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Abstract
Methodological soundness, practical relevance, and a transparent evaluation 
process can be viewed as the three main elements of today’s common un-
derstanding of evaluation. Based on these elements, a great diversity of 
evaluation approaches has been developed in evaluation theory and practice 
in the past years. In this paper, the “critical friend” approach is presented as 
a promising approach. This approach follows the common understanding of 
evaluation and takes into account empirical findings that showed that the 
use of evaluations depends decisively on the interest of the program manag-
ers and decision makers in the results of the study. The approach is dis-
cussed based on the example of the evaluation of the child care vouchers
project in the city of Lucerne.

Zusammenfassung 
Methodische Stringenz, praktische Relevanz und Transparenz des Bewer-
tungsprozesses können als die drei Grundpfeiler des aktuellen Verständnis-
ses von Politikevaluation verstanden werden. Darauf aufbauend sind in den 
letzten Jahren zahlreiche und sehr unterschiedliche Evaluationsansätze ent-
wickelt worden. In diesem Artikel wird der „critical friend approach“ vorge-
stellt. Dieser knüpft am aktuellen Evaluationsverständnis an und berücksich-
tigt aber zusätzlich empirische Ergebnisse der evaluationswissenschaftli-
chen Verwendungsforschung. Diese weisen darauf hin, dass die Nutzung 
von Evaluationsergebnissen stark vom Interesse der Programmverantwortli-
chen an der Evaluation abhängt. Der „critical friend approach“ wird disku-
tiert am Beispiel der Evaluation des Pilotprojekts Betreuungsgutscheine für 
die familienergänzende Kinderbetreuung in der Stadt Luzern. 

1 Introduction

Evaluation is marked by a great diversity of approaches and 
methods. In Evaluation Theory, Models, and Applications,
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Stufflebeam and Shinkfield (2007) distinguished no fewer than
26 often-used evaluation models (see also House, 1987). In this 
paper, the “critical friend” approach is presented as a new and 
promising approach. Despite the great variety of evaluation ap-
proaches in practice, there are elements that characterize the cur-
rent use of the term “evaluation”: First, evaluation is regularly 
understood as assessment (Stockmann, 2000, p. 12; Clarke & 
Dawson, 1999; Scriven, 1991). Rossi and Freeman (1993, p. 5) 
therefore defined evaluation as “the systematic application of so-
cial research procedures for assessing the conceptualization, de-
sign, implementation, and utility of social intervention pro-
grams.” A second, central element of evaluation underlines its 
basis in social sciences methodology. This is apparent in Rossi 
and Freeman’s definition of the term as well. The third constitu-
tive element is its practical relevance: Vedung (1999, p. 12) stat-
ed that the general practical orientation is so central that it must 
be a part of the definition of evaluation.

In this paper, we will first present the core aspects of three
typical approaches representing methodological soundness, prac-
tical relevance, or transparency of the assessment process. We 
will then illustrate our “critical friend” approach based on the 
example of the evaluation of the child care voucher project in the 
city of Lucerne. The critical friend approach tries to find an op-
timal balance between methodological soundness, practical rele-
vance, and transparency of the assessment process. In addition, it 
accounts for empirical findings showing that the use of evalua-
tions in Switzerland depends decisively on the interest of the de-
cision makers in the results of the study (Balthasar, 2007). At the 
end of the paper we will discuss possibilities and limitations of 
the critical friend approach in policy evaluation.

2 Diversity of evaluation approaches

As described above methodological soundness, practical rele-
vance, and transparency of the assessment process can be consid-
ered as the three corners of the triangle in which most evaluation 
approaches can be positioned. The following sections sketch out
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core aspects of each of the three elements by presenting one typi-
cal approach for each element.

2.1 Methodological soundness: Donald T. Campbell 

In the 1960s, the criticism that common evaluation practice was 
not scientific led Donald T. Campbell to demand scientific 
soundness when planning the evaluation design. Without a doubt, 
Campbell and Stanley’s (1963) Experimental and Quasi-
Experimental Designs for Research and Campbell’s (1969) pa-
per, “Reforms as Experiments,” were important foundations for 
the development of evaluation methodology. Campbell’s ideal of 
experimentally designed program evaluation continues to shape
evaluation science in part up to today (Stufflebeam & Shinkfield,
2007). Similar to Campbell, also Chen and Rossi (1980; Chen, 
1990) worked towards scientifically based evaluation research
and drew up the central ideas of theory-driven evaluation. As 
stated in Rossi, Freeman, and Lipsey (1999):

Every program embodies a conception of the structure, 
functions, and procedures appropriate to attain its goals. 
This conception constitutes the ‘logic’ or plan of the pro-
gram, which we have called program theory. The program 
theory explains why the program does what it does and 
provides the rationale for expecting that doing things that 
way will achieve the desired results. (p. 156)

Methodologically oriented evaluation theories view evalua-
tors foremost as independent specialists in methodological ques-
tions. Using clever and scientifically sound design, they provide
firm answers to the question as to whether certain effects can be 
casually attributed to evaluated measures. In this tradition, evalu-
ators are meant to mainly show the effects of programs. But they 
are supposed to abstain from assessing the results, so as not to 
jeopardize their independence. 

2.2 Practical relevance: Michael Patton 

There are excellent grounds for viewing Michael Patton as the 
father of evaluation approaches which focus on the practical rel-
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evance of evaluation results (Stockmann & Meyer, 2010, p. 120).
Patton’s “utilization-focused evaluation approach” aims to con-
duct evaluations in such a way that their results are used for poli-
cy practice: “The focus in utilization-focused evaluation is on 
intended use by intended users” (Patton, 1997, p. 20; see also 
Patton, 2000). For this reason, Patton places importance on hav-
ing the users of an evaluation participate in important decision 
making from the very start of the evaluation process. The actual 
conducting of an evaluation is the responsibility of the evalua-
tors, however, whose credibility and integrity depend on the 
quality of their handling of this communication task. In this re-
gard, Patton assigns evaluators five functions (Patton, 1988, p. 15
ff.): First, they must help those involved overcome their fears 
concerning the evaluation. Second, they must make sure that the 
right questions are asked. Third, their task is to further develop 
the evaluation process taking into account and adapted to situa-
tional factors. Fourth, they must constantly keep in mind what 
has been done previously and draw conclusions as to how the 
evaluated program can be improved. Finally, evaluators must be 
advocates of the evaluation even when the process is at a critical 
point.

2.3 Transparent evaluation process: Michael Scriven

Evaluations always represent evaluative judgments (Stockmann
& Meyer, 2010, p. 17). The assessments made in the context of 
an evaluation become comprehensible only when the criteria be-
ing used are disclosed. Transparent evaluation criteria and meth-
ods are therefore an essential determining feature of evaluations. 
It was especially Michael Scriven who studied this topic: “Evalu-
ation is the process of determining the merit, worth and value of 
things, and evaluations are the products of that process” (Scriven 
1991, p. 1). Scriven was unequivocal in his position that society 
requires valuing and that it is the role of the evaluator to do that 
job: “Bad is bad and good is good and it is the job of evaluators 
to decide which is which” (Scriven, 1986, p. 19). Scriven main-
tained that there is a science of valuing, and that it is evaluation. 
He acknowledged that “no single scientist ever observes ‘reality’
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completely and undistorted, but rather observes through biased 
perceptual filters Using multiple perspectives helps construct a 
more complete picture of reality” (Shadish, Cook, & Leviton,
1991, p. 76). Using the perspectivism, or multiple accounts, that 
Scriven recommends for program evaluation corresponds to what 
in methodology is called triangulation (see section 3.4.1 below).1

3 The “critical friend” approach: Theory and practice

Methodological soundness, practical relevance, and a transparent 
evaluation process can thus be viewed as the three main elements 
of today’s common understanding of evaluation. The problem is 
to find the optimal balance between these three challenges. Our 
own empirical findings showed that when scientific soundness is 
not questioned, the use of evaluations in Switzerland depends 
decisively on the interest of the program managers and decision 
makers in the results of the study (Balthasar, 2007). Taking into 
consideration this empirical evidence, we developed the “critical 
friend” approach, which tries to find an optimal balance between 
the challenges of evaluation theory and practice and the fact that 
the utilization of evaluations depends decisively on the decision 
makers’ interest in the results.

The evaluation process is designed differently depending on 
the evaluation approach. This means that every evaluation ap-
proach yields different responses to the central questions that 
arise during the conducting of an evaluation. This is also true for
the critical friend approach. For this reason, in this section the 
evaluation process is described along these questions. In the fol-
lowing, the critical friend approach will be outlined in general 
and then illustrated by taking the example of the evaluation of the 
child care voucher pilot project in the city of Lucerne. This eval-
uation was undertaken in the fall of 2008 and is ongoing until 
2012. It began shortly prior to the launching of the pilot project 

1 In this paper, I use the term “political programs” to refer to programs, 
measures, and interventions of public institutions. On terms and defini-
tions, see Scriven (1991).
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in Lucerne and will be completed only after the pilot project
ends.

3.1 First question: What questions should the evaluation 
answer?

3.1.1 The idea ….

Every evaluation starts with politically relevant questions. In a 
first step, these questions must be stated more precisely as scien-
tifically addressable evaluation questions. To do that, it is helpful 
to develop a “logic model” as proposed by Chen and Rossi (Chen 
& Rossi, 1987; Rossi et al., 1999). A logic model links impacts 
with program inputs and processes in a more or less linear way. 
The logic model facilitates thinking, planning, and communica-
tions about the objectives and actual accomplishments of a pro-
gram. The term logic model is frequently used interchangeably 
with the term “program theory” in the evaluation field. Logic 
models can alternatively be referred to as theory, because they 
describe how a program works and to what end. Basically, a log-
ic model is “a systematic and visual way to present and share 
your understanding of the relationships among the resources you 
have to operate your program, the activities you plan to do, and 
the changes or results you hope to achieve” (W.K. Kellogg 
Foundation, 2004, p. 1). A logic model is used to state the evalu-
ation questions more precisely, to define the evaluation objects, 
and to identify the factors that may foster or hinder implementa-
tion and the effects. The logic model may be developed by those 
involved, by target groups, or by the evaluators of a program, 
depending on the purpose of the evaluation.
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Figure 1: Logic model and evaluation objects
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The basic components of the logic model shown in Figure 1 are 
defined as follows:

Inputs: The inputs of a program are its goals, the conceptual 
considerations concerning the postulated relationship between 
input and outputs, outcomes and impacts, and the financial and 
personnel resources a program has available. Wholey (1994) de-
veloped the evaluability assessment as an independent concept
for evaluation of the input. An evaluability assessment examines 
in particular five elements that are considered essential for a suc-
cessful program. First, clear objectives are a necessary condition
for the evaluability of a program. In a political decision-making
process, the ambiguity of objectives is often the premise to find a 
compromise supported by the majority. However, to evaluate
program success, agreement on the benchmarks for the assess-
ment is needed. Second, an impact-oriented program concept 
must have indicators based on which the success of the program 
can assessed. Third, there must be program activities to achieve 
the desired objectives. Fourth, the program must have resources 
to achieve the objectives. Fifth, a clear statement about the as-
signment of tasks and authority and about the role of relevant ac-
tors is required. A sound evaluability assessment is valuable in 
and of itself. But it also forms a good basis for later process and 
impact evaluations. 
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Activities: Program activities are what the program does with 
the resources. The focus of attention here are the structures and 
processes that are set up internally to provide the intended output 
of the program. Program activities themselves are frequently the 
object of process evaluations (Vedung, 1997; Patton, 1997). Ac-
cording to Vedung (1997), process evaluations are basically con-
ducted to examine whether the government authorities, interme-
diary actors, and program managers have the understanding, the 
ability, and the willingness to implement the program in line with 
the intended objectives.

Outputs are the products and services delivered directly by a 
program and directed toward its target groups. These may consist 
in prohibitions and requirements, in monetary payments or 
claims, in checks, education benefits, care benefits, advice, net-
work building, or many other forms of public incentives (Frecht-
ling, 2007).

Outcomes are “the specific changes in program participants’ 
behavior, knowledge, skills, status and level of functioning” 
(W.K. Kellogg Foundation, 2004, p. 2). Outcomes have to do 
with the behavior of the target groups whose actions are intended 
to be directly affected by the program. Target groups include any 
persons or institutions that come into direct contact with the out-
put and from whom a response is usually expected. 

Impact is “the fundamental intended or unintended change 
occurring in organizations, communities, or systems” (University 
of Arizona Rural Health Office et al., 2000, p. 40) as a result of 
program activities. Those affected are persons or institutions that 
will have to expect advantages or disadvantages due to the 
changed behavior of the target groups.

Context: Finally, when developing a logic model it is im-
portant to also keep in mind the factors that have to do with the 
context of the program. If evaluators really wish to understand 
how programs affect target groups and society as a whole, they 
cannot simply limit the analysis to the program and its logic. En-
vironmental factors that have effects during the whole process of 
policy decision-making and implementation contribute decisively 
to understanding the success or failure of a program (see Vedung,
1999, p. 184).
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Based on the logic model, the central evaluation questions 
can be derived. 

Table 1: Typical evaluation questions

Component Typical questions

Input - Are there objectives or at least a common understanding of the 
benchmarks for the assessment?

- Is it clear when the objectives have been met (evaluative elements)?
- What measures are planned for implementation of the objectives?
- What resources will be available?
- What is the plan for assigning/handling responsibilities?

Activities - Are the program managers in a position to carry out implementation
(resources, know-how)?

- Are the program measures implemented in the expected way?
- Are the responsibilities with third parties arranged clearly and practi-

cally?

Output - Are there outputs, and do they accord with the plan?
- Were they produced on time and efficiently?

Outcome - Were target groups reached?
- What is there response? Is the target group reacting in the intended

way (effectiveness)?
- Are there desired or undesired side effects?

Impact - Can the intended change on affected parties be observed?
- What other effects influence the impact (reinforcing or neutralizing)?
- Has the targeted problem been solved?
- Is the chosen way to solve the problem efficient?

Context - Was the program approved with strong political support, under politi-
cal disputes, or in consensus?

- What is the development of the relevant policy area in the internation-
al, national, and regional context?

- Are there relevant political changes in the environment of the pro-
gram? 

Like all model-type representations, the logic model is a 
rough simplification of reality, and it is not a detailed causal 
model postulating scientific hypotheses about the relationship 
between intervention and reaction. Causal models may be neces-
sary for a scientifically sound analysis of specific aspects of the 
logic model, as proposed by Pawson and Tilly (1997).

A logic model does not have to satisfy the scientific require-
ments of a theory. In most cases it will contain an implicit theory 
of the actors. Although the theory is not stated and there is no 
logical rationale in the form of hypotheses and chains of causes 
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and effects, it serves as practical guidelines for the planning of 
the evaluation. 

3.1.2 … and its practical implementation

Child care outside the home not only provides children with op-
portunities for important learning experiences but also makes it 
easier for parents to be employed. These are goals that are highly 
accepted in terms of education, integration, social, and economic 
policy (OECD, 2004). Unfortunately, in most European countries 
the demand for child care services exceeds supply (Enste & 
Stettes, 2005). Up to now the state has usually responded to the 
problem by subsidizing private day care providers or establishing 
state-run day care facilities (BMFSFJ, 2008). Thanks to these 
supply-side payments to child care services providers, in many 
places the number of children served has increased considerably 
(OECD, 2007). 

However, for many parents the situation continues to be un-
satisfactory. In many regions sufficient child care services are 
still not available. In addition, the prevailing practice has the dis-
advantage that only those parents or guardians profit from the 
subsidies that have the fortune to obtain a place in a subsidized 
child care facility. Also, in the current financing model, parents 
can only rarely select child care according to their personal pref-
erence.

For these reasons, mainly economists have proposed the idea 
of redirecting funding for child care from providers to parents 
(Blau, 2001; Stutzer & Dürsteler, 2005). Rather than subsidize 
institutions that offer child care, the payments are made directly 
to parents. The hope is that this will result in more child care ser-
vices, which will better meet the demand and possibly also be-
come less expensive. In addition, the aim is to create equality 
among families that depend on child care outside the home.

Various European countries (United Kingdom, Germany, Fin-
land, Austria) and North American states have tried out child 
care “vouchers,” or certificates, for preschool care and for care 
before and after school. An international comparison showed that 
voucher systems have not been one hundred percent successful or 
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ineffective (Gerlach, Damhus, & Anschütz, 2007). In German-
speaking regions, in addition, the full-coverage voucher system 
for child care introduced in 2003 in Hamburg has received some 
attention in the media due to critical evaluation results (Hilgers 
Kastner, & Strehmel, 2007). 

Following a recommendation of the Organization for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Development (OECD) (2004, p. 21), the 
Swiss Federal Council decided in 2007 to fund pilot projects on 
child care vouchers (Schweizerischer Bundesrat, 2007). Based on 
that, the city of Lucerne launched a child care voucher pilot pro-
ject in April 2009; to date, it is the most important child care 
voucher pilot project in existence in Switzerland.2 The project is 
funded in part by the federal government. With the goal to learn 
more about the practical feasibility of the voucher approach, the 
federal government required that an evaluation be conducted. 
This is the classic starting point for an evaluation of a political 
program!

The city of Lucerne did not launch the child care voucher pi-
lot project on the basis of a logic model that it developed itself. 
The logic model presented in the following was developed by the 
evaluation team in the course of preparing for the evaluation and 
was then adjusted in dialogue with the people responsible for the 
program. It has since become a central element of the program 
that is used almost every time the pilot project is presented, 
whether the main topic of the presentation is evaluation or not. 

2 For more information on the pilot project and its design, see:
http://www.stadtluzern.ch/de/themenbereiche/?action=showthema&themenbereich_id=7&thema_id=401
(retrieved June 27, 2011).

http://www.stadtluzern.ch/de/themenbereiche/?action=showthema&themenbereich_id=7&thema_id=401
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Figure 2: Logic model of child care vouchers model
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The logic model of the child care voucher pilot program
shows the connections between the intervention by the city of 
Lucerne in the area of child care and the family policy objectives 
of the city in a simplified way. For clarity, it is linear in design 
and does not show more feedback loops than necessary. In addi-
tion, activities and outputs were grouped together for simplifica-
tion.

The model shows that the financial and personnel resources
of the authorities and the conceptual foundations are viewed as 
the starting point of the intervention “child care vouchers.” The 
city implements this concept, pays out the subsidies, takes quality 
control measures, and informs the public about the project. The 
four activity areas implementation of subsidy model, financial 
requirements/control, quality control, and communication/infor-
mation, together with their outputs, are not only a part of the log-
ic model. They also form the administrative organizing principle 
of the responsible social department for childhood, adolescence,
and families in the administration of the city of Lucerne. From 
the political point of view, the monitoring of the pilot project’s 
budget conformity is of special importance. The government and 
also the parliament of the city place great importance on the pro-
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ject staying within the available budget. If it did not, the project 
would probably be discontinued relatively quickly. The authori-
ties therefore insist on having the option to adjust the subsidy 
model, if it should happen that its financing gets out of hand.

Further, the logic model in Figure 2 shows that the voucher 
system aims to influence demand and supply in the area of child 
care services (outcomes). Finally, the program aims for effects at 
the societal level that accord with the policy goal of promoting 
Lucerne as a family friendly city (impact). Evaluation is planned
for all of the objects mentioned. For this reason, the central ques-
tions were formulated in accordance with the logic model.

Table 2: Evaluation questions for the child care voucher pilot 
project in Lucerne 

Evaluation 
object

Evaluation questions (selected examples)

Inputs - Does the subsidy model prove itself? Does it need adjustment?
- Does the implementation model prove itself? Does it need adjustment?

Process/ 
Outputs

- How do the city, the child care facilities, and the parents rate the ad-
ministrative processing? Is there a need to optimize?

- During the pilot phase, how did the costs develop for the city of Lu-
cerne and for the federal government? Did costs stay within the budg-
et? 

Outcomes Parents
- What consequences does the introduction of the new model have for 

parents who up to now had a place in a subsidized child care provider?
What is the development of demand for child care services?

Child care facilities
- How is the development of supply of child care services? Does supply 

meet demand? What is the development of costs and prices of child 
care outside the home? 

Employers
- How do employers who have up to now financed child care services

for their employees respond to the child care vouchers? 

Impact - Do what extent does the child care voucher model contribute towards 
strengthening livelihood security? Specifically, the evaluation should 
discover whether and to what extent parents of young children claim 
no (or less) welfare assistance due to the child care outside the home.

- What is the benefit of child care vouchers for the economy (for exam-
ple, more tax revenue)? 

Context - How, and with what influence, is federal and cantonal policy on child 
care outside the home developing?

- What is the development of the financial situation of the city of Lu-
cerne? What effects does this have on the pilot project?

- Have there been changes in city policy due to elections?
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The evaluation does not seek to answer all possible (and rele-
vant) questions. It focuses on those questions that emerged as 
relevant from discussions between the evaluators and the respon-
sible departments in the administration of the city of Lucerne, the 
Canton of Lucerne, and the Federal administration, which is part-
ly financing the evaluation.

3.2 Second question: Why is the evaluation being conducted? 

3.2.1 The idea ….

Basically, two types of evaluation can be distinguished. The se-
cond question of the evaluation process intends to clarify which 
of these two types is the focus: 

Summative evaluations assess the worth of a program at the 
end of the program activities (Vedung, 1999, p. 9). They are usu-
ally designed such that they contain recommendations on wheth-
er a program or project should be continued, expanded or re-
duced, or discontinued. The purpose of summative evaluations is 
to make possible basic decisions on the evaluation object.

In contrast, formative evaluations serve to provide early feed-
back to the relevant actors, so that it is possible to optimize im-
plementation of the program (Wollmann, 2000, p. 198). The pur-
pose of a formative evaluation is to help those responsible and 
those involved to improve the evaluation object and to use the 
available resources as efficiently as possible. Formative evalua-
tions are primarily prospective, whereas summative evaluations 
are primarily retrospective. 

The distinction between summative and formative evaluations
goes back to Scriven (1972). With clear scientific working meth-
ods in mind, the distinction aims to clarify the intention and goal 
of an evaluation. With summative evaluations, special attention 
must be paid to the independence of the examination: The dis-
tance between evaluators and those being evaluated has great im-
portance in this type of evaluation. With formative evaluations,
in contrast, it is especially important that the people involved in 
implementation of the evaluation object participate actively in 
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the evaluation process, so that the findings can quickly inform 
practice. Thus, in a formative evaluation the valorization of eval-
uation results is supported by a certain degree of closeness be-
tween evaluators and those being evaluated (see Balthasar,
2007). However, formative evaluations should not be confused
with self-evaluation. A formative evaluation can be carried out in 
the form of a self-evaluation. In this case, the assessment is per-
formed by those managing the program. In other instances, a 
formative evaluation is conducted as an external evaluation by 
independent evaluators (see also section 3.3.1).

Table 3: Differing types of evaluation
Evaluation for accounta-
bility (summative evalua-
tion)

Evaluation as a learning 
process (formative Evalua-
tion)

Who will use the evaluation 
results?

More likely the sponsors 
and funders

More likely directly in-
volved implementation man-
agers and stakeholders

What type of questions is 
especially appropriate?

Basic questions about the 
effectiveness and necessity 
for a project (retrospective)

Specific questions about 
possible ways to optimize
and fine-tune the activities 
(prospective)

Can the evaluation be con-
ducted by those involved in 
program management?

Mostly not; in demand are 
independence and neutrality, 
which external experts are 
more likely to guarantee

Mostly yes; in demand are 
good knowledge of specific 
measures and short infor-
mation paths 

Should all of the causal 
relationships be examined 
or only a part of them?

All relevant causal relation-
ships (breadth)

A part of the relevant causal 
relationships (depth)

3.2.2 … and its practical implementation 

The evaluation of the child care voucher pilot project in the city 
of Lucerne pursues both formative and summative goals. The 
first goal of the evaluation is continuous improvement of the pilot 
project: The evaluation is supposed to continuously inform the 
responsible department of the city administration and the execu-
tive authority about the project. It has to ensure that, if required, 
necessary adjustments to the pilot project can be instituted im-
mediately. Second, the evaluation serves quality assurance and 
development of available child care services. It should help to 
identify undesired changes in the quality of child care, so that – if 
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necessary – immediate countermeasures can be taken. It also 
aims to identify incentives that improve the quality of child care 
services in Lucerne. Third, the evaluation should provide the city 
of Lucerne bases for the future form of subsidization of child 
care outside the home. It should provide the federal government 
and interested cantons a basis for the development of comparable 
projects. And finally, the evaluation follows the clearly summa-
tive goal of examining whether the expectations and objectives of 
the pilot project can be met. This includes accountability to the 
parliament and federal government concerning the use of the fi-
nancial means. 

The previous explanations clearly show that the evaluation 
follows primarily formative goals. Aspects of “learning” stand in 
the foreground. For this reason, relevant actors are systematically 
included in the evaluation process. Events are held with respon-
sible persons of the administration and with day care personnel
as well as with persons who work at the childminder exchange or 
work as childminders. The parents themselves are invited to 
group meetings. The responsible parliamentary committee and 
the city council are regularly informed about the findings of the 
evaluation; any new questions that arise are taken up and – as far 
as possible – followed. The evaluation team serves as the moder-
ator in a number of these forums. As external partners (not a part 
of the administration) and in the sense of a critical friend, it 
brings another way of looking at the program, its context, and its 
effects. 

Experiences made with the evaluation of the child care 
voucher pilot project as well as the findings of other evaluations
show that it is possible in an evaluation to address formative and 
summative concerns in parallel. From a methodological perspec-
tive, this is not a strictly “clean” approach, for summative and
formative goals suggest distinctive methods. In everyday evalua-
tion practice, however, both independent assessments and advice 
on improvement possibilities are usually expected. This is also 
the case with the evaluation of child care voucher pilot project, as 
the questions listed in Table 2 make clear. For this reason, the 
critical friend approach combines summative and formative mat-
ters. However, it attaches importance to always clarifying the 
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roles of the evaluators. In addition, it tries to extensively substan-
tiate the summative aspects with independently collected facts 
such as official statistics, surveys by third parties, and so on. Fi-
nally, it attaches importance to careful documentation of the da-
tabases, to make the conducting of a possible later, and more 
strongly independent, summative evaluation easier.

3.3 Third question: Who is responsible for conducting the 
evaluation?

3.3.1 The idea…

Responsibility for the conducting of evaluations can be variously
arranged. The distinction is often made between self-evaluation 
and external evaluation. 

With self-evaluations, those responsible for the program are 
identical with those evaluating the program; this means that the 
actors evaluate their own activity (Kirkhart, Morgan, & Sinca-
vage, 1991, p. 482; Müller-Kohlenberg & Beywl, 2003, p. 65). 
External evaluations are performed by people outside of the pro-
gram being evaluated. Here, experts obtain information on the 
evaluation object and provide feedback on their assessment of it 
to those responsible. Mayne (1994) emphasized that self-
evaluations are more suitable for eliciting learning processes not 
only on the part of program managers but also on the part of de-
cision makers. 

External evaluations are often performed by specialists from 
universities or other institutes. These external evaluators are con-
sidered to be relatively independent. Davies, Nutley, and Smith 
(2000) put forward the argument that this independence increases 
acceptance of the findings. Ritz (2003) attributed this to the fact
that external evaluators are in less danger of perceiving the prob-
lems one-sidedly (“professional blinkers”), have no “history” in 
the organization concerned, and are subject to no employment 
relationship. Undesirable evaluation results have no direct effect 
on their jobs or careers (Ritz, 2003, p. 52). However, Wollmann 
(2003, p. 344) pointed out that the intellectual independence and 
the scientific objectivity especially of external evaluators work-
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ing in the private sector may be challenged by their need for fol-
low-up contracts.

Starting out from some dissatisfaction with the findings of 
self-evaluations on the one hand, and the use of the results of ex-
ternal evaluations on the other hand, in recent years in-between 
forms have been increasingly practiced. One of these is the “hy-
brid evaluation” proposed by Bitel and Läubli-Loud (2010),
which “combines the best of both the internal (self) and the ex-
ternal evaluation worlds” (p. 1). Bitel and Läubli-Loud (2010) 
stressed that hybrid evaluation:

requires a role change for the external evaluator – from 
doing to supporting the evaluation process. Data collec-
tion is planned together, is principally collected internally, 
but validated by the external evaluator. (…) The hybrid 
evaluation process encourages organisations to develop 
the use of evaluation logic and skills to foster and enhance 
practice. (p. 1)

Similar to that approach, the critical friend approach proposed 
in this article aims to support the program managers and decision 
makers in a direct manner. However, in contrast to the hybrid 
evaluation approach, the critical friend approach is not in essence 
planned as an internal process. Rather, it conceptualizes evalua-
tion as a partnership between the people responsible for program 
management and the people responsible for the evaluation. 
Through basing the program and the evaluation along a common 
logic model, planning and conducting the evaluation around 
common central questions that concern all elements of the pro-
gram and are relevant for practice, and holding regular infor-
mation and “reflection” meetings for evaluators and those being 
evaluated, it is assured that the different parts of the evaluation 
are well-coordinated with the program and its needs for infor-
mation. 

The critical friend approach is based on the following princi-
ples: 

The role of the evaluator as a critical friend means that a 
(more or less classic) external evaluation is conducted. But the 
evaluators are at any time available in an advisory capacity to the 
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program managers. They are open to new questions for evalua-
tion. And they see themselves as active external observers, who 
pose critical questions or point out a need for action.

The critical friend approach starts out from the conviction 
that evaluations must not only be methodologically sound but al-
so useful for program managers and decision makers. The eval-
uation must make effect-oriented, strategic, and operational man-
agement of the program easier by delivering methodologically 
sound assessment at the right time.

The evaluation concept of the critical friend approach places 
importance on coherence between and within the individual parts 
of the evaluation. In particular, it is critical that the evaluation 
concept takes into account the program logic and that it contains 
questions and indicators concerning all evaluation objects of the 
program. 

The critical friend approach sees evaluation as a part of pro-
gram management, with its limited financial and time resources. 
For this reason, it has to be theoretically coherent and methodo-
logically stringent but pragmatically practicable in practical ap-
plication. The evaluation concept must stay within the given fi-
nancial and time guidelines and nevertheless respect the quality 
standards of evaluations.3

The approach also has an empowering component. In the 
sense of the empowerment evaluation approach proposed by Fet-
terman (2001), the people involved in a program should be ena-
bled to judge its elements independently and on this basis to im-
prove them systematically. This is supported in particular by log-
ic model developed at the start of the project and by the fact that 
evaluation again and again makes the causal connections and the 
intended effects of the program the subject for discussion. 

Finally, the critical friend approach attaches importance to the 
participation of the program managers and the decision makers 
in the evaluation process. To this purpose, regular information 
and discussion meetings are held between the evaluators, pro-
gram managers, decision makers, and further relevant actors. 

3 On evaluation standards, see section 4.
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3.3.1 … and the practical application

The evaluation of the child care vouchers pilot program in the 
city of Lucerne has elements of both external evaluation and self-
evaluation. First, the evaluators supported the city of Lucerne 
already during preparation for the pilot project, in that they de-
veloped subsidy models and financing options (Balthasar et al.,
2008). In addition, the evaluators had already conducted a study 
for the responsible federal department in 2005 on the bases of 
and options for child care vouchers (Balthasar, Binder, & Götsch 
Neukom, 2005). The people responsible for the program in Lu-
cerne contracted them to conduct the evaluation because they did 
not want to do without their expertise. Second, the city council of 
Lucerne wanted the pilot project to be seen as a learning program 
from the very start. For this reason, they expected the evaluators 
to deliver assessments and results as rapidly as possible, so that
they could be used to optimize the program. In other words, the 
decision makers of the child care vouchers pilot program in the 
city of Lucerne wanted to set up intensive feedback loops be-
tween evaluation and program.

Third, the evaluators had extensive experience in conducting 
external evaluations as well as in supporting self-evaluation pro-
cesses. One of the important lessons they had learned from the 
numerous previously conducted evaluations was that evaluation 
is most useful for program development and program success 
when it is intensively integrated into the conceptualization of the 
program. This condition was fulfilled with the child care vouch-
ers pilot project, so that from the point of view of the evaluation
team, the prospects for a useful evaluation were good. 

To guarantee a balanced relation between closeness and dis-
tance between evaluators and the program managers, the evalua-
tion is based on three types of empirical data. The first type of 
information comes from system data that documents the program 
implementation process. This data is collected by the local ad-
ministration according to instructions by the evaluators and ana-
lyzed regularly by the evaluators. Next, the evaluators conduct 
standardized surveys of parents, heads of child care facilities, and 
other actors to document the development of the child care ser-
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vices landscape. As in a classic external evaluation, this second 
type of data is collected independently from the program manag-
ers. The third database is called “reflections.” Reflections include 
a self-evaluation conducted by the program managers, which the 
evaluators moderate and document. Another element of the re-
flections is discussions between target groups, such as heads of 
child care facilities, and responsible politicians. This dialogue is 
a kind of political consultation procedure organized by the city of 
Lucerne. The evaluators contribute to the discussions by present-
ing results of their work, and they make use of the results of the 
exchange as additional empirical material. 

The empirical bases of the evaluation were chosen with the 
intention of closely coordinating the evaluation process with the 
needs of the program managers and still retaining the distanced 
view of the evaluators. 

The evaluation team has been consistently included in the in-
formation of the city parliament, the city council and the public. 
The evaluators were and are included also in difficult discussions 
with target groups. In addition, the evaluators participate in the 
monthly strategy meetings of the responsible department of the 
city administration. For one, the tight integration of the evalua-
tion in the pilot project gives the evaluation team insight into 
central challenges of the pilot project without any extra effort 
required on the part of the program managers. The evaluators are 
always up-to-date and informed about pending decisions, options 
under discussion, and the solutions chosen. In this way, no factor 
can be forgotten that promotes or hinders the impact of the pro-
gram. For another, the evaluators are in this way competent dis-
cussion partners for the program managers. Despite their close-
ness to the program, they can provide advisory support from an 
external perspective. The role of a critical friend is also strength-
ened by the fact that the evaluators also support other towns and 
cities in the planning and implementation of similar projects and 
are versed in general in family policy.

Along with the strengths of the critical friend approach men-
tioned above, there are also weaknesses. For one, the role of the 
critical friend – between bearing some responsibility for the pro-
gram and serving as an independent, external expert – is not al-
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ways clear cut. For another, the political acceptance of the results 
produced by this kind of evaluation may be rather low. If in the 
end the evaluation yields positive results on the program, oppo-
nents of child care vouchers will likely cast doubts on the inde-
pendence of the evaluation findings. At the present time, howev-
er, these problems have not yet appeared. It is hoped that the re-
sults of the pilot project will be so clear that opponents and sup-
porters will be convinced by the facts.

3.4 Fourth question: What evaluation design should be the 
basis of the evaluation?

3.4.1 The idea …

In the literature, the term evaluation design is not used uniformly.
For some evaluators, deciding on the design of the examination 
starts already when stating the problem and ends with conducting 
“feedback workshops to assist the client group in reviewing and 
discussing draft evaluation reports” (Stufflebeam & Shinkfield,
2007, p. 493 ff.).

Here we argue for using the term evaluation design in a nar-
rower sense. The determination of the benchmark for assessing 
the examined object is considered the heart of the evaluation de-
sign. This is because, following Scriven’s postulated science of 
valuing (see section 2.3), we conceive of evaluations as an act of 
transparent assessment of the merit, worth, and value of pro-
grams. This is not possible without making comparisons. The 
ideal of the controlled experiment as described by Campbell and 
Stanley (1963) can be seen as a starting point for the develop-
ment of an evaluation design. This does not mean that we view 
the experimental design as the gold standard of evaluation re-
search. But it does mean that we find it decisive for the evalua-
tion design to make clear to what benchmark the assessment of 
the program being evaluated will be compared. 

It has been shown that it is in most cases neither possible nor 
adequate to implement the classic experimental design in every-
day evaluation practice. This has several reasons: First, it is usu-
ally not at all possible to undertake random assignment to inter-
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vention group and control group. Second, in many cases ethical 
and political reasons demand equal treatment of all citizens, so 
that it is not possible to form a control group with the same start-
ing conditions. And third, there are justified methodological res-
ervations concerning the meaningfulness of evaluations that are 
based on experimental designs (Pawson & Tilley, 1997; Farring-
ton, 2003). For these reasons, method-oriented evaluation theore-
ticians have developed numerous alternative designs to achieve 
isolation of the effects of the programs (Fitzpatrick, Sanders, & 
Worthen, 2004). The point is always to establish what data 
should be collected when (before and/or after starting the politi-
cal program) and on what objects (test group or some type of 
control group). 

In the evaluation literature the distinction is often made be-
tween comparative and noncomparative evaluation designs 
(Stufflebeam & Shinkfield, 2007, p. 22). Whereas comparative 
designs often stand in the tradition of Campbell, especially single 
case studies are held to be the prototype of noncomparative de-
signs (Klöti & Widmer, 1997). As mentioned, we are convinced
that evaluations always contain comparative aspects. Here, three 
types of comparisons can be distinguished: Target/actual com-
parisons compare the objectives pursued with the actual results
of a program. In evaluation practice single case studies are often 
based on (implicit) target/actual comparisons. Single case studies 
are highly accepted in evaluation practice, because they make 
possible richly faceted insights into the connections between in-
tervention and program. With this approach, causal relationships 
connecting structures, processes, and results can be identified
(Bude, 2003; Blatter, Janning, & Wagemann, 2007). Longitudi-
nal comparisons base on observation at different time points, or 
on the gathering of retrospectively assessed situations. They are 
used when the temporal development of a project is to be studied.
Longitudinal comparisons can be planned as a simple compari-
son of the situation before and after the introduction of a program 
(Kirchgässner & Wolters, 2006). But it is more correct methodo-
logically to carry out measurements over a longer time period.
Finally, in cross-sectional comparisons different groups are 
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compared with respect to the factors of interest (Klöti & Widmer,
1997, p. 189). 

Many times, the assessment of a program takes place on the 
basis of a comparison and synthesis of the results of various 
comparisons. The classic experimental design, for example, can 
be seen as a combination of a longitudinal comparison and a 
cross-sectional comparison. In the case of combination of differ-
ent comparisons, evaluation science speaks of triangulation
(Flick, 2008). Triangulation, which is commonly used particular-
ly in the social sciences, serves to provide higher plausibility and 
credibility to research findings, because a series of various meas-
urements or analyses produce a more valid analysis in the aggre-
gation. The idea is that we can be more confident about a result,
if different methods or perspectives lead to the same finding.
Weaknesses of the one method are balanced out through the 
strengths of the other, because in this way, errors, problems, or 
measurement inaccuracies can be revealed. Denzin (1970) identi-
fied four basic types of triangulation: data triangulation, investi-
gator triangulation, theory triangulation, and methodological tri-
angulation. In 1994 we developed the idea of conceptional trian-
gulation, meaning that different sorts of comparisons can be 
combined in one single evaluation (Balthasar & Knöpfel, 1994). 

3.4.2 … and the practical application

The evaluation of the child care vouchers pilot project uses tar-
get/actual comparisons, longitudinal comparisons, and cross-
sectional comparisons.

Target/actual comparisons are carried out in particular with 
regard to development of child care supply and the financial re-
quirements. The target values are the values listed in the city 
council’s (Stadtrat) report to the legislature (Grosser Stadtrat),
with figures on supply development and the associated costs of 
the pilot project (Stadt Luzern, 2009). Further target values were 
established with the project management before the start of the 
project.

Longitudinal comparisons are used for almost all questions.
For example, it is examined whether the introduction of child 
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care vouchers improves the supply situation in the area of child 
care services.

Cross-sectional comparisons are used, for one, in the evalua-
tion of the child care vouchers where different types of child care 
facilities are compared (such as day care facility with previous 
subsidies versus day care facility with no subsidies up to now; 
day care facilities versus childminders; company day care versus
other day care facilities). For another, the developments of the 
child care supply in Lucerne are compared with the development 
in cities without a voucher system (comparison with/without 
measure).

Table 4: Comparison levels of the evaluation
Levels of comparison Data collection

Target/actual comparison Survey of parents
Survey of day care facilities/childminders
Self-evaluation by project management
Discussions with actor groups
Interviews with experts

Longitudinal comparison Monitoring of system data
Documentation of discussions at project 
events

Cross-sectional comparison Interviews with experts
“Observation”

In the “reflections” part of the evaluation the results of the 
different comparisons carried out during the evaluation are com-
pared and cross-checked, in the sense of triangulation. This pro-
cedure accords with the perspectivism, or multiple accounts,
propagated by Scriven (Shadish et al., 1991, p. 76). Unanimous 
triangulation findings are not interpreted as a more exact but ra-
ther as a more stable picture of reality. Conflicting findings be-
tween the different methods prompt the carrying out of more in-
depth analyses.
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3.5 Fifth Question: How is the information gathered and 
analyzed? 

3.5.1 The idea …

Methodologically speaking, evaluation is empirical social re-
search. This means that it is based on empirical material and that 
it analyzes the material adequately. For this reason, in the context 
of the evaluation it must be clarified how the information that is 
essential for assessment of a program should be gathered and an-
alyzed. The literature on information gathering and information 
analysis in the context of evaluation is broad (see, for example,
Meyer, 2010; World Bank, 2010), and it can be extensively com-
plemented by the literature on the techniques of social research 
(for example, Flick, 2005; Diekmann, 2007). 

It is not the place here to discuss even some of these methods. 
However, it is important to make sure that all evaluation ques-
tions can be answered with the methods being applied. The criti-
cal friend approach attaches great importance to program manag-
ers’ and decision makers’ understanding how the answers to the 
questions were reached. To reach that goal, quantitative and qual-
itative methods can be used alongside each other with equal val-
ue. In addition to information from surveys and interviews, also 
official or unofficial statistics, counts, and observations are often 
used to answer the evaluation questions. If surveys are to be con-
ducted, it is important to first identify the persons or groups 
whose feedback can best be used to answer the evaluation ques-
tions. Depending on the questions, these can be the target groups, 
those commissioning the evaluation, the program managers, or 
external experts. In special cases it can also make sense to survey 
people who are completely uninvolved – for example, when the 
question is about the image or perception of a program by the 
public. 

After collection of the information it needs to be analyzed by
processing the information into data. In this process, a systematic
comparison of parallelism and differences in the data and a criti-
cal examination of the results are considered to be a standard in 
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qualified social science (Meyer, 2010, p. 216; see also Roth,
1999).

3.5.2 … and the practical application

The evaluation of the child care vouchers pilot project uses a 
combination of quantitative and qualitative methods. It is based 
in total on three information bases.

Information Basis I: Monitoring of system data
In continuous monitoring, information that is produced in con-
nection with the carrying out of the project by the city is recorded 
electronically and analyzed by the evaluation team.

Table 5: Monitoring data
Source of information Information (examples)

Application form for 
parents (including con-
firmation by the city)

Number of children who receive child care vouchers
Number and composition of households with subsidized chil-
dren (one-parent or two-parent household; number of subsi-
dized children in the household, etc.)
Extent and type of employment outside the home of parents
Taxable income and assets

Confirmation form of
day care facility
/childminders exchange

Name of the child care provider
Mutually agreed number of hours of care per child and day
Day care facility: parents’ contribution per day

Accounting data Total value of vouchers
Administrative costs

In the starting phase, the most important data on development 
of supply and demand and the accompanying financial require-
ments were analyzed at relatively short intervals (monthly) by the 
evaluation team. Since 2010 these data have been analyzed quar-
terly.
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Information Basis II: Standardized surveys on development of the 
child care services landscape
The second information base comprises quantitative standardized 
survey data that make possible systematic assessment of the de-
velopment of the childcare services landscape in the city of Lu-
cerne. 

For this, there was first a written questionnaire for parents
who have children in child care outside the home. The question-
naire focused on assessing satisfaction with the child care ser-
vices provider (criteria for selecting the child care provider, rat-
ing of education and care, etc.). The parents were surveyed for 
the first time (baseline measurement) in 2009. The second parent 
survey was conducted in the spring of 2011. A written question-
naire was chosen, because this is the best way to reach the par-
ents. The questionnaires are sent by postal service in cooperation 
with the child care services providers. For their part, they gain 
the possibility to use the survey results (in anonymized form) for 
their internal quality development processes. 

Second, there is a survey of the providers of child care ser-
vices (on form of organization, financial bases, number of child 
care slots, etc.). This survey was also conducted at two time 
points (baseline measurement in January 2009; second survey in 
the spring of 2011). 

The analysis of these data is done by the evaluators using de-
scriptive and analytical methods.

Information Basis III: Reflections
It is the explicit aim of the evaluation to have the project man-
agement and various relevant actor groups (child care services 
providers, parents, employers, representatives of government, 
possibly politicians) comment on the status of implementation, 
topic-specific emphases, eventual problems, and possible ways to 
optimize. The various assessments are gathered qualitatively via 
a total of four information sources, and they form the Information 
Basis III of the evaluation:

The first instrument is a systematic process of self-evaluation
by the project management, supported by the evaluation team. 
The content of the self-evaluation focuses on the implementation 
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process, the outputs, and the outcome with the target groups. In 
this way the strengths and weaknesses of the program are elabo-
rated from the viewpoint of the program management, and the 
optimization need for the following year is determined. The as-
sessment is made, among other things, according to previously 
defined goals and indicators. The program management carried 
out the self-evaluation in May 2009, April 2010, and April 2011. 
The results, along with further information and evaluation re-
sults, are discussed at a meeting with the advisory group of the 
program whose members are representatives of the city, canton, 
the federal government, and the evaluation team. This synthesis 
serves optimization of the project and forms the basis of the defi-
nition of program management’s objectives for the following 
year.

Second, the evaluation includes group discussions with actors
involved in the pilot project on various topics. The discussions 
are conducted based on the methodology of the focus group dis-
cussion (Morgan & Krueger, 1998). In groups of maximal 10 
persons, perceptions, opinions, and ideas are exchanged, and they 
are documented by the evaluators. The positions of fellow dis-
cussion participants work as a stimulus, so that this method clear-
ly produces more information than interviews with single persons 
conducted in succession do. Group discussions are held with rep-
resentatives of the child care services providers (day care facili-
ties, childminders), parents, and employers.

Third, during the course of the project the city holds various 
events for the actor groups involved (such as information events, 
echo groups with child care facilities, workshops on quality de-
velopment, etc.). The evaluators document the discussions at the-
se events and include them in the ongoing evaluation. 

To include also the assessments of further relevant actors, 
there is a plan for additional interviews with experts. These ex-
perts will be, for example, representatives of the administration
(such as the welfare department), the social services director of 
the city of Lucerne, representatives of municipalities in the ag-
glomeration involved in the project, and so on).

The following figure shows data collection and submission of 
reports in the planned time sequence.
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Figure 3: Empirical bases and chronology of the evaluation
2009 2010

Federal Funding

Planning Phase Implementation Phase

Synthesis

Evaluation of Pilot Project

Monitoring 
of System Data

Jan JulyApril Oct

JanSurvey
Parents

Survey
Day care facilities/Childminder exchange

Jan

May

May

Oct
Group Discussions
With Actor Groups

Documentation of Discussions at 
Project Events

Information Basis III: Examinations

March April

ongoing

(Meetings:       Report:      )

2011 2012 2013

Self-Evaluation
Project Directors

Interviews with Experts

May April

Jan JulyApril Oct Jan JulyApril Oct

April

Oct

March April Oct

May June

June April May

Jan

Dec

Information Basis II: Standardized Surveys on Developments in the
Area of Child Care Services

Information Basis I: Monitoring of System Data

March

3.6 Sixth question: What is planned to promote and support 
use of the evaluation?

3.6.1 The idea …

“In the end, the worth of evaluations must be judged by their util-
ity” (Rossi et al., 1999, p. 431). The fundamental practical orien-
tation of evaluations is hardly disputed by evaluation specialists
(see section 2.2). However, the extent to which evaluations are of 
use in practice is disputed. Mainly older studies found that evalu-
ation findings are not utilized sufficiently (Stockmann & Meyer,
2010). However, in those studies usefulness was understood ex-
clusively as direct practical utility, for example in the form of the 
implementing evaluations’ recommendations. In addition to this 
instrumental utilization, more recent studies identified also con-
ceptual, process-related, symbolic, and other use dimensions 
(Balthasar, 2007). The conceptual utilization of evaluations has 
to do with indirect effects through “gradual sedimentation of in-
sights, theories, concepts and ways of looking at the world” 
(Weiss, 1977, p. 535). Process-related utilization takes place 



“Critical Friend Approach” in Evaluation 217

when actors gain insights into the program that affect their be-
havior due to their participation in the evaluation process alone –
and not due to the evaluation results (Vedung, 1999, p. 242). 
Symbolic utilization of evaluation findings occurs when deci-
sion-makers utilize evaluations to confirm their views and to ob-
tain legitimation (Henry & Rog, 1998, p. 90). If the analysis is 
extended to the various dimensions of utilization, the judgment 
on the utilization of evaluations is more optimistic. A study that 
we conducted in 2007 of all of the about 300 evaluations com-
missioned by the federal government of Switzerland between 
1999 and 2002 (Balthasar, 2008) revealed that two-thirds of the 
evaluators rated the utilization of the evaluations that they had 
conducted as high or rather high.

Just as important as insight into the diversity of the dimen-
sions of utilization is the fact that the utilization of evaluations 
and their findings is determined by very different factors (Bal-
thasar, 2007; see also Cousins & Leithwood, 1993). Empirical 
analyses showed that the utilization of evaluations in Switzerland 
depended decisively on interest in the results on the part of the 
program managers (Balthasar, 2007). The critical friend approach 
takes these findings into account. It attaches importance to ensur-
ing that the evaluation answers the questions that are important to 
program managers and decision makers, that the results are 
communicated in their language, and that care is taken to deliver 
the information to potential users at the right point in time. This 
is in line generally with Patton’s concept of utilization-focused 
evaluation (Patton, 1997). 
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3.6.2 … and the practical application
The step named “Synthesis” in Figure 3 shows only parts of the 
actual contributions of the evaluation that inform the process of 
further developing the pilot project. As explained above in sec-
tion 3.3.1, the program managers and the evaluators of the child 
care vouchers pilot project in the city of Lucerne are in steady
communication with each other. No week passes without the mu-
tual exchange of information. In this way there is steady utiliza-
tion of the knowledge that accumulates through the evaluation.

To discuss the results of the three information bases I, II, and 
III, semi-annual meetings are held with the project management, 
the decision makers, and the advisory group of the project. After 
the first pilot project year, a synthesis report had to be written 
and presented to the city council in the summer of 2010 (Müller 
& Bürgi, 2010). The report was presented at a workshop to an 
interested audience in September 2010. A second, more exten-
sive synthesis report was written in mid 2011. That report will be 
the basis for the planning and design of the child care system in 
the city of Lucerne after conclusion of the pilot project at the end 
of 2012. After the conclusion of the pilot project a short, summa-
rizing synthesis report will be written. For one, this report has 
legitimizing character, as it documents the results of the pilot 
project in Lucerne over the entire time period. For another, it can 
also be useful to cantons and municipalities that also intend to 
introduce child care vouchers. 

4 Conclusion

The critical friend approach was described above along six cen-
tral questions. The explanations made it clear that the approach 
has various theoretical roots and that it cannot be assigned com-
pletely to any of the three branches of evaluation theory outlined 
in section 2. In the tradition of the methods-based evaluation the-
ories, the approach attaches importance to methodological rigor. 
This explains the importance of the logic model as the starting 
point for the critical friend approach and the importance of a 
clearly recognizable design for methodologically traceable isola-
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tion of the program effects. In the tradition of the values-based 
evaluation theories, the critical friend approach sees evaluation as 
assessment on the basis of comprehensible criteria. The evaluator 
is expected to deliver clear statements on the strengths and the 
weaknesses of the project. This assessment is usually carried out 
on the basis of multiple perspectives, as proposed especially by 
Scriven and as practiced in qualitative research under the key-
word “triangulation”: “Perspectivism accommodates the need for 
multiple accounts of reality as perspectives from which we build 
up a true picture, not as a set of true pictures of different and in-
consistent realities” (Scriven, as cited in Shadish et al., 1991, p. 
76). Finally, the critical friend approach also stands in the tradi-
tion of Patton’s utilization-focused evaluation, for evaluations 
aim to contribute to the optimization of policy making. In con-
trast to Patton, however, the critical friend approach stresses the 
importance of a logic model as a common ground for all parties 
involved in the evaluation process. In addition, the critical friend 
approach focuses – in contrast to Patton – on data that does not 
need further interpretation by the evaluator or by the program 
management. There is an affinity with the CIPP approach by
Stufflebeam (2000). Stufflebeam attaches importance to an all-
embracing evaluation of context (C), input (I), process (P), and 
product (P) of a project. Similar to the critical friend approach,
the CIPP model is used to assess both formative and summative 
assignments, and evaluation is seen as an “ongoing monitoring” 
of the implementation process. Stufflebeam’s approach can help 
to plan activities and to improve the project. The CIPP model is 
different from the critical friend approach in that it is not based 
on a common logical model, and it does not stress the importance 
of unambiguous indicators. In Stufflebeam’s model the evaluator 
more or less gives up his critical distance and becomes part of the 
project management. 

In the following, we examine the possibilities and limitations 
of our approach. We do so upon the background of quality stand-
ards of evaluation that have become largely accepted in the Unit-
ed States and also in Europe. Finally, we broaden our view be-
yond the critical friend approach and discuss the problems of 
evaluation as a part of policy analysis.
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4.1 Possibilities and limitations of the critical friend approach

The acceptance of evaluations depends strongly on their quality. 
Whereas broadly accepted quality standards have existed for a 
longer time in classic social science research, at least for quanti-
tative research, corresponding considerations for evaluation re-
search are more recent. In the course of the professionalization of 
evaluation, various initiatives were taken in the United States in 
the late 1970s to capture the diverse dimensions of evaluation 
using a set of criteria (Widmer, 2000). Particularly important 
were the Standards for Evaluation of Educational Programs, Pro-
jects, and Material published in 1981 by the Joint Committee on 
Standards for Educational Evaluation (Joint Committee & Sand-
ers, 2000). With regard to their methodological orientation, these 
standards follow a relatively open approach. They form the basis 
for the evaluation standards developed in recent years in several 
European countries. The evaluation standards of the Swiss Eval-
uation Society, for example, distinguish four quality dimensions, 
each having between three and four individual standards (Wid-
mer, Landert, & Bachmann, 2000):

A total of eight utility standards “guarantee that an evaluation 
is oriented to the information needs of the intended users of the 
evaluation” (Widmer et al., 2000, p. 4). Required here are, for 
example: explicit identification of persons participating in, and 
affected by, an evaluation, clarification of the objectives of an 
evaluation, and transparency of the results for the intended users 
of the evaluation.

Three feasibility standards ensure that an evaluation is con-
ducted in a realistic and cost-conscious manner. Evaluation pro-
cedures should be designed such that there is minimal disruption 
of the evaluation object; the cost-benefit relationship should be as 
optimal as possible; and “the various positions of the different 
interests involved are taken into account in planning” (Widmer et 
al., 2000, p. 7).

Six propriety standards “ensure that an evaluation is carried 
out in a legal and ethical manner” (Widmer et al., 2000, p. 7). 
This means, among other things, that written agreements specify 
the duties of the parties who agree to conduct an evaluation, the 
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personal rights of individuals are ensured, and the strengths and 
weaknesses that exist in the object being evaluated are reported 
completely. One especially challenging standard for the critical 
friend approach is the requirement to declare conflicts of inter-
ests. Evaluators should be especially explicit about their own in-
terests and values concerning the conduct and outcomes of an 
evaluation. 

Finally, ten accuracy standards ensure that an evaluation is 
conducted with scientific rigor, so that “the evaluation produces 
and disseminates valid and usable information” (Widmer et al. 
2000, p. 10). It must be guaranteed that the object of the evalua-
tion, context, methods, and sources of information are document-
ed, that the reliability of the analyses is assured, and that “the 
conclusions reached in an evaluation are explicitly substantiated” 
(Widmer, 2000, p. 12).

This list sounds clear and comprehensible, but the individual 
standards are difficult to meet in everyday evaluation practice. In 
particular, the accuracy standards often collide with the standards 
for timely reporting and the standards on data protection, so that 
frequently, the four groups of criteria can be fulfilled only in part.
The evaluation standards are therefore to be understood as the 
ideal – not as minimal standards but more as maximal standards 
(Widmer 2000, p. 92). A closer look also shows that cutting 
across the four dimensions and the diverse individual standards, 
there are mainly three groups of principles for all evaluations that 
should be applied at all levels: These are methodological sound-
ness, practical relevance, and transparency of the evaluation pro-
cess. 

These three principles are also the guidelines of the evalua-
tion of the child care vouchers pilot project in the city of Lu-
cerne. Experiences show that the critical friend approach is prov-
ing its worth for ensuring the utility standards. The evaluation 
has already now been able to establish itself as an important ele-
ment of a learning organization in the administration of the city 
of Lucerne. Members of the evaluation team are consulted when 
important strategic decisions are pending by the city council; 
evaluation team members participate at internal meetings held for 
the purpose of clarifying fundamental questions; and they are 
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important contacts for public relations work. At the same time, 
their closeness to the program makes it possible to take up topics 
relevant to the evaluation in a timely manner and – as far as pos-
sible – to integrate them into the evaluation or have them handled 
by the administration.

Whether or not the approach sufficiently satisfies the re-
quirements of methodological soundness and transparency can-
not be assessed conclusively by us. However, it is our opinion 
that the approach will largely fulfill the demands for methodolog-
ical soundness, because it means that scientific methods are ap-
plied correctly. The publication of the intermediate and the final 
report gives a third party the opportunity to conduct a meta-
evaluation. With this tool, the adequate application of the tech-
niques used for data collection and analysis can be examined in-
dependently. In addition, to enable a meta-evaluation, attention is 
drawn to an accurate documentation of the databases. Documen-
tation is also an important requirement to secure the necessary
transparency of the evaluation process. Another critical element
of transparency is the importance given to unambiguous indica-
tors. This measurement helps to prevent the evaluators from
making biased judgments due to their limited distance to the pro-
ject. In addition, the different roles of the evaluation team – be-
tween consulting and external observation – must be stressed at 
all times. 

However, in the disclosure of interest conflicts the limitations 
of the approach become discernible. But this is a general problem 
of evaluation. Most evaluators are aware that the line between 
scientific objectivity and political conviction is often very fine.
But the problem emerges particularly clearly with the critical 
friend approach. Whereas it can already be stated at the present 
time that the evaluation, through its work and its contributions to 
project development, has earned the respect of the program man-
agers and decision makers, it remains open whether the evalua-
tion results will be accepted also by outside persons. This may be 
doubtful in the case of those stakeholders who have been critical 
of the child care vouchers pilot project from the very start. It is 
therefore conceivable that when the evaluation following the crit-
ical friend approach has been completed, an independent evalua-
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tion may have to be conducted. The evaluation ongoing at pre-
sent can do no more than to present and to archive the data col-
lected in such a way that independent summative evaluation and
a meta-evaluation will be possible.

4.2 Challenges to evaluation as part of policy analysis

Evaluations have become an important steering instrument of 
government authorities. As a consequence, the evaluation field of 
activity is strongly influenced by politics. Evaluation is predomi-
nantly contract research. Although it seldom happens that those 
commissioning an evaluation want to directly influence the eval-
uation results, they do decisively determine the evaluation object, 
in that they select the questions that the evaluation should an-
swer. For this reason, in many places evaluation activity is under 
criticism (Matthies & Simon, 2008). For instance, the added val-
ue of evaluations is disputed, and the conducting of evaluations is 
seen as a new disease called “evaluitis” (Frey, 2008, p. 125). 
More differentiated opinions criticize that as a advisory interven-
tion evaluation neglects the reference to central political science, 
especially democracy theory, that evaluation is too strongly in-
strumentally oriented, and serves even as an elitist instrument 
(see, for example, Héritier, 1993, p. 11).

Naturally, evaluations have limitations. Besides the points 
mentioned above, these limitations are due to the fact that it is 
often only partly possible to reliably trace policy effects back to 
specific measures. Moreover, due to the time and cost pressures 
on administrations, increasingly methodologically simple if not, 
to put it crudely, “quick and dirty” evaluations are requested. 
Fortunately, this development is being countered by a promising 
professionalization of the field. To this belongs the development 
of the discussion on quality standards mentioned above (see also
Rieder, 2009). 

The conducting of evaluations is without doubt not a suffi-
cient condition for rational policy, but it is at least a necessary 
condition, and it contributes towards democratic governance. 
Without transparency of the results achieved by the actions of 
government, democratic opinion formation is not possible. By 
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contributing to transparency, well-conducted evaluations support 
democratic opinion formation. In addition, they help to enlarge 
the empirical basis for policy research. To understand and ex-
plain public polities adequate knowledge of the policies is need-
ed. One of the tasks of evaluation is to provide that knowledge.
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