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A B S T R A C T

This literature review offers a comprehensive overview of the use of evaluation criteria across five policy fields: 
social services, land-use planning, teaching in higher education, vocational education, and the environment. 
Though it is a key part of the evaluation process, the question of how criteria are defined, chosen, and applied 
generates surprisingly little debate among the evaluation community. In evaluation practice, criteria are often 
taken for granted – and occasionally even used in ways that are neither explicit nor transparent. This cross-field 
literature review shows a strong presence of routinized evaluation criteria (relating to the specifics of each policy 
field), while some new sets of higher-degree criteria also emerge in the face of social challenges relating to 
sustainability, public acceptance, or social justice. Criteria development draws on both inductive bottom-up 
processes (which can include policy stakeholders) and top-down deductive processes (which derive criteria 
from the literature, as well as from national and international standards). A more profound reflection on eval
uation criteria (that is, the dimensions used by societies to assess the success of policy interventions) might be 
required in the future of evaluation research and planning; a deeper cross-field dialogue could support this 
endeavor.

1. Introduction

In evaluations, criteria play an essential role in the assessment of 
public policies. Evaluation criteria help evaluators and planners decide 
whether an intervention has done its job, and whether it was successful. 
The standard set of criteria applied most often is either that of the Or
ganization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) and the 
Development Assistance Committee (DAC) (OECD, 1991), or the upda
ted version (OECD/DAC, 2021). This comprises the widely accepted and 
applied general evaluation criteria long used by the evaluation com
munity (for example, in development assistance or in evaluations of the 
EU Cohesion Policy): relevance, coherence, effectiveness, efficiency, 

impact, and sustainability. Although generally accepted and popular 
among evaluation commissioners, both as a complete set or as individual 
criteria, this set also raises several questions about evaluation criteria 
that are currently being discussed by the evaluation communities (e.g., 
at the European Evaluation Society conference).

Criticism is directed, for example, at the use of standardized evalu
ation criteria that consider neither the specificities of particular in
terventions nor the stakeholders affected by the evaluation. This 
controversy relates to questions of how evaluators respond to the 
context of the intervention and the specifics of their field, or whether 
evaluators apply them in the same way across evaluation fields.

Policies and their interventions affect a wide range of stakeholders 
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who, using criteria they define for themselves, subjectively assess the 
usefulness of interventions. However, policies also affect whole groups 
of individuals collectively. How are such evaluation criteria defined? Is 
the definition of evaluation criteria carefully planned prior to the 
investigation? Are evaluation criteria explicitly mentioned, and trans
parently used, in the course of the investigation? In a recent review on 
the use of evaluation criteria in Swiss evaluation reports commissioned 
by federal authorities, Heuer (2017) found that that it was in only 
around a third of the reports examined that evaluators performed an 
overall assessment based on all disclosed evaluation criteria. At the very 
least, this shows a contrasted reality in the effective use of criteria in 
evaluation practice. These are questions of crucial importance both to 
the reliability of evaluation results and to their acceptance by stake
holders. Beyond that, we ask how field-specific criteria are used. Is there 
a reflexive use of evaluation criteria in the various fields? Are there some 
commonalities across fields? Is the use of evaluation criteria marked by 
innovation, or routine? Finding answers to these questions might help 
further develop the utility of evaluations.

To that end, we collected data from evaluations in five thematic 
areas and analyzed the use of criteria both within and across the specific 
fields. To generate results in an international context, we have focused 
on five thematic areas we consider relevant to current global socio- 
economic problems, namely: social services, land-use planning, teach
ing in higher education, vocational education, and the environment.

2. Evaluation criteria in evaluations

2.1. The meaning and use of evaluation criteria

Providing the grounds of an evaluative judgement, evaluation 
criteria set evaluation apart from other processes such as monitoring or 
audit (Dickinson & Adams, 2017). Many different definitions of the term 
"evaluation" exist. Stockmann & Meyer (2010) have identified six 
defining characteristics, among which choice of criteria is central. 
Evaluations should be carried out based on criteria explicitly related to 
the object to be evaluated.1 These criteria need to be precisely defined 
and transparently disclosed (e.g., Widmer & De Rocchi, 2012).

The application of evaluation criteria depends on the evaluation 
approach used. Authors citing evaluation criteria as the basis of evalu
ation processes include Campbell (1991), Scriven (2015), House & 
Howe (1999), Weiss (1998), Stake (2004), Stufflebeam & Zhang (2017), 
Rossi et al. (2019), and Patton (2021). Though the terms “criteria” and 
“standards” are used, they have different meanings (Stake, 2004). Most 
evaluators use these terms for important descriptors or attributes, to 
help them frame the amount of that attribute needed for a certain 
judgment (Stake, 2004). The diversity of vocabulary in use (both within 
and across study fields) is a general challenge facing evaluation research 
(Balzer et al., 1999).

Authors rarely define precisely what they mean by an evaluation 
criterion. In his Evaluation Thesaurus, Scriven (1991) states: “In the 
language of evaluation, the term is… used in… a… way, to include in
dicators of success or merit, variables that are not part of success itself…, 
but rather tied to it by empirical research”. Scriven (2015) states in his 
most recent Key Evaluation Checklist (KEC): “Evaluation is taken to refer 
to the process of determining (or the expression of a conclusion about) 
the goodness and/or badness, wrongness and/or rightness of something; 
more specifically, about the merit, worth, or significance … “an evalu
ation” is taken to refer to a declaration of value (…)”. Based on this 
understanding, Scriven has approached the term “evaluation criterion” 
as follows: “(…) criteria of merit stem from descriptors of the evaluand – 
but not just any descriptor. Criteria of merit are the subset of descriptors 
‘that are merit-connected’ (Scriven, 1980, p. 49)" (see, Shadish et al., 
1991, p. 85). In 2015 (p. 4), he stated that "“dimensions of merit” (a.k.a., 

“criteria of merit”) are the characteristics of the evaluand (X) that bear 
on its merit/worth/significance by definition (i.e., would typically be 
used in explaining what ‘good X’ means), and “indicators of merit” (the 
status of many characteristics is borderline between criteria and in
dicators) refers to factors that are empirically but not definitionally 
linked to the evaluand’s merit by definition, i.e., correlates of merit.”

Stake and Davidson define “evaluation criteria” thus: “a criterion is 
an attribute of an object or activity used to acknowledge its merit and 
shortcoming. It can be a trait or ingredient seen to be essential. It be
comes a basis for judgment or action when a standard is set.” (Stake, 
2004). Davidson (2005a) understands the evaluative criteria or di
mensions of merit as “attributes (e.g., features, impacts) of the evaluand 
that we look at to see how good (or how valuable, how effective, etc.) it 
is.” In the Encyclopedia of Evaluation, she summarizes her understanding 
of the term as follows: “The aspects, qualities, or dimensions that 
distinguish a more meritorious or valuable evaluand (…)” (Davidson, 
2005b).

For Stufflebeam (2001), criteria are “standards on which to base 
judgments.” To him, “values” are “principles, attributes, or qualities 
held to be intrinsically good, desirable, important, and of general 
worth.” Statements by Weiss (1998) can also be interpreted in this way; 
she writes about “standards of judgment” in connection with criteria. In 
2017, Stufflebeam & Zhang (2017) define criteria as “explicit variables 
and interpretation rules, for use in assessing and judging a program”.

These approaches to defining evaluation criteria thus open up the 
following definitional field. “Evaluation criteria” can be synonymous 
with: dimensions of merit; a subset of merit-connected descriptor; 
characteristics of the evaluand (X) having a bearing on its merit/worth/ 
significance; attributes of an object or activity used to acknowledge its 
merits and shortcomings; attributes (e.g., features, impacts) of the 
evaluand that we look at to see how good (or valuable, effective, etc.) it 
is, or standards on which to base judgments and explicit variables and 
interpretation rules, to be used in assessment procedures (see also Alkin, 
2013).

2.2. Developing evaluation criteria

The importance and purpose of evaluation criteria might be clear to 
evaluators; this may also be why they do not always explicitly define 
them. However, how evaluators understand and define them often re
mains unclear. There is widespread agreement in the literature that 
evaluation criteria should be established prior to the start of an evalu
ation (Alkin et al., 2012; Scriven, 2007; Stake, 2004), though the ways of 
doing so differ. There is a danger that “the conventional evaluation 
question entails the domination of certain criteria and values and 
consequently the exclusion of other criteria, values, voices and people” 
(Abma, 2000: 199). Scriven (2007) believes that evaluators should 
collect the values relevant to the object of evaluation and derive eval
uation criteria from them, while Stufflebeam (2001) involves stake
holders directly. According to Stake (2004), evaluators “do ask staff 
people and other stakeholders, sometimes participants and recipients, 
for help in identifying criteria.” However, he acknowledges that 
“sometimes the evaluators are in a position to know better than anyone 
else the relevant criteria, but often others nearby, with acuity and 
legitimacy, are better at clarifying the standards in use.” Both Scriven 
(2007) and Stufflebeam (2001) have developed checklists to help eval
uators identify the values of the evaluation object and evaluation 
criteria, and update these on an ongoing basis.

Davidson (2005a) analyzes existing proposals on how to identify 
evaluation criteria and compiles basic concepts and tools that are either 
essential: 

• A needs assessment (identification of those impacted and their needs, 
which are synonymous with the outcome criteria; definition of both 
context and performance needs)

• A simple logic model that links the evaluand to the needs1 In this article, we use the verbs to assess and to evaluate as synonyms.
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• An assessment of criteria for other relevant values
• A checklist for thinking of other relevant criteria, using the headings 

of Process, Outcome, and Costs (adapted from Scriven)
• A strategy for organizing the criterion checklist

Back in 1978, Rycroft identified possible sources for defining eval
uation criteria for a given study, which can be mixed and include: sci
entific literature, policy field evidence (drawn from the past or from 
international data), participation of policy stakeholders in general, and 
policy targets. However, alongside these theoretical developments in the 
evaluation literature, there is a gap in the ways criteria are actually used 
in evaluation practice. Below, we review the evaluation literature in five 
policy fields through the lenses of definition, choice, and operationali
zation of criteria.

3. Research questions: what evaluation criteria (if any) are used 
– and how are they used?

In this literature review, the project team answered the following 
overarching questions in the selected policy fields. 

Definition. How do authors understand and define evaluation 
criteria? 

• Development: What process do authors follow to determine the 
criteria?

• Content: Which concrete evaluation criteria are used?
• Application: How are the evaluation criteria used (as indicators, with 

threshold values, etc.)?

The adopted theoretical approach is abductive (Tavory & Timmer
mans, 2014), with an iterative confrontation between general deductive 
expectations as to what the use of evaluation criteria is expected to look 
like based on evaluation literature and the effective use of criteria 
among policy fields observed through the inductive literature review. 
Our theory-based expectations are about the explicit mention of criteria, 
the existence of a definition and the possible ways to construct and apply 
them; the expectations are not about the content of criteria, that can 
vary widely depending on the field.

4. Methods, data, analysis

4.1. Literature review

4.1.1. General framework
With the number of scientific publications available increasing 

rapidly each year, it is useful to summarize individual studies on the 
same topic in a concise manner, in order to provide an overview. In line 
with literature review standards, we adopted a systematic approach to 
the selection, inclusion and analysis of the literature sources, including 
the definition of a study protocol as well as ‘a priori’ defined literature 
databases and inclusion criteria (Machi & McEvoy, 2016; Ressing et al., 
2009). Ultimately, the results were summarized in a qualitative manner. 
During the period between June 2020 and November 2020, various 
scientific literature databases were searched (such as Scopus, Web of 
Science, SocINDEX, SSOAR), using specific search combinations con
cerning evaluation criteria) in five different policy fields (for more de
tails, see Appendix A). The research team is made of experts respectively 
specialized in each of the analyzed policy fields (vocational education, 
social services, land-use planning, etc.). A preliminary scoping of the 
literature showed that the use of the same databases across policy fields 
was not suitable to identify the articles that related to the research 
question (i.e., what use of evaluation criteria in evaluations studies 
within the respective fields). Relying on the field-specific expertise of the 
research team members, the most relevant databases have therefore 
been selected inductively for each policy field, by identifying which 
outlet focused on the reporting of evaluation studies (and from that, in 

which database these outlets were indexed). The aim was to strike a 
balance between systematicity and adequacy, without losing the re
quirements of context-sensitive analysis.

The same explanation holds for the choice of the keywords used for 
the literature review in each policy field. While the core keyword 
strategy was to search for "evaluation criteria" AND "name(s) of the 
policy field", adaptations were made for one policy field after the pre
liminary search steps of the review. Indeed, the results obtained from the 
approach with the two search terms "evaluation criteria" and "land-use 
planning" were highly heterogeneous and with no clear connection to 
policy evaluation in the field of land-use planning. Therefore, a third 
criterion was added: "policy evaluation". The reason is that historically, 
several other forms of studies are performed in the land-use planning 
field, such as GIS-based analyses and impact assessments, which were 
often dissociated from a policy or its political context, and thus were less 
directly related to our research question about policy evaluation. With a 
too wide keyword research strategy, the results would have therefore 
been poorly comparable with the other policy fields. The search initially 
resulted in a total of 547 hits, of which 179 literature sources remained 
as the basis for analysis (after excluding duplications and considering 
the inclusion criteria). The further structure of the contribution follows 
the steps of a literature review proposed by Machi & McEvoy (2016).

4.1.2. Literature search
The five policy fields included in this literature review are: social 

services, land-use planning, teaching in higher education, vocational 
education, and the environment; these were selected for their central 
relevance to policy evaluation research as fields in which evaluation 
research is particularly prolific. Moreover, between them, these fields 
cover a substantial proportion of the policy research area. We have 
selected the investigated themes according to three dimensions: i) their 
societal relevance; ii) their relevance to policy evaluation theory and 
praxis; and iii) their suitability regarding our research question. 
Regarding societal relevance, although there are differences in expen
diture priorities across countries, the OECD mentions social protection, 
health care, and education as, on average, the most important spending 
categories in OECD countries (OECD, 2021, p. 84). Moreover, combating 
climate change through environmental protection (including land-use 
planning) belongs to the Green Deal, a flagship of EU policy, under
lining its importance (EC, 2019). Regarding relevance to evaluation, the 
five chosen policy fields have a long-standing evaluation tradition. This 
makes them comparable in analyzing the degree of sophistication ach
ieved regarding the use of evaluation criteria in these fields. While we 
acknowledge that other fields like health or development cooperation 
have a high societal and evaluation relevance, we excluded them 
because of considerations regarding suitability to the research question. 
We hold that the inclusion of these fields would have induced a bias in 
the results, because they have achieved a high field-specific standardi
zation regarding evaluation criteria. In the field of health, evaluation 
criteria are strongly consolidated around, for instance, the question of 
efficacy and safety regarding drug authorizations or health in
terventions, among others through randomized controlled trials, or 
health outcomes measured through mortality rates. As to development 
cooperation and assistance, the standardization stems from interna
tional standards regulating this field, as opposed to the selected policy 
fields that strongly remain within the realm of national governance.

Since each policy field has its own publishing bodies, we have 
selected relevant bibliographic databases that refer specifically to the 
respective fields. Further literature was also taken into account via 
searches in Google Scholar. The policy fields were studied using a uni
form search strategy: inclusion criteria for the articles in the literature 
review, and analysis of each field along the research questions (above
mentionned, Section 3). The searched databases for each policy field are 
presented in Appendix A. The literature review includes article pub
lished until November 2020. The inclusion criteria are presented in 
Appendix B.
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4.2. Article selection process

Fig. 1 shows the literature review selection tree for all policy fields. 
The sources initially found were reduced by the inclusion criteria in 
every policy field. A total of 179 literature sources remained, divided 
between the policy fields as follows: 34 social services, 52 land-use 
planning, 22 teaching in higher education, 19 vocational education, 
and 47 environment.

Design according to Lacouture et al. (2015)
Appendix C contains a detailed presentation of the characteristics of 

the analyzed articles for each policy field.

5. Results: the use of evaluation criteria across policy fields

5.1. Social services

More than three-quarters of the 34 articles fail to explicitly define 
“evaluation criteria” in this field. Some authors complain that no 
consensus has been reached on the question (Min & Huilan, 2020). Some 
fairly general attempts to define evaluation criteria can be found, for 
example in the sense of a defined standard (Kagle, 1979), a rating of 
existing health and social indicators (Daniel et al., 2009) or in terms of 
perceived outcomes (Sørensen & Bay, 2002). More often, reasons are 
given as to why criteria are needed, or what could be done with them. 
Evaluation criteria “can productively inform policy and practice when 
actors deliberate on how to assess and improve” the evaluation object 
(Hanberger et al., 2016, p. 675), or “reflect the roles and interests of the 
stakeholders in question” (Thomas & Palfrey, 1996). It is only in a few 
exceptional cases that definitions are provided with reference to au
thors, standard literature or evaluation models – for example, the 
Kirkpatrick Evaluation Model (Pratama & Setiawan, 2018), or Balĺs 
(1988) standard Evaluation in the Voluntary Sector.

About a quarter of all evaluation criteria used in these contributions 
were developed by the authors. Criteria are thus often developed in an 
iterative process involving various stakeholders – very often in focus 
groups (Chipman et al., 2002; Hanberger et al., 2016; Kagle, 1979; Moro 

et al., 2007). The methodological approach often includes a multi-stage 
survey procedure, with feedback loops being used to develop and refine 
evaluation criteria to reach consensus (Chipman et al., 2002; Gibney 
et al., 2019; Kastein et al., 1993). Furthermore, by starting from stake
holder problems and experiences (Moro et al., 2007) and by not iden
tifying their evaluation criteria within the context of any theoretical 
analysis or benchmarking, they follow the responsive evaluation 
perspective put forward by Stake (1995). Another article refers to 
stakeholder-focused criteria (Thomas & Palfrey, 1996) and identifies 
three relevant stakeholder groups: funders (the state, insurers, etc.), 
service users, and service providers (professionals, volunteers, and 
managers), whose resources can be pooled to define which criteria are 
significant (Langer et al., 2019). We observe, then, that a participative 
approach to criteria development is significant in this policy field. A 
further quarter of the contributions refer to evaluation criteria without 
giving information on the background of their development or origin.

Some authors embed their evaluation criteria adjacent to theories 
and/or evaluation models. A few authors derive their evaluation criteria 
from existing policy standards/overall objectives – for example, from 
the National Association of Social Workers’ Standards for Social Work 
(Kagle, 1979), the U.S. State Department of Education (Garey, 2002), 
the Hospital Accreditation and Evaluation Program (Song et al., 2019), or 
the OECD’s DAC (Hideg, 2019). Other authors selected their evaluation 
criteria on the basis of systematic literature reviews.

In about three-quarters of contributions, no target values or 
threshold values for evaluation criteria are given. In those contributions 
in which thresholds are discussed, this is done quantitatively – sug
gesting percentages, statistical significance tests between groups, (self- 
assessment) scales and scores. In a quarter of the contributions, no 
concrete evaluation criteria were used at all. The choice of criteria tends 
to be project related. Criteria relating to behavioral change (Gilgun, 
1988) can be identified: change of attitudes, change of skills (Pratama & 
Setiawan, 2018); satisfaction, knowledge, reaction (Clarke, 2001); child 
safety, physical care, emotional care, and support (Chipman et al., 2002) 
as well as psychosocial functioning, life satisfaction, and costs 
(Schmidt-Posner & Jerrell, 1998). Depending on context, “criteria such 

Fig. 1. Literature Review Selection Tree.
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as effectiveness and appropriateness are likely to be the ones empha
sized by professionals. Managers … are more likely to concentrate on 
efficiency and accountability” (Thomas & Palfrey, 1996, p. 128).

Some authors adopt a more comprehensive perspective, providing a 
classification of criteria according to different levels: “micro evaluation 
criteria (service transaction and service delivery): amount of volume, 
timelines, availability or continuity, friendliness, empathy; Meso eval
uation criteria (effectiveness of the service provided): specific policy 
goal achieved, users’ needs met; macro evaluation criteria: services are 
in accordance with general social values and norms, public good ob
jectives” (Rieper & Mayne, 1998, p. 120). On the whole, others relate 
evaluation criteria to social justice indicators: equitable education, ac
cess to the labor market, poverty prevention, intergenerational justice, 
social cohesion, and non-discrimination (Zamfir, 2017). Eeckhout et al. 
(1996) also include the alleviation of poverty, women’s emancipation, 
and environment protection. Similar examples can also be found in the 
study by Sørensen & Bay (2002, p. 375) who use (among other criteria) 
the assessment of equality, working conditions, and democratic gover
nance. In this policy field, a particularly comprehensive approach is 
taken to evaluation criteria – which are sometimes conceptualized at a 
societal and democratic level.

Very few authors reflect on the theoretical development of evalua
tion criteria in the social services policy field, their use, and their 
necessary requirements. Some complain of the lack of consensus 
regarding appropriate alternative measures of effectiveness and call for 
the identification of basic parameters as well as academic support (for 
example, Clarke, 2001; Min & Huilan, 2020; Moro et al., 2007; Voisin & 
Berringer, 2015). The question of whether the criteria used are reliable, 
valid, and reasonable often remains unanswered (Waterhouse & Carnie, 
1992), and the possibility of criteria misuse is also pointed out. Politi
cians “will understandably vary in their preoccupations with criteria 
depending on, among other things, whether they belong to the party in 
power at the time in question” (Thomas & Palfrey, 1996).

5.2. Land-use planning

Of 52 research articles, twelve provide a definition of evaluation 
criteria, which are considered as a way to “evaluate the adequacy of 
different alternatives” (Langemeyer et al., 2016), “assess the quality of 
[planning] products and processes” (Oliveira & Pinho, 2010), or “allow 
for systematic analysis of plan implementation” (Muñoz Gielen & 
Mualam, 2019).

Considering the sources of evaluation criteria definition, 34 papers 
refer to the literature in the policy field or in policy evaluation in general 
(e.g., Mazmanian & Sabatier, 1983a). Seven papers derive their criteria 
from policy goals (e.g., planning legislation, plan goals). Seven others 
refer to the researchers’ own criteria, or to those of experts, developed 
specifically for the study. Three papers refer to criteria developed by 
stakeholders involved in the evaluation process, and one to criteria 
defined by decision analysis software.

The effective use of evaluation criteria is very high in the land-use 
planning policy field, with 45 studies reporting the application of 
evaluation criteria in their research, while the remaining articles focus 
on theoretical and/or methodological aspects of evaluation. Of these 45 
qualitative and quantitative papers, 25 apply the criteria together (using 
indicators measuring specific elements of the object under study) while 
20 others use evaluation criteria directly as indicators.

Land-use planning literature sets out two broad approaches to land- 
use policy evaluation: conformance- and performance-based. Confor
mance-based approaches focus on questions of effectiveness (differences 
between intended policy objectives and outcomes), while performance- 
based approaches appraise all impacts of plan implementation, 
including both intended and unintended effects (Shahab et al., 2019). 
Additional overarching criteria that may be considered are efficiency, 
equity, social and political acceptability, and institutional arrangements 
(administrative feasibility, transaction costs). Depending on the 

research topic considered (e.g., land (re-) development, transport 
planning, energy planning, land or shore protection), the range of in
dicators considered may vary considerably. Such variation particularly 
applies to multi-criteria decision analysis – a data driven methodology 
that may (depending on available data and goals of the study) include 
numerous indicators covering ecological, locational, topographic, eco
nomic, climatic, zoning- and property-related aspects. Land-use plan
ning evaluations also include cost benefit analyses, which focus on 
socio-economic indicators such as employment, private and public in
come, or sales.

Regarding the object of evaluation, two broad types of land-use 
planning evaluations may be distinguished. One type covers evalua
tions at a strategic level, focusing on the political-administrative aspects 
of land-use plan implementation such as the definition of planning goals 
and the planning process itself. These studies can include evaluations of 
national plans, strategic environmental assessments, or studies of plans 
for metropolitan areas. The other type of evaluation covers the more 
operational level, including land-use plans with (more) binding con
straints on landowners and consequent land-use changes. The oper
ationalization of the evaluation criteria varies between studies, 
depending on the goals of the study and the object to be evaluated (e.g., 
stakeholder involvement, accessibility, natural hazards, protection of 
historical sites, sustainability).

To sum up, most papers on land-use planning evaluation rely on the 
literature to define their evaluation criteria, whereas theoretical papers 
both provide definitions of evaluation criteria and propose overarching 
criteria to be used in land-use planning evaluations. Methodological and 
empirical papers, on the other hand, often do not show a clear under
standing of evaluation criteria. Such confusion is reflected in two ways: 
first, terminology use is not always consistent, so that criteria may also 
be referred to as ‘dimensions,’ ‘indicators,’ or ‘best practice principles.’ 
Second, when referring to the measurement of land-use policy outputs, 
impacts or outcomes, usage of the terms ‘evaluation criteria’ and ‘in
dicators’ often overlaps. The reasons for these inconsistencies are com
plex; one possible explanation could lie in the heterogeneous 
disciplinary backgrounds of researchers involved in land-use planning 
evaluation. These researchers bring different theoretical perspectives (e. 
g. from planning, geography, ecology, engineering, or architecture) into 
evaluation practice which may enrich evaluation research, though they 
may not be well-acquainted with the literature on public policy analysis 
and its terminology (e.g., Knoepfel et al., 2007; Mazmanian & Sabatier, 
1983b). In other words, the definition of evaluation criteria often lacks 
clear theoretical foundations. More importantly, the selection of eval
uation criteria frequently strays into questions of measurement of these 
criteria and/or data availability. Conclusions as to the meaningfulness 
or relevance of evaluation criteria often remain unsatisfactory, partic
ularly in multi-criteria decision analyses. There is a tendency to consider 
the choice of criteria and/or indicators as primarily one of a technical 
nature. According to the literature on policy instrument implementation 
(Knoepfel et al., 2007; Linder & Peters, 1998; Salamon, 2002; Vedung, 
1998), choice of criteria are subject to debate among the policy actors 
involved, precisely because these criteria allow a judgment on pas
t/upcoming planning decisions to be made. The papers analyzed tend to 
either ignore or technicize such choices.

5.3. Teaching in higher education

The literature sources of the sample related to higher education focus 
on the evaluation of teaching. However, since we are exclusively 
interested in which criteria were used to evaluate the quality of teaching 
in higher education, the (many) papers focusing on the evaluation of 
teaching as a criterion for personnel decisions were explicitly excluded 
from the sample. A first result is that none of the authors of the 22 
selected publications includes either a theoretical definition of evalua
tion criteria or a definition what constitutes an evaluation criteria. In 
one paper, the author does define what constitutes an indicator: “not all 
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data are indicators; (…). An indicator acts as a signal, an indicator, 
which requires an important activity of interpretation in order to reach a 
judgment that should never be a substitute for it” (Romainville, 1999, p. 
418). In one paper (Arthur et al., 2003), the authors test the distinction 
between Kirkpatrick’s Level I (reaction) and Level II (learning) evalua
tion criteria and thus explicitly refer to his model (Kirkpatrick, 1976, 
1996). None of the remaining 20 papers include either any reference to 
evaluation theories or any definition of criteria or indicators.

Processes used to determine the evaluation criteria were diverse: 
about one-third of the papers did so via reference to previous research 
and literature reviews, while another third applied the evaluation 
criteria used in their own higher education institutions (some of which 
have been drawn from the Individual Development and Educational 
Assessment (IDEA) rating system). Three papers based the development 
of the evaluation criteria on a theory or model: the Presage, Process, 
Product Model (Biggs, 1993), the conceptual framework of multidimen
sional learners’ evaluation (Sritanyarat, 2014), and Kirkpatrick’s four 
level model (Kirkpatrick, 1976, 1996). In three additional papers, 
evaluation criteria are developed in working groups that include a range 
of sources such as students (Amin, 2002), faculty (Baker et al., 2015), or 
expert and novice teachers (Dunkin, 1995).

The evaluation criteria are mainly (in two-thirds of the publications) 
used as indicators without specified thresholds. In one study (Del Car
men Bas et al., 2017), the authors propose a composite index of evalu
ation criteria, in which the criteria are weighted differently based on the 
opinion of experts from a Teaching Evaluation Committee and under
lying correlations between criteria. Just two of the 22 publications 
include thresholds defined for the indicators (Baker et al., 2015; Essack 
et al., 2012). In the study by Baker et al. (2015), students were asked to 
rate items on a scale from 1 to 7, with a threshold for a satisfactory 
rating. In the study by Essack et al. (2012), indicators with thresholds 
are limited to objective criteria – specifically, graduation rates in study 
programs and pass rates in modules. Four publications defined no spe
cific criteria, mentioning only dimensions.

The evaluation criteria used in the publications are similar across the 
publications, due to the fairly homogenic nature of teaching evaluation. 
Specific evaluation criteria were mentioned in 18 of the 22 publications, 
and in all of these, the evaluation criteria included a rating of the teacher 
(e.g., overall rating of the teacher, rating of teacher’s rapport with stu
dents, teacher’s enthusiasm). A third of these publications used stu
dents’ self-perceived learning, perceived workload, and/or rating of the 
course content and objectives as evaluation criteria. Two publications 
included quantitative criteria such as drop-out or pass rates.

Overall, we see that in the overwhelming majority of publications 
regarding the evaluation of teaching in higher education, authors 
neither define what they mean by evaluation criteria, nor rely on a 
specific evaluation theory. In most publications, however, specific 
evaluation criteria are named for the evaluation of teaching – and these 
are often similar. Teachers are evaluated, and students used as (at least 
one) source, in all of the publications. Criteria are used repeatedly in 
many of the publications, giving the impression of a fairly uniform use of 
criteria in the evaluation of teaching in higher education. The publica
tions analyzed here date from 1988 to 2020, and during that period, the 
criteria did not change systematically (in terms of either content or 
source). This shows that, although authors do not explicitly state what 
they mean by evaluation criteria, they do rely on similar ones; this is in 
part due to the fact that they use those found in literature and existing 
instruments in higher education.

5.4. Vocational education training

Though strict criteria were used for their selection, the 24 articles 
found in the field of vocational education training are quite diverse. 
Evaluation objects cover very different fields of interest, including a 
range of learning settings, educational material, educational programs, 
and schools. With two notable exceptions, no theoretical definition of 

evaluation criteria is given. Only Höhns (2017, p. 327) labels them as 
“narrations about feedback, criticism and suggestions for improve
ment”, while Khaleel (1988) describes them as external and internal 
factors that determine program quality. However, neither of these is a 
strict technical definition. All other texts just use evaluation criteria as 
taken for granted. The process used to determine evaluation criteria is 
largely based on literature – but this literature is mainly related to ed
ucation, rather than evaluation. The sole exception is Custer et al. 
(1997), who adapted Daniel Stufflebeam’s CIPP-model (interestingly, 
without citing any of the author’s actual text).

Use of criteria is made as a function of indicators, covering the field 
of the diverse evaluation objects; consequently, no common set of 
criteria can be found. Almost every text uses its own set of criteria. 
Empirically-oriented texts adapt them to their specific situation, e.g., 
satisfaction with usability and utility, support (Beckers et al., 2019), 
fitness for purpose, cognitive complexity, self-assessment, authenticity, 
transparency, comparability, reproducibility of decisions, fairness, 
acceptability, meaningfulness, educational consequences, costs and ef
ficiency (Baartman et al., 2013), competence and task mastery (Kollöffel 
& de Jong, 2016), classification status (Harth & Hemker, 2013), 
post-prison employment as a rehabilitation measure (Gleason, 1986), or 
multiple effectiveness criteria (De Maeyer et al., 2010). 
Theoretically-oriented texts (aiming, for instance, to develop possible 
lists) emphasize the broad variability of criteria and “use a flexible body 
of different types of criteria which are adjusted to the situation at hand” 
(De Vos et al., 2019, p. 702). The idea of explicitly defining criteria 
(preferably prior to data collection) is absent. In the empirically oriented 
texts, where criteria are used as a basis for judgment and valuing, they 
do so as an act of statistical comparison between groups, or as scale 
characteristics. In summary, evaluation criteria in the field of vocational 
education training are generally derived deductively from the existing 
education literature and are not subject to substantial theoretical re
flections in the analyzed studies. Furthermore, a great diversity of 
criteria is in use, depending on the specific object under evaluation.

5.5. Environment

The studies in the evaluation of environment protection show three 
characteristics, the first of which concerns the vague nature of theoret
ical definitions of evaluation criteria. Usually, authors define the criteria 
as given, assuming readers are familiar with them, or refer to the liter
ature that defines the criteria. Second, the criteria and their weights are 
defined in a participatory manner with local stakeholders in a minority 
of cases; in other instances, the authors have made these decisions 
themselves. Third, criteria are used in complex models, with weightings 
applied to them according to their relative importance. The use of 
criteria in multi-criteria analysis creates an aggregate indicator enabling 
comparison between a range of possible solutions (investment in various 
places, or approaches to an environmental problem). The majority of 
studies provide "sophisticated" information for decision-making.

A large majority of the 47 articles understand evaluation as an 
analytical instrument designed to measure the impact, effects, or perfor
mance of a policy. This indicates a fairly instrumental and straightfor
ward understanding of the role of evaluation criteria, which are used to 
assess both the added value of the policy and the fulfillment of its ob
jectives. Three studies insist on the need to use evaluation criteria to 
assess processes (e.g., the quality of deliberation processes in partici
pative environmental policies, Van Den Hove, 2000). Strikingly, very 
few of these articles fail to explicitly mention evaluation criteria, even 
though, for about a third of them, the definition of evaluation criteria is 
mainly implicit.

In terms of the process through which the authors arrive at their 
evaluation criteria, the articles are split between two groups. For about 
half of the articles, evaluation criteria have to be defined in an ad hoc 
manner, depending on the specificities of both study field and program 
(Bellamy et al., 2001). For these authors, the process of criteria 
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development has to be both iterative and achieved through empirical 
field exploration (for instance, via interviews and documentary analysis, 
e.g. Holmes & Clark, 2008). For the other roughly half of the sample, 
evaluation criteria must build on the results of past studies, and re
searchers are able to rely on existing criteria taxonomies, which have the 
advantages of being robust and allowing sound comparisons (Barron & 
Ng, 1996). This relates to the traditional divide between deductive and 
inductive research streams.

In terms of how the evaluation criteria are applied, the set of articles 
shows more variety. Some authors use criteria in a highly systematized 
and formalized manner, defining scales, attributing scores, and 
modeling the results in mathematical equations (Portney & Stavins, 
1994). Some other authors, however, apply the criteria in a qualitative 
fashion.

Regarding the kind of evaluation criteria applied in the field of 
environmental policy, the traditional effectiveness and efficiency 
criteria are used in several of the studies (Cabugueira 2011; Goulder & 
Parry, 2008; Gysen et al., 2006). Interestingly, discussions are taking 
place as to the specificities of assessing programs and policies that aim to 
preserve a common good – such as the environment. In the wake of these 
reflections, several articles propose further society-owned criteria, such 
as social effectiveness (Gysen et al. 2006), equity and capacity-building 
(Bellamy et al., 2001), public acceptance (Richards, 2000), transparency 
(Kunseler & Vasileiadou, 2016), community acceptability (Gunningham 
& Young, 1997), or social costs (Kim, 2007). Finally, because of the 
specificities of this policy field, some evaluation criteria are technical 
and relate to the nature of the investigated matter (for instance risk 
level, or degree of resource use, e.g., Munda et al., 1994). This can 
explain the (sometimes high) degree of formalization found in this area, 
in terms of how criteria are applied.

In this policy field, there are specific calls for future research on 
evaluation criteria. One article draws attention to the fact that complex 
trade-offs exist between various evaluation criteria – in particular, be
tween damage caused to the environment and monetary value (Kim, 
2007). Another stresses that when dealing with contentious issues such 
as environmental policies, best practice is to explicitly define criteria 
through an open process (Barron & Ng, 1996). The openness of envi
ronmental evaluation toward public value is summed up by (Kunseler & 
Vasileiadou, 2016) as follows: “stakeholders with diverse interests on 
environmental policy may help supplant the classic-rationalistic prin
ciples of effectiveness and efficiency to help develop new evaluation 
criteria based on good governance principles (i.e., participation, trans
parency and fairness)”. In short, evaluation criteria are both used and 
explicitly named in the vast majority of studies in this field. These 
criteria are developed through both inductive and deductive processes, 
covering the classical aspects of efficiency and effectiveness, the tech
nical aspects of environment policies, and more innovative features 
relating to democratic processes and acceptance.

6. Discussion

Coming back to the research questions lying at the heart of this 
investigation, it is striking to note that evaluation research in the 
different policy fields almost fails to address the question of the theo
retical definition of criteria. Evaluation criteria are mentioned as though 
based on a commonly shared understanding of the notion, and only 
rarely is a definitional effort made. More information can be found on 
the process through which the authors come to develop or select the 
criteria relevant to their investigation. Depending on the policy context, 
criteria selection can inductively rely on participative processes 
involving relevant stakeholders, or deductively draw from past research 
or institutional, national, or international guidelines. The degree of 
formalization through which criteria are analytically applied (scores, 
thresholds) is dependent on policy field, the existence of commonly 
recognized standards, and the level of technicality of the policy in 
question. Lastly, as to the content of the criteria, the literature review 

uncovers a wealth of diversity, though we have been able to highlight 
some superordinate categories in each field, as shown in Table 1 below.

Hence, Table 1 provides examples of commonly used evaluation 
criteria (i.e., found several times in the literature review) in the five 
analyzed policy fields. Hence, the content of Table 1 is based on the 
inductive results of the literature review. Given the lack of theorization 
and the overall heterogeneity of evaluation criteria in the literature, this 
overview provides a first step for a future reflection on this core evalu
ation issue. The Table also shows that beyond the diversity of evaluation 
criteria, transversal element can be found.

As shown in the Table, evaluation criteria in each field can be 
regrouped in overarching categories that were inductively found in the 
literature review, for instance: processes, democratic dimensions, 
behavioral-change dimension, but differ across fields of analysis. These 
overarching categories in the Table are constructed by us and marked in 
italics. They pertain to various analytical levels and might help future 
developments on the conceptualization of evaluation criteria. Finally, 
while policy evaluation in various fields is mostly conducted in silo, the 
table comparatively shows the criteria used across fields. This can help 
avoiding a tunnel vision and provide cross-field inspiration, as criteria 
commonly used in one field could be interesting to import in another 
one.

This literature review thus offers a contrasted perspective on the 
status of criteria in evaluation research. In most of the policy fields 
reviewed, evaluation criteria are actually named and applied. Yet in the 
field of social services, a quarter of the studies reported no criteria at all, 
which is surprising and goes against the requirement of transparency 
and systematicity laid out in evaluation research. Overall, evaluation 
criteria are mostly used in a transparent way, fulfilling a specific aim in 
the research procedure such as the usefulness of social services (wel
fare), strategic studies (land-use planning), teachers’ rating (higher ed
ucation), assessment of learning settings (vocational education), or 
impact measurement (environmental policies). Interestingly, though 
evaluation criteria are used in most studies, few dwell on the question of 
their definition or status from a theoretical perspective. We should 
beware of the fact that there is more to evaluation criteria than simply 
reducing them to the "program goals", and to subsuming the latter under 
the concept of "effectiveness" (Weiss, 1993: 96). The problem in 
adopting such a perspective is that it leads the evaluator to "accept the 
premises underlying the program" (Weiss, 1993: 100), thus making 
evaluation lose its critical function.

Choices of evaluation criteria show consequent variations, both 
within and across policy fields. In some areas, such as social services, the 
focus lies on iterative processes and criteria tend to be defined induc
tively on a case-to-case basis – sometimes by including policy users 
themselves. At the other end of the spectrum, the criteria applied in 
land-use planning are mainly derived from the literature, though they 
also take into account specific policy objectives. In vocational education, 
the process is usually literature-based, though criteria are ultimately 
also adopted on an ad hoc basis. Higher education and the environment 
turn to different criteria development strategies, drawing on pre-existing 
studies, institutional standards, or existing taxonomies.

Acknowledging the democratic dimension of evaluations, the social 
services field, and to a lesser extent, the environment field, place special 
emphasis on participative processes and the inclusive development of 
evaluation criteria. Careful reflections are carried out regarding policy 
effects and legitimacy for their stakeholders. While this is undoubtedly 
related to the particularities of these fields (in which the production of a 
common good is stressed) it is intriguing to observe that inclusive pro
cesses are less present in the other fields. Certainly, there is no panacea 
in evaluation, and both participatory and non-participatory approaches 
have benefits and drawbacks. Expert top-down evaluation procedures 
are based on rigorousness and independence and thus enjoy results- 
based legitimacy, while their bottom-up counterparts valorize 
stakeholder-ownership, and enjoy process-based legitimacy (Sager & 
Mavrot, 2021). In any case, one question that may well be worthy of 
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more systematic reflection is that of which path should be adopted in the 
criteria development process, according to the specifics of each field.

A further dividing line across policy fields relates to how criteria are 
applied to answering evaluation questions. There is a mix of qualitative 
and quantitative approaches to the use of criteria, with land-use plan
ning and environment evaluations representing the most formalized 
fields from this perspective. In these (often highly technical) studies, 
evaluations are often performed using formalized processes involving 
scales, scores and threshold models, or multi-criteria evaluation models 
with aggregate indicators (in the environmental field). In the fields of 
higher education and land-use planning, we find instances of the notions 
of “criteria” and “indicators” being used interchangeably, even though, 
in our understanding, these are two distinct instruments of the research 
apparatus. Criteria provide the gauges aimed at structuring judgment on 
a phenomenon, while indicators are the concrete set of data providing 
the basis for assessment. From this perspective, evaluation criteria 
pertain to the theoretical dimension of the studies, whereas indicators 
fall within the realm of methodology.

From a transversal perspective, the literature review also reveals that 
few cross-field evaluation criteria exist. There is no one-size-fits-all 
approach, and field specificities trump possible evaluation standards. 
Higher education and social services usually adopt a user-centered 
approach at the individual level, with a focus on self-perceived utility 
and satisfaction as well as change (learning, behavior change). Evalua
tions in the field of vocational training also assess individual parameters 
– such as intervention meaningfulness and rise in user competency – 
while aggregating the results at a higher level to formulate a judgment 
on dimensions such as employability or costs. Lastly, with larger scale 
policies, environmental and land-use studies adopt a broader focus on 
capacity-building or feasibility. These two fields also adopt innovative 
approaches that value the societal dimension of acceptability, as do 
social services studies, which sometimes apply criteria related to social 

justice. This overview shows a mix of technical criteria (use, cost- 
effectiveness), and higher-level standards linked to social choices (sus
tainability, justice).

Certain limitations of the study must be mentioned. The literature 
review was restricted to five policy fields, while other fields such as 
development cooperation or health were not included. To gain a better 
understanding on the use of criteria in the evaluation literature, it would 
however be interesting to include other fields in further studies such as 
public health – or sub-fields such as unemployment policies – as long as 
their particularities (e.g., a high level of standardization) are taken into 
account. Furthermore, for the sake of synthesis, the discussion of the 
results provided in this section provides only general tendencies. There 
is however huge diversity within each policy field, and this would merit 
further differentiation. In addition, the literature review focuses exclu
sively on the academic production around evaluations (journal articles, 
books, chapters), which does not give a full picture of the evaluation 
landscape. Had evaluation reports been included in the study, the 
analysis might give a partially different picture. It is possible that 
evaluation criteria are more transparently disclosed in reports, while not 
necessarily being the main focus of scientific publications. Articles in 
peer-reviewed journals might be less likely to report the details of 
evaluation projects where these do not provide information that is 
generalizable to broader contexts. Reports are also less accessible, 
because of a non-systematic publishing practice. Furthermore, the 
literature review was performed using the keyword “evaluation 
criteria.” It is possible that other studies not included in the sample use 
different terminology to refer to criteria. In addition, in the analysis, we 
did not distinguish between process and efficiency evaluations because 
the lack of definition and discussion of evaluation criteria is an issue in 
both cases. The criteria used in these two types of evaluations might 
differ within each policy field, but this literature review aims at 
providing a general overview. Future studies on the use of evaluation 

Table 1 
Example of commonly used evaluation criteria in each field (selection).

Social Services Land-Use Planning Teaching in Higher 
Education

Vocational 
Education

Environment

Behavioral change criteria 
Change of attitudes 
Change of skills 
Child safety 
Physical care 
Emotional care & support 
Psychosocial functioning 
Life satisfaction

Formal Dimensions 
Conformance, Compliance

Teacher-Focused, e.g. 
Competence 
Clarity 
Enthusiasm

Actor-Focused 
Satisfaction 
Competence / Skills 
Performance 
Interpersonal 
iterations 
Prior knowledge

Material 
Dimensions 
Productivity 
Profitability 
Employment

Merit criteria 
Technical quality Objectivity 
Validity 
Worth criteria 
Utility

Substantive Dimensions 
Impact on target group, Performance 
Effectiveness: contribution to resolution of the public policy 
problem 
Procedural effectiveness 
Efficiency

Student-Focused, e.g. 
Engagement 
Motivation 
Learning gain

Project-Focused 
Effectiveness 
Utilization 
Goal attainment 
Quality 
Clarity 
Coherence 
Long-term impact 
Project success

Democratic 
Dimensions 
Quality of life 
Equity 
Participation 
Support 
Fairness 
Legality

Social justice related criteria 
Equitable education 
Access on the labor market 
Poverty prevention 
Intergenerational justice 
Social cohesion 
Non-discrimination

Sustainability dimensions 
Distribution of economic, social, and environmental benefits Visual 
impacts, Impact on landscape

Course-Focused, e.g. 
Content 
(Perceived) Utility

​ Process 
Traceability 
Adequacy 
Capacity 
Partnership

General criteria 
Relevance 
Effectiveness 
Efficiency 
Implementation 
Impact 
Sustainability 
Appropriateness 
Accountability

Processual dimensions  
Participation, Inclusion of stakeholders 
Legitimacy (acceptability, equity)

​ ​ Effects 
Goal attainment 
Improvement

Note: The overarching categories are marked in italics.
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criteria might take this distinction into account. Finally, a possible 
research question that has not been addressed here is whether evalua
tion criteria used in the respective policy fields rather focused on micro 
or macro levels of analysis and whether cross-field differences are 
identifiable on this matter. This could be a prospect for future research.

7. Lessons learned

The foregoing analysis allows us to draw three main lessons. First, 
given the importance of non-intended policy effects (Birkland, 2007), 
evaluators and planners have great responsibility in producing knowl
edge beyond the linear logic of policy programs. When criteria are 
directly derived from program specifications, the question of the inde
pendence of evaluation might be raised (Stake, 2004). In addition to 
more routinized sets of criteria (e.g., effectiveness, efficiency), evalua
tors and planners often suggest innovative criteria as a way of shedding 
light on specific elements of the policy process. At the same time, these 
innovative criteria can turn out to be extremely numerous (often specific 
to each evaluation), creating what might appear to be a chaos of criteria. 
Thus, the existing diversity of criteria both hinders comparison between 
evaluations and limits the adoption of a high-level perspective on the 
evaluated policy, even though such a perspective is needed, especially 
for the evaluation of transversal policies, such as those facing the sus
tainability challenge.

Second, recent societal evolutions (for example, in the field of 
environment or land-use planning) have shown that transversal policies 
aimed at meeting the challenge of sustainability need to be assessed 
against the background of their complexity. Because these policies often 
imply critical choices about the future of societies, they demand an in- 
depth reflection on evaluation criteria. To this end, reflections on 
analytical dimensions (e.g., impact, relevance, acceptability, sustain
ability, equality) structuring the choice and use of evaluation criteria 
seem pertinent. In other words, the end of the technocratic illusions that 
characterized the second half of the twentieth century goes hand-in- 
hand with a necessary reexamination of evaluation procedures (how 
an evaluation is done) and tools (by what means it is done). As under
lined by Patton (2021), while classical evaluation criteria (among others 
the DAC ones) can be suitable in a "business as usual situation", they 
remain unsatisfactorily in a situation of global social transformative 
action. In this context, Patton emphasizes that the inclusion of primary 
users in the process is crucial.

This leads to the third lesson, which is linked to the democratic 
dimension of evaluations. While evaluations are key to assessing the 
performance of public policies and programs, the dimensions against 
which they are judged should be subjected to debate and dialogue, 
rather than decided on the basis of evaluation routines or technical 
considerations. This raises the question of the processes through which 
evaluation criteria are chosen – which often constitutes a blind spot for 
evaluation studies. In some policy fields, a particular focus is placed on 
the inclusion of policy stakeholders in the criteria selection process. In 
those studies concerned, it is believed that assessment should be subject 
to a deliberative process. The participatory nature of criteria choice is of 
course neither necessary, nor a must, in every circumstance. However, 
we hold that evaluations should at least propose a transparent reflection 
of the way criteria were chosen, given the importance of what is at stake 
(e.g., nature preservation, education or welfare). This should imply an 
explicit and thorough reflection that starts during the early planning of 
each evaluation. A stronger dialogue between policy fields that have 
tendentially evolved in silo would enrich evaluation praxis and theory 
and help overcome routine bias. The superordinate categories derived 
from the literature review (presented in Table 1) show for instance that 
the use of evaluation criteria related to the democratic dimensions of 
policies or to social justice aspects are restricted to some policy fields 
(environment and social services). A reflection on the opportunity to 
import them in other policy evaluation fields could be done. The supra- 
ordinate categories also show that the use of evaluation criteria could be 

systematized and structured, which would go along with a more re
flexive scientific attitude toward evaluation criteria. Criteria can be 
ordained according to whether they pertain to effects or processes (e.g., 
like in the environment field), or to their formal, substantive, and sus
tainability dimensions (e.g., land use planning field).

8. Conclusions

This study seeks to clarify the definition and use of evaluation 
criteria during evaluations. In fact, evaluation research has long showed 
that criteria must be rigorously defined and operationalized, as evalu
ation criteria (e.g., "quality") tend to be highly ambiguous and run 
therefore the risk of being subject to strategic political games (Weiss, 
1982). Our study asks how the authors of evaluations understand and 
define evaluation criteria, what process authors follow to determine 
these criteria, which criteria they use, and how they use them. In the 
policy fields examined, the study shows that evaluation criteria are often 
taken for granted and are rarely subject to a reflexive definition and use. 
The reviewed literature refers to evaluation criteria as though the notion 
were based on a commonly shared understanding – a standpoint that 
contrasts with the observed interchanged uses of the notions of “criteria” 
and “indicators.” Choice of evaluation criteria happens in ways that are 
specific to each policy field and/or study and includes inductive or 
deductive approaches as well as participatory or technical processes. 
Overall, the study reveals a great diversity of criteria, highlighting su
perordinate categories of criteria in each of the policy fields analyzed. 
Despite standardization efforts by national and international organiza
tions, a large number of criteria exist in each policy field. Arguably, a 
complex and changing phenomenon such as public action is not 
captured at its best through a fixed and predetermined set of criteria. 
Although evaluations are restricted by a series of factors like time, 
budget, or legal requirements, it is evaluators’ responsibility to be re
flexive about the use of evaluation criteria. This literature on evaluation 
theory is unanimous about the fact that as minimal requirements, 
criteria should be explicitly defined, and determined before the assess
ment; they can be derived based on the literature, legal provisions, 
participatory processes, and/or existing praxis within the considered 
policy field. In either way evaluators might use their leeway to carefully 
construct criteria based on a reflection on the needs and objectives of the 
evaluations they conduct. Evaluations are a part society’s democratic 
life, and therefore require transparency and accountability. Given the 
contemporary challenges we face, such as sustainability, there is a need 
to re-examine both the procedures and the means of policy evaluation. 
Perhaps it is high time the academic evaluation community launched a 
reflection on the crucial, but somewhat overlooked, subject of evalua
tion criteria. A cross-field dialogue on the various existing practices 
around evaluation criteria could make a stimulating starting point.
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Appendix A. Databases included in the literature review by policy field

Policy field Search strategy Literature database

Social Services “evaluation criteria” AND “social services” OR 
“social work” OR “welfare state”

- Sociological Abstracts (including Social Services Abstract, Sociological Abstracts) 
-SSOAR Social Science Open Access Repository - Field of social science 
-SAGE: Journals Discipline: “Social Sciences & Humanities;” Subject: “Social Work and Social Policy” 
- Web of Science 
- Google Scholar

Land-use 
planning

“policy evaluation” AND ”evaluation criteria” AND 
“land-use planning”

- Google Scholar

Higher Education “evaluation criteria” AND “higher education” AND 
evaluation of teaching

- PsychInfo 
- PSYNDEX 
- ERIC 
- SocINDEX 
- Education Source

Vocational 
Education

"evaluation criteria" AND "vocational education" - Psychinfo 
- PSYNDEX 
- ERIC 
- SocINDEX 
- Education Source

Environment “evaluation criteria” AND “environmental policy” - Google.Scholar 
- BioMed Central; Central and Eastern European Online Library; CERN Document Server; Cochrane 
Library; EBSCO; ERIC; IBR online; IJBF online; IBSS; Web of Science; JSTOR; Kluwer Arbitration; 
MEDLINE; Oxford Reference; PLoS; ProQuest; PubMed; Scopus

Appendix B. Inclusion criteria in the literature review

Inclusion criteria

Full text in English
Published until November 2020
Full text available
Publication related to the specific policy fields
Officially published as a book, chapter or scientific journal article (no gray literature)

Appendix C. Presentation of the sample

Social services

The 34 selected sources in the “social services” policy field originate mainly from Europe (15) and the United States (13), with a few other countries 
also represented (6). These papers often dealt with programs or broader strategies (local service delivery networks for unaccompanied children, 
community violence among youth, foster care, case management, housing for the elderly, after-school care programs), and have sometimes developed 
indicators (e.g., positive aging indicators or child-protection assessment). In terms of their methods, the papers consist of theoretical discussions 
(referring to programs and evaluation models) (9), systematic literature reviews (6), evaluations and empirical studies using a qualitative approach, 
sometimes based on mixed-methods designs (combining different methods such as interviews, observations, document review, focus groups and case 
studies) (15), and studies using quantitative methods (surveys, secondary data analyses, factorial survey, etc.) (4).

Land-use planning

In comparison to the other policy fields, the field of land-use planning was searched using the additional term “policy evaluation”. This term was 
added because of a first search without the additional term that proved unsuccessful. In fact, the first search produced highly heterogeneous results 
without clear connection to evaluation in the field. Among the results, most papers stem from European research (31), followed by North American 
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(11), Asian (9), and South American research (1). Of the 52 articles considered for analysis, 29 report on an empirical policy evaluation, eight focus on 
theoretical considerations around policy evaluation, six deal with methodological issues of evaluation in the field, and nine consider empirical 
questions together with theoretical or methodological aspects of policy evaluation. Of the 27 quantitative papers, 19 use multi-criteria decision 
analysis as a method for the evaluation of land-use plan implementation. Of the 18 qualitative papers, nine use case study methodology to evaluate 
land-use plan implementation.

Teaching in higher education

Of the sample of 22 sources in the field of teaching in higher education, half are from the USA, while approximately a fifth are from Europe. Half are 
written by authors in the field of educational sciences and a quarter by authors from neighboring disciplines (such as psychology and sociology). About 
a third of the papers are theoretical, and of the empirical papers (those based on actual evaluation experience), 80 % use quantitative methods and 
almost two-thirds focus on the implementation of an evaluation, while one-third is concerned more with research on how to do evaluations (e.g., 
should indicators be weighted or not?).

Vocational education training

While 101 articles were identified via a general search, only 24 articles matched the inclusion criteria. Most of the papers excluded focused on 
assessment in the sense of measurement of competencies, rather than on evaluation. The former is important (especially in education) and covers a 
large body of research, but this is not relevant to our study. In the remaining sample of 24 articles, about two-thirds of the publications are from 
Europe, about one quarter from the USA and just a few are from Australia and Africa – which is not surprising given the importance of vocational 
education and training (VET) in many European countries. Almost two-thirds are written as research texts, while the others have a practical 
perspective. Just under 17 % of the papers are theoretical, and of the empirical papers, more than three- quarters use quantitative methods. The 
journals are fairly diverse, with no journal featuring more than two articles. Nearly 80 % of journals are located in the educational field, with only a 
few in specific domains such as counseling or rehabilitation. Around 17 % are specific evaluation journals; this is important because most of the texts 
use field-specific logic and language, which is sometimes quite different from the evaluation language.

Environment

Of the 47 articles selected, 22 are empirical case studies (often using multi-criteria analysis), and 20 are theoretical contributions, of which five are 
methodological (sometimes with illustrative applications), and three are non-systematic literature reviews. Empirical case studies thus dominate the 
sample, followed by theory-building pieces. These case studies ranged from evaluations of single policies or programs to multiple case studies of up to 
13 evaluation units. Articles focus on various themes including wetlands protection, wastewater management, forest protection, biodiversity, air 
pollution, and energy policy. In terms of geography, the case studies cover the five continents, with a predominance of European cases.
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