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Establish Evaluation Quality 

Trusting evaluation findings 

In a research study, we talk about the trustworthiness of study results—can we trust the results 

and findings of the study? For quantitative approaches, this is typically discussed in terms of the 

internal and external validity of results, along with designs that facilitate accuracy and 

generalizability. For qualitative approaches, trustworthiness is often discussed as credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability, along with designs that facilitate these aspects 

of trustworthiness (see Guba & Lincoln, 1989). For program evaluation, we similarly consider 

designs that facilitate trustworthiness; however, trustworthiness is further defined by the 

standards of the discipline, such as The Program Evaluation Standards (Yarbrough, Shulha, 

Hopson, & Caruthers, 2011) and the American Evaluation Association Statement on Cultural 

Competence in Evaluation (2011).  

 

Standards of quality evaluation 

The Program Evaluation Standards (Yarbrough et al., 2011), now in the third edition, provide 

guidance for planning, designing, and conducting evaluations, as well as guidance for 

evaluating the quality of evaluations. There are 30 standards, organized by 5 attributes of 

quality evaluation: utility, feasibility, propriety, accuracy, and evaluation accountability.  

 
Attribute 

 
Broad Definition 

Utility  The extent to which program stakeholders find evaluation 
processes and products valuable in meeting their needs 
(Yarbrough et al., 2011, p. 4).  
 
There are eight utility standards.  

Feasibility The extent to which the evaluation can take place with an 
adequate degree of effectiveness and efficiency (Yarbrough et 
al., 2011, p. 72). 
 
There are four feasibility standards. 

Propriety The extent to which the evaluation is proper, fair, legal, right, 
acceptable, and just (Yarbrough et al., 2011, p. 106). 
 
There are seven propriety standards. 

Accuracy The extent to which the representations, propositions, and 
findings of an evaluation are truthful (Yarbrough et al., 2011, p. 
58). 
 
There are eight accuracy standards.  
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Evaluation 
Accountability 

Assessment of the quality of the evaluation including: how it is 
implemented; how it could be improved; how worthwhile, 
significant, or important it is to stakeholders; and how evaluation 
costs compare to benefits (Yarbrough et al., 2011, p. 226). 
 
There are three evaluation accountability standards.  

 

The attribute of accuracy overlaps with the concept of trustworthiness for research studies. 

Similar to research studies, accuracy is generally achieved through sound theory, methods, 

designs, and reasoning (Yarbrough et al., 2011). Of the eight accuracy standards, standards 

such as valid information, reliable information, and sound designs and analysis align well with 

common conceptions of trustworthiness for research studies. However, quality evaluation 

requires more than accuracy. It requires that standards of utility, feasibility, propriety, and 

evaluation accountability are also addressed.  

 

How can standards of quality evaluation be addressed in a thesis or dissertation?  

Prior to conducting the evaluation, become familiar with The Program Evaluation Standards 

(Yarbrough et al., 2011) and the American Evaluation Association Statement on Cultural 

Competence in Evaluation (2011), as well as other evaluation standards, practices, and/or 

guidelines important to your discipline and context. For example, the International Development 

Evaluation Association’s Competencies for Development Evaluation Evaluators, Managers, and 

Commissioners (2012) specifies practices for quality international development evaluation; and 

the Canadian Evaluation Society’s Evaluation Ethics Guidelines (n.d.) and Canadian Evaluation 

Society Competencies for Canadian Evaluation Practice (2010) outline practices of quality 

evaluation in the Canadian context.  

 

During evaluation planning, create a list or table of quality standards, practices, and/or 

guidelines, as appropriate. As you develop the evaluation plan, document strategies used and 

that you will use to address the standards, practices, and/or guidelines on your list. Highlight 

those standards that are particularly relevant for the evaluation. For example, as a student 

conducting a program evaluation thesis or dissertation, you are likely new to conducting 

evaluations, so evaluator credibility, one of the utility standards (Yarbrough et al., 2011), is 

highly relevant—what will you do to ensure credibility given this is the first evaluation you’ve 

conducted as the lead evaluator? Students conducting a program evaluation thesis or 

dissertation may also have a relationship with the program being evaluated; sometimes even 
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working directly with the program in some way, and thus serving as an internal evaluator. If this 

is the case, evaluator credibility and conflict of interest, a propriety standard (Yarbrough et al., 

2011), are highly relevant to the evaluation. It will be important for you to disclose your 

relationship, potential biases and conflicts, and strategies you will use to address these 

standards. 

 

During the evaluation, monitor your list of quality standards, practices, and/or guidelines and 

document strategies used to address them and any related issues that arise. Problem-solve and 

plan to address issues. Document resolutions. 

 

After the evaluation, review your list and documentation you have been developing throughout 

the evaluation and conduct internal meta-evaluation, an evaluation accountability standard 

(Yarbrough et al., 2011), assessing the quality of the program evaluation you conducted. In 

addition, your thesis or dissertation committee, the client, and/or an evaluation work group (if 

you have one) can review your list and documentation to provide external meta-evaluation, also 

an evaluation accountability standard (Yarbrough et al., 2011).  

 

Where does establishing evaluation quality show up in the thesis or 

dissertation? 

There should be a section on establishing evaluation quality in the methods chapter. You can 

include a table of quality standards, practices, and/or guidelines and rate how well they were 

addressed. Then include narrative sections where you discuss those standards, practices, 

and/or guidelines that were most relevant to the evaluation, including those that were not 

addressed and/or for which issues were encountered. In the narrative, discuss how you 

addressed each of these standards, practices, and/or guidelines and how any issues 

encountered may impact evaluation quality.  

 

Depending on the evaluation design, you will include discussion of strategies to address and 

issues encountered with, for example, internal and external validity, within the framework of your 

standards, practices, and/or guidelines list. Such “accuracy” discussions are common in 

research studies and often appear in a separate section in the methods chapter; however, for a 

program evaluation thesis or dissertation, this discussion belongs in the section for establishing  
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evaluation quality, perhaps as a subsection related to one or more of the accuracy standards. 

Further, in the final discussion chapter, some of the information from the section in the methods 

chapter will be used when discussing study limitations and recommendations for further 

evaluation and research. 
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