maker also encourages us to see

evaluation use as a process that occurs between the evaluation

and the user, and emphasizes the situational context. This dis-

courages reification of evaluation use, the error of treating use

as if it had some existence independent of the user and the

situation.

The categories identified so far can be seen as byproducts

of the debate that has been ongoing as evaluation matures (or

declines, depending on your position) from its original ties

to the traditional experimental research model. At this point

there does not seem to be one acceptable, all-purpose definition

of evaluation use. Such a definition should partake of each

category. It should describe evaluation use, specify the

criteria for inclusion of a case in the definition, and present a

rounded concept strong enough to support a model of evaluation

use. The following discussion argues that the absence of a

definition meeting these conditions has some implications for

model development.

Models of Evaluation Use

Evaluation use is typically conceived as a dependent

variable, and much evaluation use literature is an attempt to

identify "e factors that act as independent variables in their

relation use. Once these variables have been determined,
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however, we need a construct that expresses this relationship.

It is one thing, for example, to say that mosquito populations

are related to temperature, rainfall, and season. It is another

to explain this relationship through the mosquito's breeding

cycle.

What is desired is a model of evaluation use that is

exhaustive, parsimonious, and has explanatory power. Again,

cursory review of the literature on evaluation use reveals two

types of models. The first, and considerably more common,

describe factors related to evaluation use. The second category

attempts to explain the relationships.

Descriptive Models

Descriptive models often are structured around the

components of an evaluation and its setting. Holley (1979)

writes that utilization factors must consider the charactersitics

of the evaluand, the users, the organization, the evaluator, the

findings, and the dissemination resources. These are simplified

into broad groupings of human, context, and evaluation factors

(Ruskus and Alkin, 1984) or personal, organizational, and

procedural or methodological variables (Burry, 1985; Haenn, 1980).

Not only the factors, but their interrelationships are important,

as in the examination of evaluator, audience, and report

characteristics cited in Braskamp and Brown (1980).

Often these components of an evaluation serv3 to organize

lists of factors related to use. Descriptive lists are seen in

resear-h such as that of Cousins and Leithwood (1986), which

9
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proposes twelve factors (e.g., evaluation quality, information

needs) and two higher order factors of 1) evaluation implementa-

tion and 2) the decision or policy setting. Leviton and

Hughes (1981) propose five clusters of variables, such as

relevance, communication, and user involvement and adequacy. The

same factors appear in prescriptive lists. Carver (1985) advises that

evaluations will be used when enough resources are put in:o them

(when they are not isolated and underfunded), the time for impact

is right, and decision makers have commissioned the study.

Kleinfeld and McDiarmid (1986) suggest practical strategies for

the varying phases of an evaluation that reflect a concern with

relevance, user involvement, evaluator credibility, and consid-

ered dissemint.`ion.

Many of the descriptive (or prescriptive) models include the

same factors. Some approach explanatory status, as in an article

by Siegel and Tuckel (1985) that presents factors as they mediate

between the conduct of an evaluation and the use of its

evaluation findings. It should also be noted that the separation

of descriptive models into the subcategories discussed here is

arbitrary. Writers typically cross aspects of evaluation

components (actors, phases, and the like) with lists of relevant

factors to generate prescriptions about what should be done to

encourage use.

Explanatory Models

There does not seem to be a great concern with explanation

in the literature of evaluation use. From a policy perspective,

Meltsner (1976) suggests that use can be explained in large
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part by the evaluator's political and analytical skills, and

develops a typology of four evaluator profiles. This is an

explanatory model of sorts.

Brown, Newman and Rivers (1984) present two decision making

Aels and derive from these three factors that influence use:

perceptions of risk, time limitations, and whether there is a

solution available. High and low levels of these factors are

then combined to produce four possible situations and the

probable decision maker response under each situation is discus-

sed. This is explanatory and also has a prescriptive aspect as

it portrays the evaluator's concerns in each situation.

Hall (1981) argues that evaluation use can be seen as an

innovation and can be described and explained in his levels of

use framework. This idea is expanded by Pechman and King

(1986), who detail the adoption of evaluation as an innovation

within local education agencies over a continuum progressing from

nonuse to renewal.

Viewing evaluation use as an example of innovation has Ole

advantage of providing a paraLlel with a clear and tested model

of adoption. It is a little difficult, however, to tell if

evaluation use is a process synonymous with innc:Aion or with

innovation adoption, or if it is an innovation to be adopted.

Each interpretation has widely different consequences in

establishing a model for evaluation use. The latter, fcr

instance, results not so much in a miel as it does in a

recounting of the steps to be undertaken.

The Brown, Newman and Rivers model may be an adequate one.
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It should be examined to see how well it accounts for or subsumes

the factors identified in descriptive models. Can, for example,

time, risk, and availability of a potential solution explain such

things as communication clarity, the existence of conflicting

findings, and the information needs of the audience? Upon

immediate reading this model appears much more likely to explain

the decision setting cluster identified by Cousins and Leithwood

than it does their cluster of evaluation implementation factors.

Manipulating Evaluation Use

Much of what has been reviewed here-- and a great deal more

evaluation literature that has not been cited-- provides solid,

practical advice on how to enhance the use of evaluation products

and processes. It really does help to collaborate with clients

in designing studies, to give preliminary informal briefings so

that stakeholders can adjust to unexpected or unwelcome findings,

and to employ designs that account for as many threats to

validity as is possible. But much of what has be3n written about

evaluation use is simply descriptive or prescriptive. While few

would recommend that we abandon common sense or exper_ance as

guides for practice, it would help to have a comprehensive model

of evaluation use developed from them. To be most useful, such a

model should have several characteristics.

1) It should be open-minded in defining use, and should

include nonuse and misuse as well as varying levels and

kinds of "good use." It should also include the

possibility of explaining unintentional use, misuse,

and nonuse. One possible start might be to simply

12

14



consider evaluation use as "what the user does with an

evaluation."

2) Evaluation use should be conceptualized as a process or

relationship rather than an object. If one were to try

diagramming evaluation use as a black box, "use" would

not be the product coming from the box but the

undetermined process occuring within it.

3) The model should be a 'real" model, one that represents

the relevant components and their interrelationships with

the purpose of explaining how things work. Simple

rectilinear charts crossing Factor A with Factor B

are not very helpful.

4) The model should treat manipulable and nonmanipulable

variables differently. Factors that cannot be

controlled at all, those that can be controlled only

indirectly, and those that are susceptible to direct

influence should be shown as such in a working model.

5) The interaction of factors should be central. In real

life the political climate influences dissemination

procedures, the organizational setting determines in

part study design and user collaboration, and so forth.

A model should explain how these interactions work.

6) The model should be parsimonious, reducing variables to

the smallest number possible rather than recounting lists

of empirically derived conditions. Models are useful

when they simplify reality with a minimal loss of

accuracy.
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These are a few characteristics that would contribute to the

utility of a model of evaluation use. No one would argue that

evaluations are not used, and we know a great deal about what to

do in order to ensure that they are. At this point there is

plenty of empirical data on evaluation use and it seems

appropriat° to begin a little theory building.
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