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EVALUATION: BETWEEN VALUES AND INDICATORS

Iwona Sobieraj

The article discusses the dilemmas associated with the develop-
ment of evaluation studies in Poland. These studies are for sev-
eral years establishing their position and entering into a variety 
of social areas. Along with their dissemination the approaches 
and models of evaluation used in these areas differentiate. The 
practice of evaluation involves difficult choices regarding com-
pliance with the idea of these studies, their usefulness and social 
functions. On the evaluative field appear significant disparities 
between different areas of evaluation and alternative models that 
are not always positive image of this field.
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Introduction
Evaluation studies descend into wider and wider areas of social life in 
Poland. Initiated on the basis of EU programs and then dynamical-
ly developing in the field of education, are also used in business and 
non-governmental organizations. Projects and programs in areas such 
as: combating social exclusion and unemployment, supporting entre-
preneurs, the development of information and communication tech-
nologies, environmental protection and social welfare, as well as edu-
cational programs, training in enterprises, health care and prevention, 
and many more undergo the process if evaluation. Evaluation studies 
are ordered by representatives of the public sector, as well as the of-
fices of government and regional labor market institutions, local gov-
ernments, but also by private companies. The report presented in 2011 
by experts of the Polish Evaluation Society indicates that the value of 
evaluation research market continually increases. Orders for the public 
sector in 2010 accounted for 11 percent of the Polish research services 
market. With the development and dissemination of the evaluation, the 
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expectations towards its performers – companies and evaluation insti-
tutions – grow far beyond just its performance, timeliness and compli-
ance with the provisions of the agreement. Purchasers are looking for 
contractors who will develop projects tailored to the methodology of 
researched projects and provide useful recommendations, allow solving 
the specific problems (PTE Catalog 2011, 5).

However, this development does not proceed evenly in all areas of 
evaluation. It happens best, where EU funds go and enforce the imple-
mentation of specific evaluation studies. In this regard, there is a huge 
disparity between the research activities carried out by private money 
and public resources. This entails also disparities in the development of 
the strategies and research models, as well as the methodology of eval-
uation research. Projects carried out with EU funds are subject to the 
strict procedure laid down in advance by the customer, in which little 
space to agree to subject, methods and means of research is left to the 
performers. What is more, ordering the research regional centers are 
largely limited by guidelines thrown at them from the national grade. 
Meanwhile, growing much slower private market of evaluation is not 
bound by similar requirements, although it does not have high financial 
resources. It allows, however, from one side to the plurality and richness 
of the models and techniques of evaluation research and freedom of 
negotiation between the evaluator and commissioner, and on the other 
hand it helps to save resources and adjust projects to the specific needs. 
But there is a danger, when evaluations are enforced despite the lack of 
funds on them (such as internal evaluation in schools). This leads to 
the implementation of the facade of the evaluation, in which the lack of 
adequate resources leads to poor quality of methodology as well as poor 
quality of the whole process.

Regardless of the strong differences in both sectors (public and pri-
vate) of evaluation market, evaluation research always operates between 
the need to know the value of the object, and the need to operationalize 
the factors examined in the form of criteria and indicators. This allows 
for proper interpretation and understanding of the results of research, 
and the development of recommendations. Both too much emphasis 
on professionalization of the evaluation process and standardization of 
the methodology, as well as too much freedom and carelessness are the 
methodological flaws of evaluation research. Both extremes can lead to 
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losing the essence of evaluation and limit their practical or social func-
tions. In this article, the values associated with the idea of evaluation 
research together with different, occurring in both sectors of the evalu-
ation market threats to those values will be shown.

1. Evaluation as the research of the value – the idea and practice
Evaluation is most often defined as “the systematic study of the value or 
benefits of any object” (Joint Committee on Standards for Educational 
Evaluation 1981, 12). In this reflection of this attention is paid to some 
important issues that need to be taken into account if you do not want 
to reduce bureaucratic procedures for evaluation assessment or control, 
with which it is still often equated.

Firstly, it is a question of treating evaluation primarily as an axio-
logical reflection, especially during designing of goals of evaluation, 
questions and evaluation criteria. The very concept of evaluation con-
tains at its core the concept of ‚value‘ (Korporowicz 2001). Meanwhile, 
evaluation, especially in the practice of public administration activities, 
often takes the form of bureaucratic procedures relating to the imple-
mentation of the imposed from above, standardized criteria. The use of 
routine activities, its formalization and the lack of dialogue, cause that 
evaluation is generally identified with assessment and control only.

Secondly, evaluation is “an orderly way of acquisition and accumu-
lation of knowledge” (Ornacka 2003, 9 – 10), and its quality is appro-
priately reflects the methodological process of conceptualization and 
proper implementation of empirical research and the ability to anal-
yse and synthesize collected research material. The values are present 
in the methodology through the quality of the work of the evaluator 
and researcher – through their credibility, the use of the highest ethical 
standards. Lack of methodological credibility or lack of confidence in 
the investigators by the evaluated part results in low value and usabili-
ty of evaluation. Maintaining high-quality evaluation does not go hand 
in hand with the dominant in public procurement procedures tenden-
cy to see the price as the primary criterion for selection of the offer. 
Criteria such as the quality of the proposed methodology or credibility 
and experience are generally less important in the selection of the offer. 
The share of price criterion in the evaluation research reached in 2010 
average 61 %, which means that the price prejudge bid selection. This 
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problem is often indicated by the companies implementing evaluation: 
“The high proportion of orders where the price is an important factor 
(often the only one) of choice of the contractor is the real reason to fear. 
If you add to this that in many tenders, extra points will be given to de-
clare increased experiments (which after all has to result in an increase 
in the costs of research), it appears that the criteria of price is, it not the 
only, but the dominant criteria” (PTE Catalog 2011, 32).

Thirdly, evaluation is also a discourse between the different social 
actors interested in it. Sometimes it is the first step to a real dialogue 
between the participants in joint social processes, members of the orga-
nization. Its important dimension is also placing into public awareness 
assessments, judgments and values of different social groups involved 
or interested in the evaluated programs. Generally, the idea of partic-
ipation of shareholders was adopted in the planning of the evaluation 
process in Poland. Although also on this ground it is much more de-
mands than real action. For example, within the framework of func-
tioning in Poland since 2007 the System of Evaluation of Education 
in the implementation of external evaluation of schools parents and 
representatives of the local environment – but practice shows that 
only those who were appointed by the school authorities are invited to 
participate in it, as stakeholders of evaluation. Another example is the 
Groups of Evaluation Steering, appointed by the boards of the prov-
inces: the Management Board of the Opole Province on June 16, 2014 
formed a group, which consists of 29 people, including one person from 
the Provincial Statistical Office, 1 person from the Regional Centre for 
Social Policy, 1 person from Regional Education Centre, 2 people from 
Opole Economic Development Centre, 3 from the Provincial Labour 
Office and 21 people from the Marshal‘s Office. In one of the first sen-
tences of the document establishing the group states that the purpose of 
its activities is the “keeping the partnership and coordination of moni-
toring and evaluation.” We do not find further specification of the actors 
of this “partnership”, is the dialogue between officials the realization of 
the partnership principle in the evaluation? Did not the authors of the 
idea of participatory evaluation want also a dialogue with the actual re-
cipients of the evaluated activities?

Fourthly, in the planning of the evaluation process it is essential to 
identify the values that will be sought, estimated, assessed in the context 
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of the evaluated activities. On the one hand we usually have a desired 
model, for example a good school or a well-functioning support for the 
unemployed, to which we compare the evaluated operation, on the oth-
er hand, the model must be regarded as an open question, both for the 
possibility of modification, as well as taking criteria of its assessment. 
Local conditions and specific perception of the values specified in the 
evaluation process should be taken into account. The values discussed 
and evaluated by various groups involved in the evaluation make it pos-
sible to disclose differences in their perceptions. This discussion, which 
constitutes the first and most important stage of the evaluation process, 
allows the realization of a democratic and pluralistic model of evalua-
tion, taking into account the voices of minorities and set their inclusion 
on equal terms to this process. The inclusion of multiple environments 
to discourse on values in the evaluation process contributes in particu-
lar to:

•	 “socialization” of the evaluation itself, by virtue of reducing the 
arbitrariness of unilaterally determined criteria,

•	 increasing of the likelihood of “hitting” of evaluation studies 
into the expectation of the contracting part and into the actual 
experience of participants of evaluated activities,

•	 making the evaluations seriously and responsibly treated proce-
dure, the results of which will meet the interest of all stakeholders,

•	 meeting the different social actors of evaluation scene, going 
outside of the daily routine, and which gives the opportunity to 
present their own vision of the issues and showing the differenc-
es in the perception of the relevant assessment criteria of quality, 
meaningfulness, attractiveness or rationality of evaluated activi-
ties (Korporowicz 1999, 174 – 176).

2. The value of evaluation – usability and social functions 
Usability is the basic function of the evaluation, which should be the ba-
sis of all the planning and organizing. Joseph S. Wholey, Harry P. Hatry, 
Kathryn E. Newcomer draw attention to this fact in their book about 
programming evaluation (2001, 5 – 29), asking the question: how to 
choose a program for the evaluation? This is an important question, be-
cause the fact that we have the most limited resources, as well as some 
of the data must be provided at a limited time to take decisions on time. 
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The authors showed to the issues that should be considered before de-
ciding on evaluation:

•	 Will the results of the evaluation affect decisions about the pro-
gram? The evaluation should make it possible to answer the fol-
lowing questions: is the program worth continuing? Does it need 
modification? Should it be resumed? The program, which only 
aim is to gain political support does not meet the first criterion.

•	 Will the evaluation be made in time to be useful? Time plays an 
important role in the evaluation, due to the fact that many de-
cisions must be taken within specified time limits. To be useful, 
the evaluation must give its recommendation in time, to enable 
support of these decisions.

•	 Is the program is substantial enough to make the evaluation? 
Significant evaluation may include, for example, the program, 
which uses in the largest amount of resources. But it may be the 
evaluation of a plan, which is seen as the least efficient.

•	 Is the implementation of the program seen as problematic? Each 
program has its own circle of beneficiaries, users, staff, who can 
also benefit from the implementation of the evaluation, espe-
cially when problems arise in the implementation process and 
the necessary is data to justify the continuation, modification, 
extension or termination of the program.

•	 At what moment of realization is a program? Another criterion 
is that in which moment of realization the program is located. 
The best and most useful are programs in the initial stage of im-
plementation, new programs or those whose benefits are not yet 
known.

Usability of the evaluation is reflected in the implementation of the 
recommendations. In the case of evaluation of EU programs, recom-
mendations are a compulsory part of the evaluation report and have 
a strictly defined form. Each recommendation has a rank given, its 
content and the manner of implementation, completion date and the 
person responsible for its implementation is precisely determined. 
Implementation of these recommendations is monitored, which auto-
matically forces usability of evaluation. For comparison, it is quite dif-
ferent in the case of a system of external evaluation in SEO schools. The 
evaluation reports do not have a recommendation; however, there are 
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the marks of evaluation expressed on a scale from A (highest) to E (low-
est). Internal evaluations in schools, but also evaluations of non-gov-
ernmental organizations, which are often self-evaluation is conducted 
according to different models and do not always contain recommenda-
tions. In relation to them, the usability can be determined only by the 
recipient.

Usability is an essential component of any evaluation, but on its im-
portance we should look more widely, both on the impact of the evalua-
tion process and the impact of implemented recommendations. Among 
the functions of evaluation two main categories can be included:
1. The functions aimed at the evaluated program, including: 

•	 formative function: associated with the ability to influence the 
course of the program, by providing information about the de-
sired changes which can be introduced during the program.

•	 summative function: related to the assessment of the impact of 
the program and its results.

2. Functions focused on the social environment, including:
•	 function of information and communication, consisting of in-

forming about the implementation and effects of the program 
and strengthening communication in an environment in which 
the program is implemented between the various stakeholder 
groups.

•	 participatory function, aimed at increasing of the involvement of 
stakeholders in the implemented program and empowerment of 
these groups in the environment, which were previously treated 
as passive recipients of the program.

It is also worth emphasizing the importance of evaluation in build-
ing social capital. This relationship is reflexive in nature, that is, social 
capital is the initial condition for successful evaluation, as it may appear 
as its product. Social capital is expressed primarily in characteristics of 
communities such as trust, networks, norms of reciprocity and commit-
ment. Talking about social capital in the context of the initial conditions 
for the implementation of the evaluation A. Haber and M. Szałaj indi-
cate factors lying on the side of:

•	 evaluators: they are composed of among others: design, imple-
mentation and management of the evaluation process,



Sociológia a spoločnosť  2 / 1  (2017)� | 21 |
�  

Evaluation: Between Values And Indicators

•	 principals and customers of evaluation: they consist of: their 
perception of products obtained in the evaluation process.

The first factor depends mainly on the workshop of evaluators and 
professionalism of tests performed. The second refers to the level of 
public awareness of customers and trust. Both depend on an evalua-
tion culture which is shaped in a particular social environment (Haber, 
Szałaj 2008, 91– 106).

3. �Evidence based evaluation or participatory evaluation – that is, 
the search for the “golden mean” of evaluation models

Regarding the planning of the research process and methodology of 
evaluation there are several major approaches, within which many 
models and a variety of research methods and techniques are used. The 
most common approaches in the evaluation include:

•	 system analysis – which aims to determine the effectiveness, effi-
ciency or productivity program evaluated by determining the re-
lationship between the “contribution” of the program to the sub-
ject of its intervention and the results at the end of the program.

•	 approach oriented on making a decision – providing policy 
makers with information on the estimated effects of alternative 
courses of action and other necessary data to make the right de-
cision concerning the evaluated program.

•	 case study – showing the full specifics of the program, social 
conditions, its course and how the participants perceive it. The 
emphasis on the acquisition and analysis of qualitative data and 
the inclusion of pluralism values shared by the groups involved 
in the program are characteristic for this approach.

•	 self – evaluation – research conducted not by external or internal 
experts but by the participants of the test program, the aim of it 
is to increase their own knowledge about the program and iden-
tifying opportunities to improve its quality (Olejniczak 2009).

With regard to the evaluations carried out within the framework 
of EU programs in Poland, the dominant approach is system analysis. 
Within its framework it is increasingly emphasized the importance of 
applying the so-called evidence based evaluation, including counterfac-
tual methods, as the “golden mean” for assessing the impact of interven-
tions. In public procurement various methods of “impact assessment” 
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are expected based mainly on statistical analysis. Their results are pre-
sented in the form of a series of performance indicators, according to 
the principle “what is measured is made.” 

However, as noted by M. Q. Patton (2013, 35) the usefulness of indi-
cators is not fixed, it depends on their credibility and due process of in-
terpretation. Same indicators only determine whether the observed phe-
nomenon is increasing or decreasing, while valuable evaluation must go 
further, delivering their correct interpretation, answering, among oth-
ers, the questions: why are there changes in the indicators, what affects 
the direction of changes? Answers to many of these questions can be 
provided by a participatory evaluation, in which model shareholders are 
involved not only on the design stage, objectives, criteria and evaluation 
methods, but they also cooperate in the interpretation of the results and 
formulating recommendations. Many commissioners also expects from 
the contractors using of triangulation by reaching out to diverse sources 
of data and different methods used in the evaluation process. Such an 
action is very desirable, but it raises the cost of evaluation. It also re-
quires the knowledge of the specifics of each approach and relevance of 
research problems to use qualitative and quantitative methods.

The financial resources allocated to the evaluation process have the 
impact on planning and methods used in it. The average value of evalua-
tion research from public funds was in 2010 more than 74 000 zl. In case 
of evaluations carried out by non-governmental organizations, internal 
resources allocated to it are much lower (though no precise data here). 
Similarly, with regard to evaluation in schools, although the funds for 
external evaluation are given by the state, its internal evaluation is car-
ried out “at cost” and in reality without any additional resources allo-
cated to it. Of course, financial resources for the evaluation should be 
tailored to the scale of the research, but in this case disparity between 
evaluation in the field of EU projects (and therefore covered by the sub-
sidy) and other social areas are too large. 

Summary
Axiological and methodological dilemmas related to research with eval-
uation, will probably always accompany this form of research activity, 
due to the expected utility of evaluation studies, as well as their social 
functions. However, in some areas, as it was shown in the article, it is 
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worth to reformulate existing practices so that the evaluation research 
did not lose its value through the decline in the quality of the methodol-
ogy and the trust of customers. Such problem areas may include, among 
other things: how to select the evaluator, how to match the scope and 
form of evaluation to the needs of users, the real participation of the 
users of evaluation in the process of planning and design, how to replace 
the search of the “gold standard” by matching the evaluation methodol-
ogy to studied problems and needs of customers of the evaluation. 
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