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Abstract

The literature contains several models that link types of evaluation use with organizational factors.

However, until now, none of them have been thoroughly verified. This study aims to empirically ver-

ify the hypotheses proposed by Steven Højlund, who suggests that the type of evaluation use in

organizations is determined by the adoption mode of evaluation practice (coercive, mimetic, nor-

mative, or voluntary). Qualitative comparative analysis was conducted on 23 cases from depart-

ments of Polish municipal administration, revealing the necessary conditions for most types of

evaluation use. Instrumental use resulted from voluntary adoption, symbolic use from coercive

adoption, and normative adoption—or the absence of coercive factors—led to legitimizing use.

The situation was least clear for conceptual use, where we identified three possible combinations

of necessary conditions. Although we found some significant relationships between adoption modes

and types of evaluation use, the overall explanatory potential of Højlund’s model appears to be quite

limited.

Keywords
evaluation use, organizational theory, organizational institutionalism, local government, Poland,

qualitative comparative analysis

Introduction
Evaluation is a key tool for facilitating learning in public policy and public administration (Picciotto,
2016; Van der Knaap, 1995). It has been institutionalized in the administrations of most developed
countries as part of several waves of public management reforms under different labels, including
new public management (Furubo et al., 2002; Norris & Kushner, 2007) and evidence-based policy-
making (Davies, 2012).

For decades, evaluation use has dominated the concerns of practitioners and emerged as a central
theme in academic research (Christie, 2007; King & Alkin, 2019). More recently, scholars have
explored this issue through the lens of organizational theory (Hanberger, 2011; Raimondo, 2018).
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Several researchers have drawn on principal-agent theory and organizational institutionalism to
argue that external pressures often shape how organizations use evaluation (e.g., Carman, 2005;
Eckerd & Moulton, 2011; Raimondo, 2018).

Højlund (2014) suggested that the way organizations adopt evaluation practice determines the
type of evaluation use. His model identifies four adoption modes: coercive, mimetic, normative,
and voluntary, which correspond to four types of evaluation use: instrumental, conceptual, legitimiz-
ing, and symbolic.1 While promising, the model has not undergone thorough testing. Additionally,
some empirical studies (e.g., Kupiec et al., 2020; Preskill & Boyle, 2008) raise questions about
certain assumptions in the model.

In this study, we examine the explanatory potential of Højlund’s model within the context of
municipal administration in Poland to verify the relationship between the motivation to adopt eval-
uation practice and the resulting types of evaluation use. The reason for the case selection was a high
diversity of evaluation practices between different city halls, allowing us to verify the relationships
between different adoption modes and types of evaluation use. The research utilizes qualitative com-
parative analysis (QCA).

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: the next section outlines the theoretical back-
ground of the study, followed by a detailed explanation of the research design. The subsequent
section presents the findings, and the paper concludes with a discussion.

Theory of Organizational Factors of Evaluation Use
Weiss (1972) laid the foundation for research on evaluation use factors, marking the start of an
ongoing and complex investigation into how and why evaluations are used or not used.
Subsequent reviews (Alkin, 1985; Cousins & Leithwood, 1986; Johnson et al., 2009; Leviton &
Hughes, 1981; Shulha & Cousins, 1997) have analyzed the growing body of research, serving as
key references in discussions on this topic. As argued by Alkin and King (2017) determinants of
evaluation use fall into four major categories: user factors, evaluator factors, evaluation factors,
and organizational/social context factors.

Since the early twenty-first century, particularly in Europe, systems thinking has been increasingly
used as a complementary approach in the field of evaluation and evaluation use. This approach views
evaluation as a system interconnected with other organizational systems (Leeuw & Furubo, 2008).
Influenced by this approach, the focus has shifted from isolated studies to streams of studies
flowing within evaluation systems (Rist & Stame, 2006) and toward understanding evaluation use
in organizational contexts (e.g., Hanberger, 2011). This shift addresses the lack of contextual expla-
nations in earlier research (Højlund, 2014) and responds to critiques that traditional evaluation the-
ories rely too heavily on assumptions of rationality and causality (Raimondo, 2018). It also reflects
the need to complement core assumptions about causality and rationality with organizational theory
when analyzing evaluation use (Dahler-Larsen, 2012; Sanderson, 2000).

From an organizational theory perspective, traditional explanations of evaluation use often align
with rational choice theory. This theory suggests that evaluations support informed decision-making
to achieve goals and maximize efficiency (Sanderson, 2000). While this approach plausibly explains
instrumental and conceptual use, it fails to address the prevalence of nonuse and symbolic use
(Højlund, 2014; Raimondo, 2018). The latter refers to situations where the mere existence of an eval-
uation, rather than its actual results, is used for persuasion (Pelz, 1978).

Other organizational theories, such as agency theory and organizational institutionalism, aim to
address this gap. Agency theory argues that evaluation primarily meets the information needs of
funders, supervising bodies, and commissioners. For instance, in development aid context, evalua-
tion serves to fulfill external accountability requirements (Carden, 2013). International organizations
establish evaluation systems to ensure that agents (staff) meet the objectives set by principals
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(member states) (Weaver, 2007). This function of evaluation—managing transaction costs, informa-
tion asymmetries, and principal-agent problems—is especially common in large or multiorganiza-
tional contexts (Picciotto, 2016). In contrast, organizational institutionalism views evaluation’s
initial goal as securing legitimacy from external actors (Ahonen, 2015). Evaluation practice is
shaped by environmental pressures (Carman, 2011), which may vary depending on organizational
characteristics (Brunsson, 2002) or the policy area in which the organization operates (Boswell,
2008). These pressures can influence the evaluation process, affecting methods used (Eckerd &
Moulton, 2011) and types of evaluation use (Højlund, 2014).

Among various theoretical frameworks on organizational factors influencing evaluation use,2 this
study focuses on a promising model proposed by Højlund (2014). His framework suggests that the
dominant type of evaluation use in an organization results from the interaction of two factors: exter-
nal pressure to adopt evaluation, which may come from regulations, cultural norms, uncertainty, or
environmental expectations, and the organization’s internal propensity to evaluate, which depends on
its characteristics or role. Organizations focused on action, which rely on producing tangible outputs,
tend to have a high propensity to evaluate, while political organizations, which gain legitimacy
through discussions and decisions, typically have a low propensity (Brunsson, 2002). These
factors form a two-dimensional matrix, leading to four possible modes of evaluation adoption.

• Coercive: Evaluation occurs due to formal or informal pressure from other organizations, reg-
ulations, or cultural expectations.

• Mimetic: Evaluation takes place to emulate successful or leading organizations, aiming to
enhance the chances of success.

• Normative: Evaluation is recommended by consultants, new management, or staff who have
learned this practice from previous workplaces.

• Voluntary: Evaluation is conducted based on the belief that it facilitates learning and
improvement.

The first three modes align with DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) concept of “institutional isomor-
phism,” which describes how organizations adapt to resemble others in similar environmental con-
ditions. The fourth mode reflects the rationalist perspective, which views “social betterment” as the
ultimate goal, with evaluation aiding in its achievement. Each adoption mode is expected to result in
different dominant types of evaluation use. This framework considers four types of evaluation use,
along with nonuse.

• Instrumental: Evaluation findings directly influence decisions and lead to changes in the
evaluand.

• Conceptual: Evaluation findings alter decision-makers’ awareness and attitudes, contributing
to new knowledge.

• Legitimizing: Evaluation findings serve to justify or support the organization, the evaluated
intervention, or specific decisions.

• Symbolic: The evaluation process serves to affirm the organization’s or the policy/program’s
validity or importance.

• Nonuse: Despite conducting the evaluation, none of the above types of use occur.

Table 1 presents the predicted links between evaluation adoption modes and primary evaluation use
types. Voluntary adoption of evaluation typically leads to either instrumental or conceptual use.
However,mimetic adoptionmayalso result in instrumental use,while normative adoption can lead to con-
ceptual use.Our study aims to test these assumptions by identifying significant relationships between eval-
uation adoption modes and evaluation use types. We outline specific hypotheses in the next section.
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Empirical verification of organizational factors is essential because proponents argue that these
factors are the true determinants of evaluation use, influencing other “immediate” factors explored
in previous studies. We selected Højlund’s framework (2014) for its universality, as it applies to orga-
nizations of various sizes, reach, and types.

Research Design
To provide a comprehensive overview of our research approach, this section is divided into three key
parts outlining the methodology, case selection criteria, and data collection techniques.

Method
The relationship between evaluation adoption modes and types of use is complex and set-theoretic.3

Each adoption mode can lead to multiple types of evaluation use, and each type of use can arise from
various adoption modes. This complexity, involving equifinality, conjunctural causation, and asym-
metric causality, justifies using QCA to identify the necessary and sufficient conditions (adoption
modes) for each type of evaluation use.

Qualitative comparative analysis examines logical implications and set relations regarding neces-
sity and sufficiency (Thomann & Maggetti, 2020). This case-oriented method, based on set theory,
employs Boolean logic to simplify data complexity and uncover complex interactions (Meuer &
Rupietta, 2017). For a detailed discussion of the ontological and technical aspects of QCA, see
Rihoux and Ragin (2009) or Schneider and Wagemann (2012).

Qualitative comparative analysis has successfully addressed evaluation use factors in previous
studies (e.g., Balthasar, 2006; Ledermann, 2012; Pattyn & Bouterse, 2020). Although our sample
of 23 cases is small compared to typical QCA studies (Greckhamer et al., 2013) or on the lower
end of medium-sized samples (Berg-Schlosser et al., 2008; Marx & Dusa, 2011; Mello, 2012), it
is not small when compared to previous research on evaluation use factors.

Using QCA, we analyzed the relationship between four adoption modes (conditions)—coercive
(Cor),4 mimetic (Mim), normative (Nor), and voluntary (Vol)—and five types of evaluation use (out-
comes): instrumental (Ins), conceptual (Con), legitimizing (Leg), symbolic (Sym), and nonuse
(Non).5 We examined conditions for each outcome separately, conducting five distinct analyses of
necessary and sufficient conditions, with four adoption modes and one type of use per analysis.
Testing four conditions is manageable with a 23-case sample (Marx & Dusa, 2011).

To test Højlund’s model (Table 1), we translated it into a set of hypotheses based on set relations.
Each hypothesis addresses the necessary conditions for evaluation use.

H1: The disjunction of voluntary and mimetic adoptions is a necessary condition for instrumental
use (Vol+Mim← Ins).
H2: The disjunction of voluntary and normative adoptions is a necessary condition for conceptual
use (Vol+Nor←Con).
H3: Mimetic adoption is a necessary condition for legitimizing use (Mim←Leg).
H4: Coercive adoption is a necessary condition for symbolic use (Cor← Sym).

Table 1. Overview of Four Ideal Evaluation Adoption Modes and the Associated Expected Evaluation Uses.

Adoption mode Coercive Mimetic Normative Voluntary

Primary use

types

No use or

symbolic use

Legitimizing and

instrumental use

No use or

conceptual use

Instrumental and

conceptual use

Source: Adapted from Højlund (2014)
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H5: The disjunction of coercive and normative adoptions is a necessary condition for nonuse
(Cor+Nor←Non).

Additionally, we conducted an analysis of sufficiency to identify which adoption modes are suf-
ficient for each type of evaluation use.

Case Selection
This study focuses on cases from Polish municipal administration. Poland serves as a representative
example of the 13 Central and Eastern European countries that joined the European Union in 2004 or
later. These countries share a common administrative tradition (Meyer-Sahling, 2009) and have com-
parable trajectories of recent administrative development (Ágh, 2016), including a low maturity of
evaluation culture (Kupiec, 2022).

Municipal evaluation is not the most developed area of evaluation within Polish administration but
that distinction belongs to cohesion policy evaluation conducted by central and regional administra-
tions (Kupiec et al., 2020). However, evaluation at the municipal level has become more common in
recent years, with over 400 studies conducted in the 30 largest cities over the past decade (Kupiec &
Celińska-Janowicz, 2024). This field offers ideal study material due to its diversity in terms of eval-
uands (reflecting varied municipal activities), organization of evaluation processes (both external and
internal studies), community involvement, and, most importantly, the motivations behind the estab-
lishment of evaluation practice.

We selected 23 cases for analysis. Each case represents an evaluation practice within a specific
department of a city hall, involving a series of evaluation studies initiated at a particular time and
focused on one evaluand—a specific type of municipal activity. The selection process followed a
maximum variation strategy (Flyvbjerg, 2006), using the following criteria for variation:

• Municipality: No more than two cases from the same municipality, with cases drawn from dif-
ferent departments.

• Evaluand: Topics such as participatory budgeting, social policy, development strategy,
culture, and cooperation with nonprofit organizations.

• Evaluation Subject: Differentiating between evaluations focused on processes versus outcomes.
• Organization of the Evaluation Process: Differentiating between evaluations conducted inter-

nally and those commissioned to external contractors.

Data Collection
The primary source of information for this study was semistructured interviews. Since the evaluation
practice, as we have defined it, is associated with a specific department of a city hall, our respondents
were either heads of department or chief specialists they designated, typically with over 10 years of
experience in both conducting evaluations and managing evaluated interventions.6

Polish municipalities do not have specialized, independent evaluation units, so those managing
specific interventions are typically responsible for their evaluation as well. Consequently, our respon-
dents were familiar with the reasons for conducting the evaluations and, as the intended users, were
aware of how the studies were used.7

We chose interviews over surveys for several reasons. First, face-to-face conversations allowed us
to clarify key concepts such as adoption mode and evaluation use, ensuring respondents understood
them. This was particularly important in the context of Polish administration, where the evaluation
culture is still developing, and awareness of essential evaluation concepts is often limited (Kupiec
& Celińska-Janowicz, 2024). Second, interviews provided a better opportunity to explore and
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verify various types and examples of evaluation use. While surveys can effectively identify types of
evaluation use and describe them through closed-ended questions (e.g., Altschuld, Yoon & Cullen,
1993; Eckerd &Moulton, 2011), only interviews allow for follow-up, asking for stories, examples of
specific decisions, and probing for more detail. Additionally, interviews enable the use of prefacing
and indirect questions, techniques that help reduce socially desirable responses (Bergen & Labonté,
2020). As a result, interview-based studies on evaluation use factors are not uncommon (e.g.,
Balthasar, 2006; Ledermann, 2012; Pattyn & Bouterse, 2020).

Our interview protocol, after the introductory questions, consisted of two main sections: the first
focused on evaluation adoption mode, and the second on types of evaluation use. Both sections began
with general questions like, “Who decided to conduct the evaluation and why?” and “What were the
effects and consequences of the evaluation, and how was it used?” These were followed by more
specific questions designed to explore and verify four possible adoption modes and four potential
types of evaluation use.

As previously noted, our unit of analysis was a series of studies or ongoing evaluation practice
within a specific intervention area, such as participatory budgeting or collaboration with nonprofit
organizations. During interviews, we began by referencing the most recent evaluation study, but if
it was part of a longer series, we encouraged respondents to explain the rationale for starting with
the initial study. We applied the same approach to questions about the use of evaluation.

We manually coded the interview transcripts in MaxQDA to identify statements related to specific
adoption modes and use types. We assigned weights to each statement based on its significance and
credibility. Two researchers conducted this process independently.

Our second, complementary source of information was document analysis, aimed at verifying the
claims made during interviews, especially regarding evaluation use. For instance, in verifying instru-
mental use, we looked for evidence of the reported actions, decisions, or modifications in relevant
documents (e.g., strategies, programs, regulations, or action schedules) and connected them to the
findings in the evaluation report. We could verify approximately 60% of the significant statements
from the interviews through documents, with 95% of these being confirmed. We disregarded the
few statements that were refuted when determining the occurrence of adoption modes and use types.

Based on the data from the interviews and documents, we assessed each adoption mode and each
type of use on a 3-point scale to create a fuzzy set. The scale was as follows: 0: no evidence of this
adoption mode or type of use; 1: Some indications of this adoption mode or type of use, but it is not
the only or dominant adoption mode or type of use; 2: clear and convincing indications that this adop-
tion mode or type of use was dominant. Nonuse of evaluation was the exception, as there were no
specific questions about it in the interview. Instead, we inferred its presence by the lack of evidence
for the other four types of evaluation use. Two researchers independently assigned each score and
then collaborated to reach a consensus on the final score.

Findings
The presentation of our findings is structured into several parts. It begins with a description of the
frequency and examples of each adoption mode of evaluation practice. Next, we present the types
of evaluation use in the same manner. The following parts analyze the relationships between adoption
modes and use types from a set-theoretic perspective, focusing first on necessary conditions and then
sufficient conditions of evaluation use types.

Adoption Modes
To better understand the motivations behind municipal evaluations, we situate them within the
broader context of Polish evaluation culture. Systematic and institutionalized evaluation in Poland
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has a relatively short history, beginning in 2004 in response to European Union requirements. Formal
requirements to conduct evaluations remain largely limited to EU cohesion policy and the institutions
responsible for implementing it at central and regional government levels. Local governments are not
bound by any general regulation requiring evaluation or evidence-based policymaking. The only
explicit obligation, introduced in 2021, concerns ex-ante evaluations of municipal development strat-
egies (Bienias et al., 2024). Some regulations in specific areas, such as urban regeneration and coop-
eration with nonprofit organizations, require assessments, but only a few municipalities interpret
these as mandates for evaluation. Evidence-based policymaking is not sufficiently institutionalized
in both central and local Polish administrations (Kupiec et al., 2020). As a result, municipal evalu-
ation practice is shaped largely by the preferences of local politicians, bureaucrats, and, indirectly, by
community expectations.

Our findings indicate that most municipal evaluation practices are voluntary (see Table 2).
Respondents frequently cited motivations such as the desire to assess program effectiveness and
the need for feedback from aid recipients regarding implementation challenges and potential
improvements. Several respondents expressed that evaluation is a logical step for those aiming to
foster development and improvement. Additionally, some viewed evaluation as a tool for facilitating
dialogue with citizens.

The second most common reason for establishing evaluation practice is coercion, such as formal
obligations in funding agreements, official recommendations following audits by the Supreme Audit
Office, or explicit expectations from program stakeholders. In one case, stakeholders demanded eval-
uation as a solution to a crisis in their relationship with local authorities.

Normative sources for adopting evaluation practice were less common and generally not decisive.
However, some respondents acknowledged becoming familiar with evaluation through university
courses or exposure in previous workplaces. In several cases, municipal evaluation was inspired
by collaboration with experts (e.g., from the Batory Foundation) or by observing and experiencing
the compulsory evaluation of EU-funded projects.

Adopting evaluation practice through imitation was relatively rare. However, in several cases,
observing the practices of other municipalities or regional administrations influenced the decision
to initiate evaluation. The participation forum run by Stocznia, a foundation dedicated to fostering
evaluation culture, provided a platform where municipalities could learn from the evaluation expe-
riences of others.

It is important to note that evaluation practice is typically driven by a combination of two or three
motivations, with voluntary and normative motivations being the most common combination. When
multiple motivations are involved, voluntary or coercive factors usually take the lead, while norma-
tive or mimetic motivations play a secondary role.

Types of Evaluation Use
Instrumental use is the most common type of evaluation use, observed in over half of the cases studied
(see Table 3). Most decisions influenced by evaluation findings involved fine-tuning existing

Table 2. Occurrence of Evaluation Adoption Modes.

Score Coercive Mimetic Normative Voluntary

0–absent 9 14 11 5

1–present 8 9 11 3

2–dominating 6 0 1 15

Notes: The sample includes 23 cases. Adoption modes could occur in combination (two or more modes could receive nonzero

scores in one case). For the details of the scale, see the supplementary materials.
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interventions and their future iterations, rather than strategic changes. For example, the Cyberbullying
Prevention Program initially focused too narrowly on school pupils. In response to the evaluators’ rec-
ommendation, subsequent editions expanded to include training and information campaigns for senior
citizens and parents of preschool children. In another case, the separate Alcohol Problem Solving and
Drug Prevention programs were merged into a single long-term program, following evaluation findings
that called for better integration and coordination of these efforts.

Conceptual use is also common, though it rarely is the dominant type of use of a particular evalu-
ation. Respondents shared many examples of how evaluation shifted their views on implemented inter-
ventions. For instance, two respondents working on the Local Revitalization Program acknowledged
that evaluation helped their team realize that revitalization goes beyond infrastructure and must
include social activities aimed at promoting social inclusion and engaging residents in the targeted area.

Using evaluation to legitimize municipal programs or specific decisions was also fairly common,
though it rarely was the dominant type of use. Legitimizing use often appeared in interactions
between intervention managers, the city council, or the media. A typical example involves the eval-
uation of local initiative centers. The head of the department presented the evaluation findings to city
council members on several occasions, helping to build awareness and foster positive attitudes
toward the centers. She believed this helped convince decision-makers that the centers needed
stable funding from the city budget to thrive.

Symbolic use was the rarest type of use observed. However, we did encounter cases where eval-
uation was seen as merely an administrative burden or used to give citizens the impression that their
opinion was valued, regardless of the findings. A clear example is the cyclical evaluation of the local
development strategy, which, according to one respondent, felt unnecessary because a new strategy
was already being developed. The evaluation had to be conducted because it is compulsory, so the
respondent expressed relief that at least its frequency had been reduced from annual to biennial.

Most evaluations were used in more than one way. The most common combinations were instru-
mental and conceptual, or instrumental and legitimizing, with instrumental usually being the domi-
nant form.

Necessity Analysis
Atomic necessary conditions—single motivations or adoption modes necessary for a particular type
of evaluation use to occur—were identified for only two types of use: instrumental and
symbolic (Table 4). For other types of use, combinations (disjunctions) of two or more adoption
modes were necessary. The following sections present the results of the necessity analysis in relation
to the hypotheses formulated at the start of the study.

Voluntary adoption of evaluation emerged as the only necessary condition for instrumental use.
Although a disjunction of voluntary and mimetic adoption showed a slightly higher consistency
(0.94, compared to 0.9), its relevance was lower. Mimetic adoption alone was not a necessary con-
dition for instrumental use. Therefore, H1 is only partially supported.

Table 3. Occurrence of Evaluation Use Types.

Score Instrumental Conceptual Legitimizing Symbolic Nonuse

0–absent 5 6 9 14 16

1–present 7 12 12 6 5

2–dominating 11 5 2 3 2

Notes: The sample includes 23 cases. Use types could occur in combination (two or more types could receive nonzero scores

in one case). For the details of the scale, see the supplementary materials.
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No single adoption mode qualifies as a necessary condition for conceptual use. When conceptual
use occurs, it typically indicates that evaluation was adopted through coercion, mimetic behavior, or
normative pressures. The disjunction of voluntary and normative adoption, as proposed in Højlund’s
model, is empirically trivial and undermined by several cases that were inconsistent in kind.8 H2 is,
therefore, rejected.

Legitimizing use occurs when evaluation practice is adopted normatively or in the absence of
coercion. No significant relationship exists between this type of use and mimetic adoption, resulting
in the rejection of H3.

The findings suggest that symbolic use occurs when evaluation practice is adopted through coer-
cion. Coercive adoption is the only consistent necessary condition for symbolic use, despite a few
cases showing inconsistencies in kind. Therefore, H4 is confirmed.

No necessary condition for the nonuse of evaluation with satisfactory parameters of fit was
observed in the analysis. The closest candidate was the normative adoption mode but only in disjunc-
tion with the lack of voluntary adoption, and even then, this combination is not empirically relevant.
Therefore, H5 was not supported.

Sufficiency Analysis
We identified sufficient solutions with meaningful consistency for all types of evaluation use, except
nonuse (Table 5). However, some solutions are quite complex, involving combinations of different adop-
tion modes.

Voluntary adoption of evaluation practice serves as a sufficient condition for instrumental use, as
it consistently leads to instrumental use across all cases. Another sufficient condition for instrumental
use is mimetic motivation, but only when normative motivation is absent. However, this solution is
uncommon, explaining only four cases, including one unique case.9

No single adoption mode is sufficient for conceptual use to occur; however, three combinations of
conditions can lead to this type of evaluation use. The most empirically relevant combination
involves voluntary and normative motivations. Additionally, the combinations of voluntary with
mimetic and coercive with mimetic also result in conceptual use.

The explanation for legitimizing use is even more complex. Similar to conceptual use, legitimiz-
ing use is likely when both voluntary and normative motivations precede the evaluation. However,

Table 4. Analysis of Necessary Conditions.

Necessary condition(s)* Outcome** inclN*** RoN***

Vol Ins 0.900 0.719

Vol+Mim 0.943 0.696

Mim+Nor Con 0.838 0.941

Cor+Mim 0.838 0.666

Cor+Nor 0.903 0.637

∼Cor+Nor Leg 0.878 0.680

Cor Sym 0.828 0.670

— Non — —

Notes: *Cor= coercive; Mim=mimetic; Nor= normative; Vol= voluntary; “+” operator means disjunction, i.e., condition x or

condition y must be met for the outcome to occur; “∼” operator means negation, i.e., the absence of a particular condition;

disjunctions with the absence of condition (∼) are not included unless it is the only consistent and relevant combination for a

particular type of use. **Outcomes: Ins= instrumental; Con= conceptual; Leg= legitimizing; Sym= symbolic; Non= nonuse.

***Only conditions (and disjunctions of conditions) with consistency (inclN) > 0.8 and relevance of necessity (RoN) > 0.6 are

included.
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for this solution to be sufficiently consistent, coercive motivation must also be present, or mimetic
motivation must be absent (Con*Nor*Vol+∼Mim*Nor*Vol).

Coercive adoption is present in all cases of symbolic evaluation use. However, because evaluation
practice often results from a combination of motivations, coercive adoption alone is not sufficient
unless both normative and voluntary motivations are absent. No sufficient conditions were identified
for the nonuse of evaluation.

Discussion
Based on the findings, several observations can be made about the relevance of the tested model in the
context of evaluation practice in local government. Højlund (2014) posits that each adoption mode may
lead to multiple types of evaluation use, and that nearly every type of evaluation use can stem from
various adoption modes. This assumption aligns with the results of this study. Additionally, evaluation
practice often arises from a combination of motivations, and evaluations may be used in several ways.
However, only some of our observations match Højlund’s specific predictions (see Table 6). While vol-
untary adoption indeed leads to instrumental use, we found no evidence that mimetic adoption results in
the same. As expected, normative adoption is linked to conceptual use, but coercive and mimetic adop-
tion modes also contribute (often in combination). Contrary to Højlund’s prediction, voluntary adoption
does not result in conceptual use. Similarly, the predicted relationship between mimetic adoption and
legitimizing use was not confirmed. The clearest case is symbolic use—both the model and our empir-
ical findings show that it results from coercive adoption of evaluation practice.

Table 5. Analysis of Sufficient Conditions.

Sufficient term* Outcome** inclS*** PRI*** covS

Vol Ins 0.853 0.827 0.900

Mim*∼Nor 0.954 0.925 0.287

Cor*Mim Con 1.000 1.000 0.280

Mim*Vol 0.897 0.843 0.428

Nor*Vol 0.929 0.901 0.641

Cor*Nor*Vol Leg 0.870 0.787 0.410

∼Mim*Nor*Vol 0.840 0.741 0.530

Cor*∼Nor*∼Vol Sym 0.892 0.846 0.685

— Non — — —

Notes: *Cor = coercive; Mim=mimetic; Nor = normative; Vol= voluntary; “*” operator means conjunction or intersection,

i.e., presence of both x and y ensure that the outcome occurs; “∼” operator means negation, i.e., the absence of a particular

condition. **Outcomes: Ins= instrumental; Con= conceptual; Leg= legitimizing; Sym= symbolic; Non= nonuse. ***Only

solutions with inclusion score (inclS) and proportional reduction in inconsistency (PRI) > 0.8 are included.

Table 6. Relationships Between Evaluation Adoption Modes and Evaluation Use Types.

Type of evaluation use Instrumental Conceptual Legitimizing Symbolic Nonuse

Predictions from Højlund’s
model (2014)

Vol or Mim Vol or Nor Mim Cor Cor or Nor

Necessary conditions

identified in this study*

Vol

Vol+Mim

Mim+Nor

Cor+Mim

Cor+Nor

∼Cor+Nor Cor —

Notes: Cor = coercive; Mim=mimetic; Nor= normative; Vol= voluntary; “+” operator means disjunction, i.e., condition x or

condition y must be met for the outcome to occur; “∼” operator means negation, i.e., the absence of a particular condition.
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An intriguing observation is the scarcity of cases where mimetic or normative adoption modes are
dominant. Although these motivations are not uncommon, based on our respondents’ accounts, they
almost never serve as the direct reason for initiating evaluation. Mimetic factors, such as observing
the practices of other municipalities, and normative influences, like feedback from consultants or
experience from a previous workplace, can raise awareness of evaluation and create a supportive
environment. However, starting an evaluation process typically requires a direct trigger, which is
almost always coercive or voluntary in nature. In this respect, contrary to the theoretical model,
mimetic and normative adoption modes do not seem to function as equal alternatives to voluntary
and coercive motivations.

Although this study focuses on local administration in a country with a less mature evaluation
culture, we believe this conclusion could be relevant to public administration more generally,
though further evidence is needed. One possible reason public sector organizations do not simply
imitate evaluation practice without additional motivation could be that they do not view uncertainty
as a threat to their survival in the same way private sector organizations do. DiMaggio and Powell
(1983) introduced the concept of mimetic isomorphism with private sector organizations in mind.

When operationalizing outcomes, it was not clear whether we should distinguish between the
symbolic and nonuse of evaluation. Although the theoretical model separates these concepts,
every evaluation is conducted for a reason and is meant to address organizational needs. From an
organizational institutionalist perspective, which underpins Højlund’s model, this reason often
relates to external requirements or expectations. The mere act of conducting an evaluation,
whether intentional or not, legitimizes the organization or the intervention being evaluated. It
creates or maintains the appearance of appropriateness, alignment, or compliance with expectations.
In this sense, the distinction between symbolic use and nonuse is minimal.

While nonuse may seem like a convenient concept when contrasted with instrumental or concep-
tual use—where a lack of decisions based on evaluation findings or no change in perception clearly
constitutes nonuse—the line between symbolic use and nonuse appears blurred. It is worth noting
that other evaluation use frameworks grounded in organizational theory (such as Carman, 2005
and Eckerd & Moulton, 2011) do not treat nonuse as a separate category. The unclear relationship
between nonuse and other types of use becomes evident in how nonuse is defined by absence,
while all other types are defined by presence. Unlike other types of use, which can coexist,
nonuse stands alone. The distinct nature of nonuse likely contributed to the inability to identify
either necessary or sufficient conditions for it.

Højlund’s model has an appealing simplicity, but it limits its explanatory potential. The specific
limitations we identified include a narrow view of evaluation use, treating the organization as a
uniform unit of analysis, a lack of consideration for dynamics, and a focus on nonexistent ideal
types. We briefly discuss these issues and their implications below.

The categorization of use types in the model, as potential outcomes of the evaluation process,
raises concerns about the concept of use itself, which does not fully capture the broader and intan-
gible effects of evaluation (e.g., Alkin & Taut, 2002; Henry & Mark, 2003). Kirkhart’s integrated
theory of influence (2000) suggests that by focusing on use, the model addresses only part of the
potential evaluation effects. Højlund acknowledges the broader concept of influence but argues
that a simple typology of evaluation use served a specific purpose in his model, although this has
consequences. What we captured and linked to motivations were mostly examples of intended use
at the end of an evaluation cycle. Although our aim was to analyze streams of evaluation studies
over time rather than single studies, most identified cases of use occurred shortly after the conclusion
of a specific study. The fact that intended use is easier to identify may explain why instrumental use
was the most frequently observed in our study. It also suggests that the relationships between volun-
tary motivation and instrumental use, as well as coercive motivation and symbolic use, may not be as
clear in practice as they appeared in our findings. While the simplified understanding of evaluation
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use might be seen as a limitation of the tested model, it is also typical of frameworks that examine
organizational factors influencing evaluation use (see the overview in Kupiec et al., 2023).

Another simplification of Højlund’s model is its treatment of the organization as a uniform entity,
a single unit of analysis. While disproving this was not the goal of the study, such an observation was
made. Respondents who described their evaluations as voluntary gave different answers when asked
who specifically made the decision. Their responses ranged from city councils, mayors, and heads of
department to simply “we.” Even if the approval procedure was similar in these cases, the differences
in perception could lead to variations in evaluation use, especially since it was the intended users’
perceptions that varied.

Following Thompson’s (1967) concept of three levels of responsibility within organizations,
when the voluntary decision to adopt an evaluation practice is believed to come from the institutional
level (city council, mayor), it might be perceived as coerced at the managerial and technical levels
(department staff or supervised units). Moreover, regardless of the adoption mode, different types
of evaluation use are more likely to occur at different organizational levels. At the technical, rational,
and closed level, only instrumental use of operational recommendations is expected, while at man-
agerial and institutional levels, other types of use should also emerge.

The need to “unpack” an organization to understand the change mechanisms triggered by evalu-
ation aligns with the idea of three levels of evaluation influence (Henry & Mark, 2003). This concept
suggests that evaluation can influence thoughts or actions at three levels: the individual, interactions
between individuals, and the organization’s overall decisions and practices.

A further limitation of the model is its static nature. It does not account for the potential evolution
of evaluation practice, evaluation use, or the perception of why evaluations are conducted. The model
assumes that the primary type of evaluation use remains constant and is determined by the initial
context of adoption. However, the literature suggests that evaluation practice and types of use can
evolve as evaluation capacity grows, often shifting from symbolic compliance toward instrumental
and conceptual uses (e.g., Gibbs et al., 2002; House et al., 1996). This lack of dynamism has also
been noted as a feature of several other evaluation use frameworks based on organizational
theory, as highlighted in a recent review (Kupiec et al., 2023).

Our findings also suggest that the evolution of evaluation practice should be accounted for, though
the changes we observed moved in the opposite direction. In several cases, evaluation was initially
adopted voluntarily but later became a formal routine. When asked why the most recent evaluation
was conducted, some respondents explained that it was due to custom or even an obligation outlined
in internal documents. In another case, a respondent noted that while they initially adopted evaluation
because they believed in its utility, it has since become so widespread and established as a tool for
dialogue with nongovernmental organizations that they could not make decisions without first con-
sulting through evaluation. These examples suggest that a voluntarily adopted evaluation practice
may, over time, become routine and perceived as obligatory, which could impact its use. More
broadly, this indicates that evaluation practice, or at least perceptions of it, can evolve over time.

The static nature of the model stems from its reliance on a single variable to explain evaluation
use, even though this variable reflects several characteristics of the organizational environment
and the organization’s role. However, the literature points to numerous other potential factors (see
the review of Cousins & Leithwood [1986] as an example) related to users, evaluators, and evaluation
as both process and product (Alkin & King, 2017). Højlund refers to these as immediate, microlevel
factors and argues that they are less significant than the underlying, medium-level organizational
context factors. This perspective, though not always explicitly stated, appears to be shared by
other scholars studying the organizational context of evaluation and knowledge use (e.g., Eckerd
& Moulton, 2011; Lall, 2015; Rimkutė, 2015).

It is reasonable to believe that certain immediate factors—such as timeliness, evaluator compe-
tence, evaluation quality, and the characteristics and receptiveness of users—are shaped by more
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fundamental organizational factors. However, an equally significant set of immediate factors is tied to
the specific context of each evaluation study, reflecting the current situation within the organization
and its environment. These factors are not influenced by the historical context of adopting evaluation
practice and are not addressed by the model. They include the nature of the findings, the importance
and type of decision at hand, and competing information.10 From the model’s perspective, these
factors create noise and may be responsible for cases we labeled as inconsistent in our analysis.

Lastly, the model defines four ideal types, also referred to as “extreme positions.” As expected,
most of the cases we studied did not fit these ideal types. In fact, many were quite far from them,
as evaluation practice often stemmed from a combination of two or more motives, and evaluation
studies were used in multiple ways. Qualitative comparative analysis, designed to handle such
complex relationships, still enabled us to identify conditions for each type of use. However, this
raises questions about the practical utility of a model based on ideal types in a reality where, in
many instances, it is neither possible to distinguish a single pure adoption mode nor identify one
primary type of evaluation use.

The issues discussed above relate to the logic of the model being tested. Our research design may
also raise concerns about social desirability bias. When relying on respondents’ testimonies, we must
acknowledge that, in some cases, they may provide answers they believe are appropriate, even if not
entirely accurate. In our study, voluntary adoption and instrumental use likely represented the most
“appropriate” responses, and indeed, these were the most common. To mitigate this bias, we assured
respondents of anonymity and confidentiality; normalized honest “incorrect” responses; and encour-
aged contextualizing and providing examples. Interviewers did not observe any clear signs of social
desirability bias.11 Additionally, where possible, we verified responses through document analysis,
which was most effective in confirming instrumental use, with nearly all cases validated.

Regarding adoption mode, we know that formal requirements for local government in Poland are
minimal. Thus, the prevalence of voluntary adoption and instrumental use in our sample may be
partly explained by self-selection. It is likely that individuals who take evaluation seriously and
use it because they find it useful were more inclined to participate in our study. It may also have
been easier for these individuals to demonstrate positive evaluation outcomes.

The interpretation of our findings must also consider the aforementioned concept of organizations
as multilevel, complex entities. In this context, it is important to note that our respondents were typ-
ically heads of department.12 While distinguishing between the technical and managerial levels
within city hall departments may be challenging (using Thompson’s [1967] terminology), it is
clear that we did not capture the institutional-level perspective (i.e., city councils and mayors).13

This likely had little effect on the perception of the adoption mode—respondents generally
viewed evaluations as their own and voluntary, even when the formal decision came from the
mayor. However, the absence of the institutional level may have had a greater impact on the identi-
fication of use types, as more cases of legitimizing and symbolic use might have emerged if that level
had been included. Given this, our results should be seen as contextual, reflecting the managerial and
technical levels, but they should be verified at the institutional level in future studies.

Conclusions
This study explored the relationship between the types of evaluation use observed in local govern-
ments and the adoption modes of evaluation practice, using Højlund’s (2014) theoretical model,
which is based on the neoinstitutional concept of organizational isomorphism, to assess its validity.

While our empirical findings indicate that the model’s explanatory potential is limited, we confirmed
some significant relationships between adoption modes and types of evaluation. For example, evalua-
tion practice adopted voluntarily typically leads to instrumental use, while coerced evaluations result in
symbolic use. We also found that evaluation practices driven by a single motivation are rare; in most
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cases, a combination of two or three motivations is present. Additionally, mimetic and normative
factors, though present, are almost never the immediate triggers for evaluation.

Given that this study was conducted within the specific context of local government in a country
with a relatively low maturity of evaluation culture, further research in different administrative set-
tings is necessary to verify the relationship between the motivation for adopting evaluation practice
and the dominant type of evaluation use in public sector organizations.
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Notes

1. The next section provides definitions of all the listed adoption modes and use types.
2. An overview of existing frameworks can be found in Kupiec et al. (2023).
3. This means it is best explained in terms of set membership, following the principles of set theory (Ragin, 2009).
4. These abbreviations are used throughout the rest of the paper.
5. Doubts related to the concept of non-use as a type of evaluation use are described in “Discussion” section.
6. Earlier studies revealed that the head of department is the highest level in local government administration in

Poland at which there is awareness of evaluation and how it is used (Kupiec, 2015).
7. See the supplementary materials for more details on respondent characteristics and recruitment procedure,

document analysis, the 3-point scale used to assess adoption modes, use types, and the creation of a fuzzy set
for QCA.

8. For an explanation of the difference between consistency in kind and consistency in degree, seeOana et al. (2021).
9. A unique case is one that is not covered by other sufficient conditions.
10. Factors listed here are adapted from the classification proposed by Cousins and Leithwood (1986) and then

refined by Johnson et al. (2009).
11. Such as providing partial or vague answers, showing nervous facial expressions and body language, and

inconsistent use of vocabulary (Bergen & Labonté, 2020).
12. Or chief specialists expressing the views of their direct superiors.
13. This choice was already explained in the research design section.
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