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Abstract
Why do some types of evaluation use prevail in certain contexts and not in others? The aim 
of this article is to advance knowledge about organisational factors of evaluation use, that is, 
determinants of evaluation use grounded in organisational theories. We critically review existing 
frameworks of organisational factors of evaluation use, highlighting key differences between them 
and pointing out discrepancies with empirical insights. We discuss the merits of two potential 
areas for future research that can help concretise theoretical stances: considering organisational 
legitimacy as a potential direct determinant of evaluation use and incorporating a dynamic 
perspective in organisational frameworks of evaluation use.
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Introduction

Use is a central concept in the theory, and practice of evaluation. This fact is evinced in the 
prominence of use in the field’s professionalising documents (evaluation standards and 
guiding principles of the prominent evaluation societies and organisations), its centrality in 
various evaluation theories, as well as researchers’ persistent interest in the subject (King 
and Alkin, 2019).

For several decades, evaluators and evaluation scholars have discussed and investigated the 
insufficient use of evaluation in decision-making (e.g. Alkin et al., 1979; Knorr, 1977; Weiss, 
1972; Weiss and Bucuvalas, 1980). Several evaluation theories are specifically dedicated  
to use (especially Utilisation-Focused Evaluation, but also Participatory, Developmental, or 
Empowerment Evaluation) (Christie and Alkin, 2013). The rich body of evaluation literature 
contains numerous lists and frameworks with factors influencing evaluation use, sometimes 
comprising more than 50 elements (Huberman and Gather Thurler, 1991; Leviton and Hughes, 
1981). Popular literature reviews (Cousins and Leithwood, 1986; Johnson et al., 2009) list 
over 100 empirical studies concerning evaluation use conducted between 1971 and 2005, with 
many more in the following years (e.g. Kupiec, 2015; Pattyn and Bouterse, 2020).

While these studies have strongly advanced the field, organisational theory lenses on evalu-
ation use are still relatively underdeveloped. As argued by Raimondo (2018: 26), ‘Organisational 
theories are conspicuously absent from the existing sense-making frameworks that evaluation 
scholars have put together to understand the use and influence of evaluation’. With evalua-
tions being predominantly conducted by and for organisations and evaluation ‘systems’ 
becoming more normalised (Leeuw and Furubo, 2008), a comprehensive understanding of 
how organisational determinants influence evaluation use is indeed quintessential. It has also 
been argued that an organisational perspective might be the answer to the disturbing gap in the 
field, that is, the inability to plausibly explain the prevalence of symbolic use or non-use of 
evaluation (Højlund, 2014).

The few studies that do incorporate organisational theories adopt varying approaches. The 
traditional rational-objectivist model of evaluation (Schwandt, 1997; Van der Knaap, 1995) is 
closely related to rational choice theory and assumes that evaluation studies support reasoned 
choices. More recent studies have applied other organisational theories, most notably organi-
sational institutionalism, according to which evaluation is meant to secure legitimacy from 
external actors (Ahonen, 2015), but also agency theory, which emphasises that evaluation is 
conducted to satisfy information needs of funders and supervising bodies (Weaver, 2007), and 
resource dependence theory, in which evaluation is considered as imposed on an organisation 
by the entities it is dependent upon (Eckerd and Moulton, 2011). Based on these theories, 
authors such as Eckerd and Moulton (2011), Højlund (2014) and Raimondo (2018) have pro-
posed frameworks to explain evaluation use in terms of factors related to the context the organi-
sation operates in and its role in the environment. Their efforts are very promising and have the 
potential to explain different functions and types of use (including symbolic, legitimising, or 
substantiating uses), which are difficult to comprehend under a mere rationalist lens.

However, the existing literature suffers from several deficiencies. The theoretical contribu-
tions of different authors have sometimes led to divergent predictions. Moreover, and more 
concerning, theoretical propositions have not always been in line with empirical accounts. 
These observations call for an in-depth reflection on how organisational literature on evalua-
tion use can be further developed, a call to which this article responds.
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The goal of this article is to advance knowledge on the determinants of evaluation use from 
an organisational theory perspective. At its core is a discussion of existing frameworks con-
cerning the organisational determinants of evaluation use. We analyse key differences between 
them and examine how these frameworks do not always align with empirical observations. 
Furthermore, this article discusses the merits of two potential areas for future research on the 
organisational determinants of evaluation use, which can help align the theoretical contribu-
tions regarding evaluation use with empirical reality. First, we explain the relevance of con-
sidering organisational legitimacy as a potential direct determinant of evaluation use. We 
argue that the way an organisation seeks to justify its actions and existence in a social context 
(Suchman, 1995) may explain how it utilises evaluation. Second, we highlight the need to 
approach evaluation use from a more dynamic perspective. As evaluation practice and use 
may evolve over time, research may well consider these different stages of development when 
investigating determinants for use. Together, both these research avenues can enhance organi-
sational studies of evaluation use.

Overview of the existing literature on the organisational 
determinants of evaluation use

The background – organisational theories

As stated in the introduction, the traditional rational-objectivist model of evaluation (Schwandt, 
1997; Van der Knaap, 1995), which treats organisations as rational, goal-oriented entities seek-
ing to maximise their efficiency (Sanderson, 2000), is closely related to rational choice theory 
despite not being explicitly stated as such in the literature. The core idea of this theory is that 
organisations and individuals will make reasoned choices about the desirability of adopting 
different courses of action (Dunn, 1981). These tenets correspond well with the often-stated 
primary goal of evaluation, which is to provide information that supports decision-making 
about programmes, policies and other actions (e.g. Fleischer and Christie, 2009; House, 1980; 
Patton, 1997). This basic and perhaps most intuitive type of evaluation use – known as instru-
mental use – was the first that scholars and practitioners tried to capture and measure. As it 
turned out, however, the direct use of evaluation findings was, overall, very limited (Weiss, 
1998). One of the early outcomes of this observation was the idea to distinguish between 
knowledge for action (instrumental use) and knowledge for understanding (conceptual use), 
that is, knowledge influencing the minds of decision-makers without an immediate impact on 
their decisions (Rich, 1977). The consideration of conceptual use beyond instrumental use 
allowed for a more comprehensive account of the influence of evaluation on decision-makers.

Other types of evaluation use, such as symbolic and legitimising uses, were also recognised 
relatively early (Pelz, 1978), although some have claimed (Højlund, 2014) that they have 
never been appropriately integrated into the rational, ‘causal logic of evaluation use’ models, 
which expect an evaluation to lead directly to social betterment. In the words of Kirkhart 
(2000: 6), these types of use are secondary, ‘tacked on’, and support result-based use (instru-
mental and conceptual). Therefore, while rationalist evaluation theory recognises other types 
of evaluation use, it does not convincingly explain why they are so prevalent. For such expla-
nations and justifications, scholars have turned to other organisational theories. For example, 
Albæk (1996) argued that organisations seen as political and cultural systems are expected to 
use evaluation to maximise their goals beyond instrumental ways. In a novel contribution, 
Carman (2011) proposed a theoretical framework for understanding the motivations behind 
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nonprofit evaluation that incorporates agency theory, institutional theory, resource depend-
ence theory and stewardship theory. In over three-quarters of the cases studied, the first three 
theories turned out to offer the most accurate description of why organisations engaged in 
evaluation and how they used it.

Overall, institutional theory (particularly organisational institutionalism) and agency the-
ory have received the most attention in the scholarly literature on evaluation use. Agency 
theory deals with task delegation from a principal to an agent in a situation where parties have 
divergent interests (Linder and Foss, 2015). Among other issues, it spells out how goal con-
flict, information asymmetry and outcome uncertainty can arise in principal–agent relations 
(Eisenhardt, 1989). Evaluation can help mitigate these problems by addressing the informa-
tion needs of funders, supervising bodies and commissioners, ensuring that agents deliver on 
the objectives of principals (e.g. Carden, 2013; Weaver, 2007). In many instances, agents 
engage in evaluation because funders require them to do so (Carman, 2011). This function of 
evaluation is prevalent, especially in large (including international) organisations or multi-
organisational settings (Eckhard and Jankauskas, 2020; Picciotto, 2016).

Organisational institutionalism considers how the behaviour of organisations is influenced by 
the rules, norms and ideologies of society (Meyer and Rowan, 1983) or a common understanding 
of what is appropriate (Zucker, 1983). Organisations conform to these rationalised myths to appear 
rational and gain legitimacy (Scott, 1983). In this line of thinking, the expected initial goal of evalu-
ation is to secure legitimacy from external actors by signalling a commitment to knowledge utilisa-
tion (Ahonen, 2015). Therefore, the force that shapes evaluation practice is environmental pressure 
(Carman, 2011). Evaluation from this perspective is an organisational recipe, a generally accepted 
ritual legitimised by expectations in organisational environments (Dahler-Larsen, 2012).

Somewhat similar conclusions about the motivation to conduct an evaluation arise from 
resource dependence theory, which assumes that organisations are embedded in their environ-
ment and their actions are a function of the environment because organisations must acquire 
resources from external sources to survive (Pfeffer and Salancik, 2003). According to this 
theory, organisations use evaluation to promote their activities and get something in return 
(Behn, 2003), but the resource providers (and their expectations) may, to some extent, control 
or shape evaluation activities (Eckerd and Moulton, 2011).

These three theoretical perspectives are not fully distinguishable; rather, they overlap and 
complement one another because they all perceive organisations as open systems embedded 
in and dependent on their broader environment and acquiring resources while simultaneously 
gaining social support and legitimacy from it (Scott and Davis, 2015). As will be presented 
below, existing evaluation use frameworks often combine insights from two or all three of 
these theories. This is in line with the general tendency in organisational studies to combine 
several theories, for instance, institutional theory with agency theory and resource dependence 
theory (Greenwood et al., 2017).

Frameworks for the organisational determinants of evaluation use

With these organisational theories in mind, we turn to discussing the existing frameworks of 
evaluation use. At their basis, each deals with one or several types of evaluation use as dependent 
variables, which they explain by relying on variables derived from the above-mentioned organi-
sational theories perceiving organisations as open systems. Building on the work of Johnson 
(1998), we have also included so-called ‘implicit’ frameworks, that is, contributions where the 
variables and/or relationships between them are not directly depicted but can be logically implied.
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The literature presented in this section was not identified through a rigorous systematic 
review. We cannot, therefore, attest to its exhaustiveness; however, we believe that our search 
strategy allowed us to capture the important contributions and full diversity of approaches to 
explain evaluation use from the lens of open system organisational theories.1 As mentioned, 
theoretical studies seeking to understand evaluation use from an organisational perspective are 
relatively scarce (Raimondo, 2018).

An interesting contribution explicitly based on organisational institutionalism was proposed 
by Højlund (2014). His framework predicts variation in types of evaluation use resulting from 
two variables: external pressures for adopting evaluation, such as regulations, cultural con-
straints, uncertainty, or normative expectations from the environment, and an internal propensity 
to evaluate. Regarding the latter, two extreme positions were distinguished based on an organisa-
tion’s characteristics (borrowed from Brunsson, 2002): the ‘political’ organisation, which derives 
legitimacy from talks and decisions, and the ‘action’ organisation, which depends on its ability 
to produce outputs. The combination of these factors produces four possible adoption modes of 
evaluation practice: coercive, mimetic, normative and voluntary. These modes can be read as a 
clear reference to the mechanisms of institutional isomorphism conceptualised by DiMaggio and 
Powell (1983), with each leading to a different type of evaluation use (or group of types).

External pressure, or the external environment, is also included in the framework by Eckerd 
and Moulton (2011), where it is the primary determinant of the evaluation method.2 They 
argued that the type of evaluation use is contingent upon the role of the organisation in society. 
This also suggests that evaluation systems might be subject to loose coupling, that is, there 
may be discrepancies between expected, declared and actual evaluation use.

Decoupling – a central concept in organisational institutionalism (Boxenbaum and Jonsson, 
2017) – received particular attention in the study by Raimondo (2018). She argued that while 
evaluation systems are rooted in a willingness to remedy organisational loose coupling, they 
may elicit patterns of behaviours that contribute to further organisational decoupling (Raimondo 
and Leeuw, 2022). In her framework of evaluation use, the way organisations adopt and use 
evaluation is a result of the interplay between cultural (e.g. conflicting norms across internal 
units or competing definitions of success among stakeholders) and material forces (e.g. avail-
able resources, the relative power of donors and clients) inside and outside of the organisation. 
Both cultural and material factors have internal and external origins, which suggests that open 
system organisational theories are not sufficient in explaining evaluation use.

Although informed by open system organisational theories, Carman (2005) and Lall (2015) 
adopted somewhat different approaches. Carman conceived each theory as a specific motivation 
that may lead to evaluation. For instance, in the spirit of agency theory, evaluation is required by 
funders, the board, or management. For resource dependence theory, evaluation helps secure 
resources and promote the organisation to stakeholders. Lall translated the same theories into the 
relationships with funders and other stakeholders. For instance, whereas agency theory is par-
ticularly apt to describe situations in which an organisation previously received grant funding, 
resource dependence theory lends itself well to situations in which organisations seek grant 
funding. As such, in their empirical studies, an organisation’s motivation to evaluate or its rela-
tionship with funders and other stakeholders influences the type of evaluation use.

Table 1 summarises the main tenets of the frameworks discussed, including how they con-
nect organisational theories with types of evaluation use.

In addition to these five frameworks, several other contributions are worth mentioning. 
While they do not directly engage with open system organisational theories to explain 
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evaluation use, they approach the subject from an organisational lens and refer to the factors 
that can be found in the frameworks mentioned. For example, Bryan et al. (2021) suggested 
that the way evaluation is used, or specifically, the capacity to use evaluation in a particular 
way, depends on the dominant type of accountability. They demonstrate that lateral (e.g. to 
volunteers) and downwards (e.g. to participants) accountabilities are more likely to support 
learning from evaluation than upwards accountability (e.g. to regulators). Picciotto (2016) 
provided a noteworthy example of approaching evaluation use from the lens of neo-institu-
tional economics and agency dilemmas. Building on the work of De Laat (2013), he described 
how different evaluation governance designs steer the evaluation function. Evaluation govern-
ance designs, in his understanding, differ depending on whether there is a conflation or clear 
separation of the roles of the commissioning body, evaluator, decision maker, and beneficiary. 
In what he termed the ‘market-oriented configuration’, where decision-makers commission an 
independent evaluator, learning is generally expected to be limited. In turn, a so-called self-
evaluation configuration, where the commissioner, evaluator and decision maker are the same 
entity, will foster an instrumental use of evaluation findings. Only an evaluation governance 
design keeping the commissioner, evaluator, and decision maker at arm’s length will be con-
ducive to both accountability and learning. In this context, it is also relevant to mention the 
work of Eckhard and Jankauskas (2020), who studied the distribution of control over evalua-
tion resources between member states and the administration of international organisations. 
This distribution turns out to be influential in determining an evaluation’s focus on accounta-
bility or learning. As such, their study empirically confirms the relevance of external material 
factors (see Raimondo, 2018).

Challenges for future research

Differences between frameworks

The frameworks mentioned above clearly share some key characteristics, which is a logical 
reflection of the fact that they are anchored in the same organisational theories. These com-
monalities relate, for instance, to the assumption that evaluation use is determined by the 
impact of external pressure and an emphasis on the role of an organisation in society.

However, when comparing these frameworks, more differences than commonalities stand 
out, and they do not result just from the fact that some frameworks are grounded in empirical 
studies (Carman, 2005; Lall, 2015) while others are more theoretically focused (Højlund, 
2014; Raimondo, 2018).

First, the attention of the contributions differs, with frameworks focusing on different types 
of organisations, such as NGOs (Carman, 2005; Eckerd and Moulton, 2011), large interna-
tional organisations (Raimondo, 2018) or social enterprises (Lall, 2015). Only Højlund (2014) 
refers to various organisations (small NGOs, universities, government agencies, and munici-
palities), but he only uses them as examples to illustrate ideal adoption modes.

Second, while each contribution relies on the same set of organisational theories, they 
engage with them differently. In some contributions, organisational theories constitute a basis 
for identifying detailed and numerous determinants of use, such as the intensity of external 
pressures (Eckerd and Moulton, 2011; Højlund, 2014) or a longer list of material and cultural 
factors (Raimondo, 2018). For Carman (2005), each theory leads to a distinct motivation for 
evaluation. Lall (2015), however, operationalises each theory in terms of the relationship 
between an organisation and its stakeholders.
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Third, similar concepts arising in the frameworks are approached differently in practice. A 
prime example is the role of the organisation. Højlund (2014) distinguished between action 
and political organisations, Eckerd and Moulton (2011) proposed six more detailed roles for 
NGOs (e.g. service provision or social capital creation) and Lall (2015) considered the extent 
to which organisations prioritise social versus financial objectives.

Finally, each framework relies on different typologies of evaluation use or related proxies. 
Eckerd and Moulton (2011) differentiated between instrumental, conceptual, and symbolic use. 
Højlund (2014) included legitimising use and non-use as separate categories. However, what he 
considered as legitimising use was termed as conceptual (satisfying funders’ requirements) or 
symbolic use (demonstrating legitimacy) by Eckerd and Moulton (2011). Raimondo (2018), on 
her part, referred to what is generally understood as evaluation functions, that is, accountability 
and learning, which only loosely relate to use types (learning corresponding more with instru-
mental and conceptual use, and accountability with symbolic and legitimising use). Carman 
(2005) formulated ten statements to operationalise evaluation use (e.g. to develop new pro-
grammes or report to funders), which are all connected to the common types of use (instrumen-
tal, conceptual, symbolic, and legitimising), though not always in an unambiguous way.

These variations complicate direct comparisons between the frameworks. Moreover, the 
frameworks also differ in how they present the role of specific variables and the relationship 
between them. For instance, Højlund (2014) suggested that the type of evaluation use is deter-
mined by external pressures and the role of the organisation. Conversely, Eckerd and Moulton 
(2011) argued that the external environment may influence the evaluation’s scope, but the type 
of evaluation use will ultimately depend on the role that the organisation serves.

Nuanced differences also exist when it comes to the motivation for adopting evaluation. 
Raimondo (2018) claimed that evaluation is often initiated to secure the interest of the princi-
pal and that the first and foremost function of an evaluation is to legitimise the agent organisa-
tion (associated with symbolic or legitimising use). Højlund (2014), Eckerd and Moulton 
(2011), and Carman (2005), however, also highlighted the possibility of an evaluation being 
conducted to serve learning purposes (instrumental or conceptual use). Again, while the same 
variables feature in the different frameworks, their role in each assumes subtle differences.

Empirical observations not fully explained by current frameworks

Evaluation literature offers many empirical observations of organisations using evaluation, 
that may serve as a verification basis for the theoretical propositions of the frameworks men-
tioned above. It appears that there are at least three types of situations where predictive capa-
bilities of the frameworks are lacking: (1) when organisations coerced to conduct evaluation, 
move beyond symbolic use and use evaluation’s findings instrumentally or conceptually; (2) 
when organisations operate in the same context and face similar external pressures, but use 
evaluation differently; and (3) when organisations operate under seemingly stable external 
pressure, but the way they use evaluation evolves. We elaborate on each of these instances in 
more detail below.

First, evaluation triggered by external pressure rather than internal propensity do not neces-
sarily result in the non-use or symbolic use of the evaluation. This was observed in the case of 
Australian (Kelly, 2021) and American NGOs (Carman, 2005). In fact, in some contexts, 
increased external pressure can facilitate instrumental and conceptual use. Research comparing 
Polish and Spanish regional authorities evaluating EU cohesion policy programmes, for 
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example, confirmed this. In Poland, the influence of the external environment was not only 
limited to coercing evaluation but also contributed to evaluation capacity building (Wojtowicz 
and Kupiec, 2018). Similar mechanisms can be found in the works of Anderson (2013), Pattyn 
(2015) and Torres and Preskill (2001).

Second, differences in the types and levels of evaluation use may occur among organisa-
tions or units operating under similar external pressures. This was observed in the Directorates-
General and Services of the European Commission (Williams et  al., 2002). Although they 
were subjected to the same ‘soft’ standards and guidelines, strong variations in levels of use 
were found. Another example was illustrated by Borum and Hansen (2000), who reported dif-
ferences in the use of evaluation results in three departments of the same higher education 
institution in Denmark and, therefore, largely operating under the same organisational frame-
work. Nonetheless, differences in departmental characteristics, such as their structure and 
history, were said to explain the variations in their evaluation use.

Third, the literature provides examples of organisations operating under relatively constant 
external pressure yet evolving in the way they use evaluation. For example, Preskill and Boyle 
(2008) described cases where the attitudes of NGOs towards evaluation changed over time. 
While evaluation was initially conceived as a punitive measure conducted to satisfy funders’ 
requirements, it became gradually regarded as a tool to support decisions and increase effi-
ciency, and as such also catering to internal demands. In their study of community-based organ-
isations conducting HIV prevention programmes, Gibbs et  al. (2002) noted a similar shift, 
wherein evaluation practice evolved from simple compliance with funding requirements to 
more intrinsically motivated evaluation studies set up to improve interventions and gain a 
broader understanding of the mechanism behind them. They argued that this evolution was trig-
gered by internal resources, such as staff and leadership. Internal factors were also found to be 
decisive in how evaluation use was conceived in Kelly’s (2021) study of Australian NGOs.

Examples of how evaluation use can evolve over time are found in the public sector as well. 
For instance, House et  al. (1996) examined how the Education and Human Resources 
Directorate of the US National Science Foundation was obliged to conduct evaluation by the 
US Congress in the 1990s. In the beginning, these studies were merely aimed at ensuring 
accountability due to a lack of awareness of other possible functions of evaluation. With time 
and growing experience, the organisation built an evaluation culture that became an integral 
part of its management practice.

Directions for future research

The analysis above discussed the merits of existing organisational frameworks of evaluation 
use while also examining their variances and limitations in explaining empirical observations. 
Building upon this analysis, this section suggests two research avenues that are worth explor-
ing in more depth, given their potential to address the above-mentioned challenges. The first 
avenue proposes to consider organisational legitimacy more explicitly as a determinant of 
evaluation use. The second advocates including the element of dynamics in organisational 
frameworks of evaluation use.

Organisational legitimacy as a determinant of evaluation use

Organisational legitimacy is a central concept in organisational research and features prominently 
in open system organisational theories (Deephouse and Suchman, 2008). It can be perceived as 
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Figure 1.  An initial assumption on the possible relationship between legitimacy type and evaluation use 
type.
Source. Own elaboration based on Díez-de-Castro et al. (2018) and Meyer and Rowan (1977).

both a dynamic constraint (Dowling and Pfeffer, 1975) or a tool to acquire more resources 
(Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Pfeffer and Salancik, 2003).

While legitimacy can be found as an underlying or related element in the frameworks  
discussed above (demonstrated in Table 1), no one has explicitly treated it as a determinant  
of evaluation use. Nevertheless, organisational legitimacy may be an important influencing 
factor to consider. In previous studies, for instance, the sources of organisational legitimacy 
proved to influence organisational routines (Johansson and Sell, 2004). Furthermore, the type 
of organisational legitimacy itself is determined by a range of the organisation’s characteris-
tics (Dowling and Pfeffer, 1975). From this, it follows that the dominant type, source or 
dimension of legitimacy may be a more general and universal determinant of evaluation use 
than how it has been presented in the existing frameworks.

To explore the role of organisational legitimacy in a more systematic way, inspiration can 
be drawn from previous studies on legitimacy outside the field of evaluation. For example, 
Díez-de-Castro et al. (2018) developed a detailed typology distinguishing between regulatory, 
technical, ethical, managerial, and pragmatic legitimacies that lends itself well to studying the 
role of legitimacy in influencing particular types of evaluation use. For instance, it is plausible 
that organisations seeking regulatory legitimacy derived from compliance with rules and 
norms will use evaluation symbolically to demonstrate this compliance. Relatedly, organisa-
tions resting on moral or ethical legitimacy, supporting principles which are perceived as 
socially beneficial, may be more inclined to seek substantiating or legitimising evaluation 
uses. Organisations whose legitimacy depends on securing stakeholders’ interests, defined as 
pragmatic legitimacy, can be expected to use evaluation more instrumentally.

In the same vein, it is worth reflecting on how evaluation use may differ between produc-
tion and institutionalised organisations, in line with the classic typology described by Meyer 
and Rowan (1977). Production organisations are typically characterised by output legitimacy 
and strong output controls, while institutionalised organisations rely more on normative legiti-
macy, in which confidence is achieved through compliance with institutional rules.

A combination of both typologies can constitute a skeleton for more systematic research on 
the topic. Figure 1 presents how different types of legitimacy may manifest in various types of 
organisations and how this can affect evaluation use. Future research would ideally test these 
assumptions in a systematic way. Figure 1 is relevant for a multitude of organisations ranging 
from small NGOs to large international organisations.

One may also incorporate other typologies of legitimacy to fine-tune and test insights about 
evaluation use. Here, the seminal distinction between input and output legitimacy is relevant 
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to consider (Scharpf, 1999). Whereas output legitimacy is grounded in policy processes mak-
ing use of expert debates and findings, input legitimacy emphasises strategic bargaining and 
coalition building (Skogstad, 2003). In the field of evaluation, rational-objectivist approaches 
tend to prioritise output legitimacy, while argumentative-subjectivist evaluation approaches 
predominantly emphasise input legitimacy. One can hypothesise that instrumental use and 
conceptual use are more at stake when organisations prioritise output legitimacy, whereas 
symbolic and substantiating uses are likely more associated with organisations seeking input 
legitimacy.

Accounting for a possible evolution of evaluation use

In addition to unravelling what different types of legitimacy mean for evaluation use, the field 
is also in need of approaching evaluation use in a more dynamic way. The frameworks dis-
cussed are primarily static (Martinaitis et al., 2018), suggesting that initial conditions deter-
mine how an organisation will use evaluation in the future and disregarding changes in 
evaluation practice. While Raimondo (2018) argued that it is very difficult to reorient an 
established evaluation system, other authors (e.g. Højlund, 2014) do not refer to potential 
changes in evaluation practice and use at all.

The static representation of evaluation is not fully in line with actual empirical findings. 
Several examples contradicting this representation have been mentioned in Section ‘Empirical 
observations not fully explained by current frameworks’. In addition, one can find evidence of 
a dynamic changes of evaluation practice in multi-organisational policy evaluation systems in 
EU countries (Kupiec et al., 2020), developing countries (Horton, 1999), European Commission 
Directorates (De Francesco, 2019), government agencies (House et al., 1996; Pattyn, 2014) or 
NGOs (Love, 1998). These observations indicate that how evaluation is conducted and used 
may or even is expected to change over time. We argue that much of the discrepancy between 
empirical observations and existing frameworks, as well as the inconsistencies between frame-
works, can be explained by accounting for time and dynamism. In other words, a holistic 
framework of evaluation use should recognise that there are several stages in the development 
of evaluation practice.

To our knowledge, there are no studies conceptualising the stages in the evolution of evalu-
ation use. However, valuable inspiration can be found in the literature on evaluation capacity 
building. For example, Bourgeois and Cousins (2008) identified four stages through which 
evaluation capacity building typically proceeds: (1) traditional evaluation – with externally 
coerced evaluation activities; (2) awareness and experimentation – when the organisation 
learns about the benefits of evaluation; (3) implementation – where evaluation becomes more 
clearly defined in the organisation; and (4) adoption – when evaluation becomes regular and 
sufficient financial and human resources are allocated to it.

A related, albeit slightly different, perspective is presented by Gibbs et al. (2002) (see also 
Gilliam et al., 2003), who argued that evaluation capacity may develop in three stages: (1) 
compliance – when an evaluation is conducted to comply with external forces without appar-
ent benefits, (2) investment – allocating internal resources to evaluation may improve inter-
ventions and support funding expansion, (3) advancement – more ambitious evaluations are 
conducted which can contribute to a broader understanding of theory and practice.

Both proposals have much in common, but the distinction between the stages is not always 
clear, and it may well be the case that organisations do not move through every stage. For this 
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reason, and considering the relatively premature state of organisational research on evaluation 
use, we believe that much can be gained by rigorously distinguishing between two core stages 
of evaluation development.

•• Adoption phase – evaluation practice is adopted in response to external pressure 
(directly exerted by other organisations or perceived indirectly and related to uncertain-
ties in the field).

•• Advancement phase – evaluation is carried out in the organisation for some time, long 
enough to build capacity to conduct it and to reflect on its possible role.

To further the field of evaluation, it is essential to gain a more systematic understanding 
of the conditions and mechanisms triggering organisations to move from one stage to 
another. We believe that the context of an organisation can be decisive in this regard, 
including the nature and structure of the tasks it oversees, the intervention cycles the 
organisation deals with, or the funding cycle it operates in (Devine, 2002). Evaluation 
awareness and attitudes towards evaluation may also change simply as a result of expo-
sure to evaluation practice, which may yield a more ‘organic process’ (Preskill and Boyle, 
2008). Therefore, research on evaluation use may benefit from complementing an open 
system perspective with a more natural system approach, that is, combining an external 
perspective with an internal one. Such an approach has been adopted in the related field 
of expert knowledge use. For example, Rimkutė (2015) combined external factors, includ-
ing formal and informal external pressure, with internal factors, such as the capacity to 
produce scientific outputs.3 Schrefler (2010) proposed two external explanatory factors 
– level of conflict in the policy arena and level of problem tractability – but suggested that 
the capacity of an agency should be used as an additional control variable which can influ-
ence the use of knowledge.

Findings from the field of expert knowledge use imply that the capacity to conduct evalua-
tion may be another crucial factor influencing evaluation use. Our additional hypothesis and 
suggestion for future research is that evaluation capacity may be a force pushing organisations 
from the adoption to the advancement stage of evaluation practice, and that different factors 
can determine evaluation use at either stage. While the external pressure to evaluate may be 
decisive at the adoption phase, the role of the organisation or its type of legitimacy may be 
more impactful at the advancement phase.

Including evaluation capacity in the equation may also lead to the optimistic conclusion for 
evaluation practitioners that organisations failing to use evaluation or using it in an undesired 
way are not necessarily pre-determined to do so in the future. Organisations may learn to use 
evaluation as a consequence of involvement in the evaluation process (Patton, 1997) or may 
benefit from so-called process use (as opposed to findings use). To the extent possible, evalu-
ators may also help organisations build evaluation capacity (Cousins et al., 2004) to facilitate 
moving from the adoption to the advancement phase.

Conclusion

The aim of this article was to further the understanding of organisational factors of evaluation 
use, that is determinants of evaluation use grounded in organisational theories. This approach 
resonates with the increasing attention on evaluation systems, in which emphasis is put on 
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streams of studies produced in a certain epistemic context (Rist and Stame, 2006) in line with 
sociological system thinking (Leeuw and Furubo, 2008). Scholars advocating to approach 
evaluation from a systemic lens have suggested shifting focus away from an ‘evaluation-
centric’ perspective with an evaluation study as a unit of analysis (Højlund, 2014) and relocat-
ing organisational and institutional factors from the periphery to the centre of theoretical 
frameworks (Dahler-Larsen, 2012). Our approach corresponds with this emerging field of 
research and can provide a more comprehensive understanding of evaluation use.

As it currently stands, contributions explaining evaluation use from the lens of organisa-
tional theories are still scarce. Those available have usually adopted an open system perspec-
tive and relied on organisational institutionalism, agency theory, or resource dependence 
theory.

Our analysis focused on five frameworks centred around the relationship between types of 
evaluation use and explanatory variables derived from open system organisational theories. 
While anchored in similar theoretical principles, the frameworks demonstrate more differ-
ences than commonalities by emphasising different types of organisations, for instance, and 
relying on different typologies of evaluation use, which limits the possibilities for compari-
sons. Furthermore, the frameworks differ in terms of the role attributed to specific factors, 
such as the role of external pressure in triggering evaluation practice and use.

These differences alone are curious and necessitate further research on the issue. More 
importantly, these existing frameworks fall short of explaining key empirical observations. 
The available literature does not provide adequate explanations for why a dominant type of 
evaluation use can shift over time or differ across organisations operating under seemingly 
stable external conditions.

Responding to these challenges, we offer two directions to advance theoretical and empiri-
cal research on the topic. The first maintains an open system organisational theory perspective 
but revolves around organisational legitimacy as a potential determinant of evaluation use. As 
we explained, organisational legitimacy may be a more decisive factor than how it is currently 
conceived in existing frameworks, and a systematic study of the role and different types of 
organisational legitimacy may help explain evaluation use in a broader range of organisations 
in both the public and non-government sectors. The second approach incorporates a natural 
system perspective and suggests a more rigorous treatment of time and dynamics in theorising 
evaluation use. Distinguishing between the several stages in the development of evaluation 
practice can help capture why evaluation use evolves and why organisations operating with 
similar external pressures may use evaluation differently.
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Notes

1.	 Our review strategy combined a SCOPUS database search of records referring to institutionalism, 
agency theory, or resource dependence and evaluation use or evaluation utilisation with back and 
forward reference and citation tracking for key contributions. Earlier studies suggested that snow-
balling is a more effective strategy to identify relevant contributions than predefined, protocol-
driven database searches (Greenhalgh and Peacock, 2005). In our case, this was also proven true. 
On many occasions, authors refer to a particular organisational theory only in the main body of the 
text and not in the abstract, title, or keywords.

2.	 While the authors use the term evaluation method, one could argue that what they refer to is rather 
the evaluand, that is, the evaluation focus.

3.	 Her dependent variables included problem-solving use (which can be related to instrumental use or 
conceptual use), strategic use, and symbolic use.
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