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About This Book

Why is this topic important?

Over the past decade, human resource (HR) functions, large and small, have been

expected to play an ever-expanding role in the strategic direction of their organ-

izations. Whereas at one time HR was seen primarily as an enforcer of policies, it

is now considered among top performing organizations to be a key strategic part-

ner in driving and supporting critical business objectives. HR’s ability to contrib-

ute to the organization’s bottom line involves more than aligning its talent

management accountabilities with the mission and vision of the organization. It

means continually evaluating and strengthening these accountabilities to

ensure value, meaningful impact, and competitive advantage. Given this chang-

ing role and the fact that HR costs are major expenses in all organizations,

improvements in HR program effectiveness and efficiency should be a strategic

priority for organizations of all types, including private-sector companies; local,

state, national, and international government bodies; and not-for-profit agencies.

HR program evaluation offers a well-established set of methods that are directly

applicable to meeting these challenges and to supporting the evolving role of HR

as a strategic leader in the organization.

What can the reader achieve with this book?

This book’s three primary objectives are to increase readers’ understanding of,

knowledge of, and ability to use HR program evaluation in organizations. More

specifically, it provides:

• Understanding of:

Techniques and strategies for evaluating and improving HR programs

Major steps and primary considerations when conducting an HR 

program evaluation

• Knowledge of:

How to lay groundwork and develop milestones for effective HR program 

evaluation

How to construct measures of effectiveness within the context of HR 

program evaluation
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• Ability to:

Identify and lessen or avoid the effects of potential pitfalls when 

evaluating HR programs

Identify appropriate analyses based on evaluation design

Organize and document findings so that results have impact and are 

actionable

Implement results of the evaluation to enhance the effectiveness of the 

HR program

How is the book organized?

This book divides the HR program evaluation process into six easy-to-follow

phases:

1. Identify stakeholders, evaluators, and evaluation questions

2. Plan the evaluation by identifying resource needs, milestones, and

evaluators’ roles

3. Collect the data in ways that balance the need for high-quality

information against costs

4. Analyze and interpret data in meaningful ways for future stakeholder

audiences

5. Communicate findings and insights to diverse stakeholder groups

6. Utilize the results by implementing recommendations that will improve 

or replace the program

Within each phase, the authors provide concrete steps, examples, and illustra-

tions for evaluators to follow.
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About Pfeiffer 
Pfeiffer serves the professional development and hands-on resource needs of

training and human resource practitioners and gives them products to do their

jobs better. We deliver proven ideas and solutions from experts in HR develop-

ment and HR management, and we offer effective and customizable tools to

improve workplace performance. From novice to seasoned professional, Pfeiffer

is the source you can trust to make yourself and your organization more suc-

cessful.

Essential Knowledge Pfeiffer produces insightful, practical, and com-

prehensive materials on topics that matter the most to training and HR

professionals. Our Essential Knowledge resources translate the expertise of sea-

soned professionals into practical, how-to guidance on critical workplace issues

and problems. These resources are supported by case studies, worksheets, and job

aids and are frequently supplemented with CD-ROMs, websites, and other

means of making the content easier to read, understand, and use.

Essential Tools Pfeiffer’s Essential Tools resources save time and ex-

pense by offering proven, ready-to-use materials—including exercises,

activities, games, instruments, and assessments—for use during a training

or team-learning event. These resources are frequently offered in looseleaf or

CD-ROM format to facilitate copying and customization of the material.

Pfeiffer also recognizes the remarkable power of new technologies in expand-

ing the reach and effectiveness of training. While e-hype has often created

whizbang solutions in search of a problem, we are dedicated to bringing conven-

ience and enhancements to proven training solutions. All our e-tools comply with

rigorous functionality standards. The most appropriate technology wrapped

around essential content yields the perfect solution for today’s on-the-go train-

ers and human resource professionals.

Essential resources for training and HR professionals
w w w. p f e i f f e r . c o m

 i-xxiv.fm.qxd  4/7/07  2:27 PM  Page iii



 i-xxiv.fm.qxd  4/7/07  2:27 PM  Page iv



Evaluating
Human

Resources
Programs

A 6-Phase Approach 
for Optimizing Performance

Jack E. Edwards

John C. Scott

Nambury S. Raju

John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

 i-xxiv.fm.qxd  4/7/07  2:27 PM  Page v



Copyright © 2007 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. All Rights Reserved.
Published by Pfeiffer
An Imprint of Wiley
989 Market Street, San Francisco, CA 94103-1741
www.pfeiffer.com

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or
by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise, except as permit-
ted under Section 107 or 108 of the 1976 United States Copyright Act, without either the prior written
permission of the Publisher, or authorization through payment of the appropriate per-copy fee to the
Copyright Clearance Center, Inc., 222 Rosewood Drive, Danvers, MA 01923, 978-750-8400, fax 978-
646-8600, or on the web at www.copyright.com. Requests to the Publisher for permission should be ad-
dressed to the Permissions Department, John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 111 River Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030,
201-748-6011, fax 201-748-6008, or online at http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions.

Limit of Liability/Disclaimer of Warranty: While the publisher and author have used their best efforts in
preparing this book, they make no representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or complete-
ness of the contents of this book and specifically disclaim any implied warranties of merchantability or fit-
ness for a particular purpose. No warranty may be created or extended by sales representatives or written
sales materials. The advice and strategies contained herein may not be suitable for your situation. You
should consult with a professional where appropriate. Neither the publisher nor author shall be liable for
any loss of profit or any other commercial damages, including but not limited to special, incidental, conse-
quential, or other damages.

Readers should be aware that Internet websites offered as citations and/or sources for further information
may have changed or disappeared between the time this was written and when it is read.

For additional copies/bulk purchases of this book in the U.S. please contact 800-274-4434.

Pfeiffer books and products are available through most bookstores. To contact Pfeiffer directly call 
our Customer Care Department within the U.S. at 800-274-4434, outside the U.S. at 317-572-3985, 
fax 317-572-4002, or visit www.pfeiffer.com.

Pfeiffer also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats. Some content that appears in print may
not be available in electronic books.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Edwards, Jack E.
Evaluating human resources programs : a 6-phase approach for optimizing 

performance / Jack E. Edwards, John C. Scott, Nambury S. Raju.
p. cm.

ISBN 978-0-7879-9487-7 (cloth : alk. paper)
1. Personnel management—Evaluation.  2. Human capital—Management.  I. Scott, 
John C. (John Carlson), 1955–  II. Raju, Nambury S.  III. Title. 

HF5549.E415 2007
658.3'01—dc22 2007008709

Acquiring Editor: Matt Davis
Director of Development: Kathleen Dolan Davies
Developmental Editor: Susan Rachmeler
Production Editor: Dawn Kilgore
Editor: Rebecca Taff
Composition and technical art: Leigh McLellan Design
Manufacturing Supervisor: Becky Carreño
Printed in the United States of America

Printing 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

 i-xxiv.fm.qxd  4/7/07  2:27 PM  Page vi

www.pfeiffer.com


This book is dedicated to 
our friend, mentor, and co-author, Nam Raju, 
who died shortly before we finished our book. 

While his absence will leave a void that can’t be filled, 
his presence truly made the world a better place and 
provided many wonderful memories for all who were 

lucky enough to have known him.

 i-xxiv.fm.qxd  4/7/07  2:27 PM  Page vii



 i-xxiv.fm.qxd  4/7/07  2:27 PM  Page viii



CONTENTS

List of Tables, Figures, and Exhibits xvii

Preface xix

A Few Words of Thanks xxiii

Overview: Human Resources (HR) 
Program Evaluation

Chapter Objectives 1

Use the Approach That Best Addresses Your HR Program 
Evaluation’s Objectives 5

Use Goal-Based Evaluations to Focus on Program Objectives 5

Use Process-Based Evaluations to Focus on 

Workflow and Procedures 7

Use Outcome-Based Evaluations to Focus on Results 9

Integrate Ongoing and Periodic Program Evaluations 
into the Operation of HR Programs 10

Enhance HR Program Performance Through Ongoing

Formative Program Evaluation 10

Enhance HR Program Performance Through Periodic 

Summative Program Evaluation 13

Consider Our General Philosophy of HR Program 
Evaluation 14

ix

 i-xxiv.fm.qxd  4/7/07  2:27 PM  Page ix



x CONTENTS

Be Prepared to Address Potential Excuses for Not 
Conducting an HR Program Evaluation 15

Potential Excuse 1: The Resources Required 

to Conduct a Program Evaluation Are Better 

Spent on Administering the Program 16

Potential Excuse 2: Program Effectiveness 

Is Impossible to Measure 18

Potential Excuse 3: There Are Too Many 

Variables to Do a Good Study 19

Potential Excuse 4: No One Is Asking for 

an Evaluation, So Why Bother? 20

Potential Excuse 5: “Negative” Results Will Hurt My Program 21

A Look at How the Remainder of the Book Is Organized 22
Phase 1: Identify Stakeholders, Evaluators, and 

Evaluation Questions 23

Phase 2: Plan the Evaluation 24

Phase 3: Collect Data 24

Phase 4: Analyze and Interpret Data 25

Phase 5: Communicate Findings and Insights 25

Phase 6: Utilize the Results 25

Deviate from Our Approach When It Makes Sense 
for Your Evaluation 26

Phase 1: Identify Stakeholders, 
Evaluators, and Evaluation Questions

Chapter Objectives 29

Identify Stakeholder Groups 30
Decide on Internal Stakeholders First 31

Consider the Perspectives of Unions and Their Members 37

Don’t Forget That There Are External Stakeholder Groups 38

Identify the Evaluation Team 41
Ask, “How Big Should the Team Be?” 42

Ask, “Who Should Be on the Team?” 43

 i-xxiv.fm.qxd  4/7/07  2:27 PM  Page x



Ask, “Who Should Lead the Evaluation Team?” 47

Ask, “Should the Evaluation Team Write a Charter?” 47

Identify Evaluation Questions 50
Determine the Types of Evaluation Questions That Match 

the Evaluation Objectives 51

Develop and Refine Evaluation Questions 56

Attend to Desirable Characteristics When Selecting 

Criterion Measures 58

Conclusions 69

Phase 2: Plan the Evaluation

Chapter Objectives 71

Determine the Resources Needed to Conduct the 
Evaluation 73

Develop a Preliminary Budget 74

Set Milestones with Dates—Making a Commitment 

Is Hard to Do 78

Lay Out Plans for Data Collection 83
Determine Desirable Attributes for the Data That Will 

Be Collected 84

Remind the Team of All the Sources and Methods 

They Might Use 86

Decide Whether Pledges of Anonymity or Confidentiality 

Will Be Needed 87

Avoid or Minimize Common Data Collection Errors 91

Decide When a Census or Sample Should Be Used 96

Identify the Data Analyses Before the Data Are Collected 100

Plan the Procedures for Supplying Feedback 101

Enhance Buy-In from Top Management 103
Provide an Overview of the Program Evaluation Plan 104

Prepare to Defend the Budget 105

Conclusions 108

CONTENTS xi

 i-xxiv.fm.qxd  4/7/07  2:27 PM  Page xi



Phase 3: Collect Data

Chapter Objectives 109

Select Optimum Data Collection Methods and 
Data Sources 110

Use Internal Documents and Files—Current and Historical 114

Gather Internal and External Perceptual Data 115

Assess Internal Processes and Procedural Information 117

Utilize External Documents and Environmental Scans 119

Don’t Forget Other Types of Evaluation Data 121

Use Evaluation Research Designs That Address Practical
Constraints 123

Subgroup Comparisons 124

Before-and-After Comparisons 126

Time-Series Designs 128

Case Studies 129

Enhance Data Quality During Data Collection 131
Check for Potential Vested Interests or Biases 131

Document Procedures and Data 133

Match Evaluators’ Skill Sets to Types of Assignments 134

Pilot-Test Procedures and Instruments 137

Train the Data Collectors 138

Obtain the Same Data with More Than One Method When

Resources Permit 140

Verify the Data 142

Beware of Becoming Sidetracked During Data Collection 142
Avoid Excessive Data Collection 143

Monitor Data Collection Schedules Closely 144

Conclusions 145

xii CONTENTS

 i-xxiv.fm.qxd  4/7/07  2:27 PM  Page xii



Phase 4: Analyze and Interpret Data

Chapter Objectives 147

Create and Modify a Database 148
Design Data Codes 149

Design the Database 154

Decide What, If Anything, Needs to Be Done About 

Missing Data 157

Take Full Advantage of Descriptive Statistics 163
Consider the Many Types of Descriptive Statistics Available 

to the Team 163

Look for Opportunities to Use Descriptive Statistics with 

Qualitative Data 166

Address Additional Concerns in Deciding Whether 
Inferential Statistics Are Appropriate 167

Balance the Concerns for Type I vs. Type II Error Rates 

When Using Statistical Tests 170

Determine Whether You Are Really Using the Alpha Level 

That You Said You Would Use 172

Be Clear in Understanding What Statistical Significance Is 

and Is Not 173

Use Inferential Analyses If Warranted and Underlying 

Assumptions Can Be Met 176

Look for Areas in Which Findings Support and Conflict 
with Other Findings 177

Conclusions 178

Phase 5: Communicate Findings and Insights

Chapter Objectives 181

Stick to the Basics Found in Any Good Communication
Strategy 183

Maintain Confidentiality When It Was Promised 184

Adapt Communications to the Audience’s Skills and Needs 186

CONTENTS xiii

 i-xxiv.fm.qxd  4/7/07  2:27 PM  Page xiii



Get to the Bottom Line Early 187

Determine What to Do with Findings That Do Not Fit 188

Tie It All Together: Findings→Conclusions→Recommendations 190

Depict Findings and Recommendations Visually 191
Picture the Situation to Let Stakeholders See How It Really 

Is or Might Be 192

Show Stakeholders a Path Through the Process 194

Clarify Numerical Findings with Graphs 196

Use a Table to Convey Easily Misunderstood Information 202

Deliver the Product Orally and in Writing 204
Share Findings When the Promise Has Been Made 204

Use Briefings to Put the Word Out Quickly and Answer 

Questions 205

Write a Report to Preserve Information and Organize 

Documentation for Storage 210

Conclusions 214

Phase 6: Utilize the Results

Chapter Objectives 215

Adjust, Replace In-House, or Outsource the HR Program 217
Adjust the Existing Program 220

Replace the Existing Program 223

Outsource the Existing Program 226

Leverage Insights Relevant to Evaluation Use 227
Build Team Accountability and Skill 227

Involve Stakeholders Early and Often to Increase the Odds 

That Results Are Used 229

Incorporate Proven Strategies for Implementing Results 231
Build Expertise to Engage Stakeholders 231

Leverage Politics 233

Manage Resistance 234

Establish Follow-Up Responsibilities 235

xiv CONTENTS

 i-xxiv.fm.qxd  4/7/07  2:27 PM  Page xiv



Be Timely and Communicate 236

Follow Up with Hard Data 237

Conclusions 237

References 241

Author Index 251

Subject Index 253

About the Authors 261

CONTENTS xv

 i-xxiv.fm.qxd  4/7/07  2:27 PM  Page xv



 i-xxiv.fm.qxd  4/7/07  2:27 PM  Page xvi



List of Tables, Figures, 
and Exhibits

Tables
0.1 Distinguishing Characteristics for Three General Strategies to HR

Program Evaluation 6

0.2 A Contrast of Typical Characteristics Found in Formative and

Summative Program Evaluations 11

1.1 Assessing Various Types of Program Evaluators Against Numerous

Criteria 48

1.2 Desirable Characteristics for Criteria 60

2.1 Example of Milestone Information Found in a Project Plan 80

2.2 Five Types of Error That Should Be of Concern During Data 

Collection 92

2.3 Organizing HR Program Evaluation Plans—An Example 106

3.1 Data Collection Methods and Data Sources Used in HR Program

Evaluation 111

3.2 Examples of Quasi-Experimental Designs 125

4.1 Missing Data in an Evaluation of a Health Benefits Program 159

4.2 Descriptive Statistics Often Cited in HR Program Evaluations 165

4.3 Findings-Confirmation Matrix 179

5.1 An Example of Numerical Information Displayed in a Table 203

6.1 Cumulative Return on Investment (ROI) Associated with 

Selection Program Replacement 219

Figures
0.1 Our Six-Phase Approach to HR Program Evaluation 23

1.1 Common Stakeholders in HR Program Evaluations 32

xvii

 i-xxiv.fm.qxd  4/7/07  2:27 PM  Page xvii



2.1 The Interplay of Strategic Planning and Operational Control 

in Data Collection 85

3.1 Quality Control Actions to Enhance Data Collection 132

4.1 Type I and Type II Errors in an Evaluation of a Training Program 171

5.1 An Example of an Electronic Picture 193

5.2 An Example of a Schematic Showing a Process 195

5.3 An Example of Contrasting Numerical Graphs 198

5.4 An Example of a Stacked Bar Chart 201

6.1 Phase 6 Steps in Program Evaluation—Implementation and 

Continuous Improvement 238

Exhibits
4.1 Quantifying Narrative Information and Developing Descriptive

Statistics 168

5.1 A Case of Confidentiality 185

xviii LIST  OF  TABLES,  F IGURES,  AND EXHIB ITS

 i-xxiv.fm.qxd  4/7/07  2:27 PM  Page xviii



Preface

Why We Wrote This Book

The path to deciding to write this book was circuitous.
Around six years ago, we began editing The Human Resources

Program-Evaluation Handbook. In our preface for that book, we noted
the lack of information about program evaluation as it pertains to
human resources (HR). Our goal was to supply practitioners and re-
searchers with insights into key criteria, potential pitfalls, and general
guidance in assessing specific HR-related programs. We determined
that the best way to do this was to ask two or more authors—typically
a practitioner and an academic—to write about a single HR program
such as performance appraisal or diversity. This allowed us to seek in-
sights from content matter experts for each reviewed HR program.

Midway through the preparation of the Handbook, one of our
chapter authors asked us to conduct a workshop at the 2002 Society
for Industrial and Organizational Psychology convention. When we
were allotted only three hours for our workshop presentation, we de-
cided that the time could best be used with an orientation different
from that of the Handbook. More specifically, we prepared the work-
shop materials so that they walked participants through the steps
found in a typical program evaluation, regardless of the specific HR
program being evaluated.

The enrollment for the workshop and the comments that we
received from attendees suggested that, while our Handbook might
fill part of the earlier identified void, practitioners and academics
also needed a hands-on, practical guide to HR program evaluation.

xix
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We concluded that the additional guide should lead HR specialists
in a step-by-step fashion from the beginning of a program evalua-
tion to its conclusion. We hope this book provides that guidance.

Objectives of This Book

We have three primary objectives for this book. They are to in-
crease readers’ understanding of, knowledge of, and ability to use
HR program evaluation in organizations. Those objectives can be
further broken down as:

• Understanding of

Techniques and strategies for evaluating and improving 
HR programs

Major steps and primary considerations when conducting 
an HR program evaluation

• Knowledge of

How to lay groundwork and develop milestones for effective
HR program evaluation

How to construct measures of effectiveness within the con-
text of HR program evaluation

• Ability to

Identify and then lessen or avoid the effects of potential
pitfalls when evaluating HR programs

Identify appropriate analyses based on evaluation design

Organize and document findings so that results have impact
and are actionable

Implement results of the evaluation to enhance the effec-
tiveness of the HR program

Obtaining an understanding of the information contained in
this book will provide internal organizational members and consult-
ants with a foundation for deciding what needs to be considered in

xx PREFACE
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their roles as part of an evaluation team. Likewise, this book can act
as an introduction to HR program evaluation for graduate students
who are preparing for careers in HR. On the other hand, more ex-
perienced HR program evaluators will benefit from new perspectives
on HR program evaluation as well as from our reminders of tradi-
tional concerns.

We believe that the most effective way to use the information in
this book is to read the whole book before the HR program evaluation
starts and then refer back to a particular phase as it approaches dur-
ing the actual evaluation. While we have attempted to warn readers
about future pitfalls before they become an issue, having as much
knowledge as possible about what lies ahead during the entire process
can add peace of mind and limit rework, especially for those new to
HR program evaluation. In the way of analogy, it’s like driving down
a curvy, mountainous road. If you routinely drive the road, you will be
aware of every stop sign or other place where there is likely to be an
accident, but you must still be alert for the unexpected obstacle wait-
ing around each bend. If you have only been down the road a time or
two, signs 200 yards before a stop sign or dangerous intersection will
allow sufficient time to take appropriate action. Finally, if you have
never been down the road, a navigator giving you timely warnings
and other advice can help to avoid sudden swerves or crashes.

PREFACE xxi
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1

Overview

HUMAN RESOURCES (HR)
PROGRAM EVALUATION

“Trust but verify.”

—Ronald Reagan

Chapter Objectives

• Detail the context for human resources evaluation and show
how it can be leveraged to support HR’s evolving role as a
strategic leader

• Highlight the difference between HR metrics and HR eval-
uation and demonstrate how they should be integrated to
enhance HR program effectiveness

• Prepare program evaluators for the potential excuses that they
will hear for why an evaluation should not be performed

• Help program evaluators recognize three different evaluation
strategies

• Introduce program evaluators to a six-phase approach for HR
program evaluation

Over the past decade, HR functions, large and small, have been ex-
pected to play an ever-expanding role in the strategic direction of
their organizations. Whereas at one time HR was seen primarily as an
enforcer of policies, it is now considered among top-performing orga-
nizations to be a key strategic partner in driving and supporting criti-
cal business objectives. This paradigm shift has been the result of an
evolving realization that, when HR and line leadership collaborate on
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the achievement of organizational goals, the result is a significant com-
petitive advantage. HR’s ability to contribute to the organization’s bot-
tom line involves more than applying best practices to its talent
management accountabilities. It means closely aligning these ac-
countabilities with the mission and vision of the organization and con-
tinually evaluating the outcomes to ensure value and meaningful
impact.

HR professionals have long understood their value in helping
line organizations achieve their goals by offering critical services in
the areas of recruitment and retention, compensation and benefits,
assessment and evaluation, training, performance management, or-
ganizational development, and succession planning. What has been
lacking over the years, however, has been a systematic process for
(a) quantifying the economic contribution of these services and (b)
evaluating how well these services meet the expectations of the
clients or stakeholders served and using that information to make
improvements.

A number of metrics are now available to help HR organizations
quantify their worth and support their role in driving the business.
Some excellent strides have been made in quantifying the “intangi-
bles” associated with HR services (Fitz-enz & Davison, 2002; Sullivan,
2002). For example, through research conducted by the Saratoga In-
stitute, we now have a good handle on the costs of turnover and the
economic impact that a well-designed talent retention program can
have on the bottom line. Similarly, we are now able to calculate cred-
ible return on investment figures for a valid selection system based on
studies that show the relative worth in dollar terms of high-, average-,
and low-performing employees. Metrics are available for most of the
service areas provided by HR, including staffing, training, compensa-
tion, performance management, employee engagement, and organi-
zational effectiveness. Metrics are also available for deciding whether
outsourcing any or all of these services makes economic sense. Any
HR function, large or small, should be taking advantage of these and
other resources to establish relevant metrics to quantify the value of

2 EVALUATING HUMAN RESOURCES PROGRAMS
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their HR services and link these metrics to their organization’s objec-
tives. The establishment of metrics is a fundamental first step in
demonstrating HR’s contribution to the organization’s bottom line.

While metrics are critical and serve as the baseline criteria for
HR program success, they alone are not sufficient for establishing a
best-in-class HR organization that meets the compelling needs of
its stakeholders or helps ensure the competitive advantage of its or-
ganization. What is needed beyond the metrics is a disciplined pro-
cess for gathering, reporting, and acting on data that show why a
particular HR program or function is not performing as efficiently
as it could and how it can be improved to meet the established cri-
teria. A decision to adjust, replace, or even outsource an HR pro-
gram, or the entire HR function, needs to be driven by an accurate
assessment of key stakeholder needs, business objectives, cost, and
quality considerations, as well as any associated risk factors such as
litigation exposure that should not be guessed at or inferred. The
consequences are too significant to leave these sorts of decisions to
chance or guesswork. What is needed here is a systematic method-
ology for establishing the appropriate metrics of success for an HR
program and then determining how this program can be improved,
replaced, or outsourced to meet these success criteria.

The good news is that the field of program evaluation offers a
well-established set of methods that are directly applicable to meet-
ing these challenges and to supporting the evolving role of HR as a
strategic leader in the organization. Program evaluation is a specialty
area that gained prominence in governmental and educational insti-
tutions as a process for ensuring program accountability and contin-
uous improvement. It is an outgrowth from the commonsense belief
that programs should produce demonstrable benefits (Berk & Rossi,
1990). Program evaluation as a discipline overlays nicely onto the
HR field because it entails a systematic process for determining both
overall program worth and for building continuous course corrections
and realignment strategies. HR organizations hoping to improve or
become best-in-class providers of talent management solutions with

HR PROGRAM EVALUATION 3
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demonstrable economic contributions to the organization’s bottom
line would do well to make the evaluation of their functions and pro-
grams an ongoing activity and priority. This means developing a thor-
ough understanding of what is required to meet the organization’s
business objectives and strategies to evaluate and enhance each HR
program.

All types of organizations need to evaluate their HR programs to
determine how benefits can best be realized, assets leveraged, and po-
tential consequences from poorly administered programs minimized.
The consequences of poorly administered HR programs are not
insignificant. They can range from loss of credibility within the orga-
nization to such extreme outcomes as death resulting from an inade-
quate safety training program or extremely expensive class-action
litigation resulting from poor HR practices. Today, class-action em-
ployment litigation presents a major risk to the bottom-line health of
organizations. Unfortunately, even an accusation of improprieties in
an organization’s HR processes can lead to lengthy, costly, legal ac-
tion. Employment litigation is a threat to every aspect of business.
The best defense against litigation is a fair, balanced, and reasoned
approach to talent management and HR processes. The evaluation
of these programs is critical to ensure that they are not only meeting
the needs of the organization’s stakeholders, but that they correspond
to the various legal guidelines and professional standards.

Given that their people play a major role in the success of all or-
ganizations and that HR costs are major expenses in all organization,
improvements in HR program efficiency and effectiveness should be
a concern for organizations in both industrialized and developing
countries. Similarly, HR concerns are relevant to all types of organi-
zations: private-sector companies; local, state, national, and interna-
tional governmental bodies; and not-for-profit agencies. Moreover, it
is hard to image any type of endeavor—education, health care, pub-
lic policy, and so forth—that has an HR component and could not
function more effectively and efficiently. Therefore, we believe that
all organizations should incorporate HR program evaluation as part of
their strategic and tactical plans.

4 EVALUATING HUMAN RESOURCES PROGRAMS
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Use the Approach That Best Addresses 
Your HR Program Evaluation’s Objectives

In this section, we review three general strategies that we have found
to be particularly useful when conducting an HR program evaluation.
The three strategies differ based on the primary focus of the evalua-
tion: goals, processes, or outcomes. Table 0.1 uses a performance ap-
praisal program to illustrate various aspects of the three strategies.
More specifically, Table 0.1 provides a definition, an example, and an
evaluation question for goal-, process-, and outcome-based strategies
for HR program evaluation. While some academics or practitioners
of program evaluation might strongly advocate use of one strategy to
the near exclusion of others, it is likely that multiple strategies will be
useful for most HR program evaluations. For example, the processes
used in the day-to-day administration of a program will likely need to
be examined, even when an evaluation team emphasizes outcomes
or end results in its assessment of the program’s levels of success in
reaching its mission goals. Let’s explore each of the three approaches
shown in Table 0.1 further.

Use Goal-Based Evaluations to Focus 
on Program Objectives

Hopefully, the design and implementation phases of an HR program
included development of a specific statement about what the HR
program was meant to achieve. Such a mission statement, along with
any subsequent modifications, would help in the identification of the
primary criteria for assessing how well those goals had been met.
Using a recruitment program as the example, the program’s goals
might include statements such as (a) 90 percent of the positions will
be refilled within sixty days of someone leaving the organization, (b)
no more than 5 percent of the new hires will leave voluntarily within
the first two years after starting work, (c) the experience-level mix
of the new hires will be approximately 75 percent new college grad-
uates and 25 percent experienced talent, and (d) the demographic

HR PROGRAM EVALUATION 5
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mix of new hires will meet the organization’s equal employment op-
portunity utilization targets.

While the cited level of detail and quantification for the exam-
ple recruitment program is desirable, the goal or mission statement
for many programs may be much less specific or even non-existent.
Regardless, a secondary benefit of goal-based evaluations might be
the refinement or establishment of statements specifying the HR
program’s goals.

At the end of the evaluation or possibly before, findings may sug-
gest that the program accomplishes all of its goals because the goals
are set too low. In such cases, the evaluation team may offer insights
into the development of more appropriate goals and desired perfor-
mance levels for those goals. Conversely, the goals for another pro-
gram might be unrealistic and set too high. For example, one of the
authors recently evaluated a program that is used to develop profes-
sional employees during their first two years in the organization. The
originally stated goals suggested that the program was responsible for
many functions that were under the control of other organizational
units. As a result of the unrealistic goals, the initial attempt at eval-
uating the program was shelved until the program administrator and
his staff identified which functions were solely theirs, which were ac-
complished with assistance from other units, and which were outside
the purview of the program.

Use Process-Based Evaluations 
to Focus on Workflow and Procedures

An evaluation of the workflow, procedures, communication patterns,
forms integral to the program, and other process-oriented information
that an organization uses to implement its HR program may reveal in-
consistencies and inefficiencies. Descriptions of various aspects of the
processes used to implement and administer a program can be found
in the organization’s HR policy manuals, in the instruction manuals
for using software that is central to the program, and through verbal
step-by-step accounts or demonstrations of the steps that program staff

HR PROGRAM EVALUATION 7
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and users perform to accomplish the required program tasks. For ex-
ample, a recent evaluation of a company’s sexual harassment program
examined the following process-based components: (a) formal policy,
(b) training practices (content and datedness related to the law and
policies, attendance tracking, retention evaluation, extent of tailoring
to work context, and availability of refresher modules), (c) approach
for conducting harassment investigations, (d) accountability mecha-
nisms for employees and managers, (e) communication practices, (f)
procedures for linking harassment polices and practices to business
outcomes and the organization’s code of conduct, (g) appeals and dis-
pute-resolution practices, and (h) processes for ensuring consistency
in the application of the policy. This evaluation was conducted
through interviews with HR and organizational leadership, reviews of
written policies and practices, and archival survey data that had been
used to assess the organization’s culture.

Often, differences will be revealed when the process descrip-
tions are presented or demonstrated by different stakeholders. This
is especially true when the program staff’s step-by-step descriptions
are compared to those from program users. For instance, in a per-
formance appraisal, the individuals being rated might emphasize
certain features of the process that they think are important and de-
emphasize steps that those in the HR department who are respon-
sible for overseeing the program believe are critical. For example,
in one company, the program staff ’s primary concern was having
the performance appraisal ratings completed and returned on time
so that compensation decisions could be implemented at the be-
ginning of the first quarter. However, the employees being rated felt
that the written comments section was the most valuable part 
of the appraisal process and that, without it, the ratings were essen-
tially meaningless. A different set of the program users—the man-
agers—indicated that implementation of the compensation decisions
would need to be delayed if they would be required to write the
comments while preparing the ratings. Identifying and reconciling
the discrepancies in processes or misperceptions about a process are

8 EVALUATING HUMAN RESOURCES PROGRAMS
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the first steps to determining the best set of processes for effectively
and efficiently accomplishing an HR program’s objectives. In some
instances, effectiveness and efficiency can be increased relatively
easily with training, reemphasis on proper procedures, process re-
engineering, or other interventions.

Use Outcome-Based Evaluations to Focus on Results

The emphasis for this approach to program evaluation is examining
the end result of the HR program. Caution is needed to make sure
that the evaluation team is focusing on outcomes rather than sim-
ply the outputs of the program. This confusion is particularly likely to
occur in the evaluation of training programs. For instance, the out-
comes of a sales training program might include the number of new
clients developed and the increase in dollars or units of sales over a
specified period of time. In contrast, example outputs of training might
include the number of people trained, as well as the number and types
of courses offered. The reason for making the distinction is to em-
phasize that an output may not translate into a desired outcome.
Again using the training example, a four-hour course on sales tech-
niques could be attended by the organization’s entire sales force, but
the elementary level of the course materials could have resulted in no
increase in sales because no new knowledge or skills were acquired.

In our experiences, top-level stakeholders have typically em-
phasized outcome-based evaluations more than any other general
strategy for HR program evaluation. Having said this, it is, however,
common to look at goals, processes, or other strategies as part of an
evaluation in order to gain an understanding of the outcomes. In
fact, the mission statement for an HR program may (a) contain goals
that are stated as outputs or outcomes and (b) emphasize the pro-
cesses that are necessary in providing high-quality service to inter-
nal and possibly external stakeholders. Common types of outcomes
include decrease in cost, change in time required to accomplish a
task, and enhanced quality or service.

HR PROGRAM EVALUATION 9
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Integrate Ongoing and Periodic Program
Evaluations into the Operation of HR Programs

Our discussion throughout this book emphasizes conducting a peri-
odic, large-scale evaluation of an HR program, but much of our book
can and should also be applied to the continuous monitoring and
improvement activities that play important roles in maintaining
efficient and effective HR programs. At the same time, readers can
readily downscale our prescriptions and apply our recommended
courses of actions to smaller organizations or to smaller HR programs
in large organizations. Our use of the larger-scale examples helps pre-
pare HR program evaluators or evaluation teams to perform any size
evaluation, regardless of the complexities they may encounter. As a
convention in the book, we frequently refer to evaluation teams
when describing the phases in our recommended approach. How-
ever, we certainly recognize that in many cases the evaluation team
may be a single individual. Even when a single individual comprises
the evaluation team, that individual may obtain help from one or
more other employees in the organization. For example, the evalua-
tor might work with the organization’s accountant in order to graph
the quantitative findings from the HR program evaluation. The con-
cepts presented in this book apply equally to large- and small-scale
evaluations that are conducted by teams or an individual evaluator.

Program evaluation specialists often refer to the ongoing assess-
ments as formative evaluations and the periodic assessments as summa-
tive evaluations. Finer distinctions between formative and summative
evaluations are noted in Table 0.2 and the following subsections.

Enhance HR Program Performance Through 
Ongoing Formative Program Evaluation

As Table 0.2 indicates, the focus of formative evaluation is continuous
improvement through taking full advantage of the program’s strengths
and correcting weaknesses. From an HR program evaluation perspec-
tive, the formative program evaluation may occur at every stage in the

10 EVALUATING HUMAN RESOURCES PROGRAMS
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program’s lifecycle. Ideally, formative program evaluation would have
been a concern during the planning for implementation of the pro-
gram, and monitoring would have been performed on a frequent basis
thereafter. Continuing with the performance appraisal example in a
formative evaluation context, an organization attempting to introduce
a new appraisal program might start with a pilot test, even trying it
out within the HR department. Participants in the pilot would take
the appraisal through its paces in an abbreviated timeframe and com-
plete a structured questionnaire or participate in a structured interview
at the end of the pilot. The evaluation at this point might focus more
heavily on processes such as ease of use, clarity of instructions, and in-
terpretability of the rating scales. Changes to the process could be ex-
pected at this point; some may be significant, others insignificant.
There may also be questions related to goals and outcomes, but they
would be more focused on whether the appraisal would likely meet
the stated goals and achieve the desired outcomes (with potential
barriers identified) given the participants’ experience with the ap-
praisal processes (more so than the outcomes) in the pilot. The
point here is that, before formally rolling out the program, it is eval-
uated by a knowledgeable or representative group who could then
provide the feedback necessary to help ensure a seamless implemen-
tation company-wide. Once the program is implemented throughout
the company, a follow-up survey can be administered to gauge users’
reactions, which could then be followed up by targeted interviews or
focus groups with the key users and stakeholders. Other follow-up
evaluation activities could include gender and race/ethnicity analyses
of ratings, quality review of performance objectives, and determi-
nation of the extent of help desk or HR support needed through-
out the process. The nature of the evaluation activities will follow
from the stakeholder goals for the program. In addition, ongoing eval-
uation can be used to adjust the program throughout its lifecycle and
help the program better meet its objectives.

Even if HR program evaluation is an afterthought that came
about once the program was up and running, program administra-
tors can benefit greatly from an empirical, data-driven improvement
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process. If the formative evaluation comes after a major periodic
evaluation or as the result of an evaluation designed to determine
whether to keep or replace an existing program (usually referred to
as a summative evaluation), program administrators can use the cri-
teria, methods, and assessment-related aids that were developed by
the team conducting the summative evaluation to assess and im-
prove their program on an ongoing basis.

Worthen, Sanders, and Fitzpatrick (1997) suggested other char-
acteristics typical of a formative evaluation. For example, they noted
that formative evaluations are typically carried out by program ad-
ministrators and staff, are used for diagnostic purposes, and often are
performed with small sample sizes. This may take the form of a pilot
test before a program is formally implemented or periodic “lessons-
learned” focus groups involving key stakeholders at selected inter-
vals in the program’s cycle.

Enhance HR Program Performance Through 
Periodic Summative Program Evaluation

Returning to Table 0.2, it shows that summative evaluations take a
look backward to see what the program has accomplished during its
existence or since the last major periodic program evaluation. This
overall or summary evaluation can have important implications in
answering questions about whether an HR program will be contin-
ued, replaced with a new in-house HR program, or outsourced to an
external firm that will handle all aspects of administrating the HR
program. The evaluation will likely examine data from multiple years
in answering those questions before coming to a bottom-line assess-
ment of the program’s effectiveness and continued viability.

Mohr (1995, p. 32) noted that summative studies may be “enor-
mously complicated by measurement concerns.” Because the mon-
etary and disruption costs of replacing an HR program could be
significant, organizations will want to ensure that accurate answers
are provided with any recommendation to retain or replace an ex-
isting HR program.
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Consider Our General Philosophy 
of HR Program Evaluation

Although formal education in program evaluation, statistics, and
other disciplines can provide a firm methodological basis for con-
ducting an evaluation, they are merely starting points. Our abilities
to pick up useful approaches from others and learn from our own mis-
takes supply additional important perspectives about optimally struc-
turing and carrying out an HR program evaluation. As a result, two
evaluators could propose very different ways for evaluating a program,
with each evaluator’s proposal having strengths and weaknesses.

While we would all like to know that an approach has been used
successfully before we apply it in our own organization, we should be
concerned about the fit of a previously developed approach to the cur-
rent HR program evaluation, situation, and organization. The eval-
uation of a program is not a stand-alone activity that occurs in a
vacuum. Instead, the program is continuing to operate during the
evaluation. As such, evaluation team members can engender a more
amicable relationship with the program administrators if, when possi-
ble, they give due consideration to working around the program staff’s
required duties.

It is important to recognize that the very act of evaluation may
cause some parts of the program to operate differently during the
time when the evaluation is occurring. For example, some program
tasks may take longer because program staff are being diverted to as-
semble data for the evaluation team. Conversely, program staff may
perform some of their duties exactly as described in program man-
uals while they are being observed as part of the evaluation, even
though that is not their usual manner of operating.

An evaluation runs more smoothly, can be more comprehensive,
and can be completed more quickly when the evaluation team ap-
proaches its tasks as a collaborative effort. Members of the evaluation
team must work together, but they must also work well with the pro-
gram’s internal and external stakeholders, who may have competing
reasons (for example, fear that their program will be made to “look
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bad”) for not wanting to cooperate. Getting off to the wrong start
with top management or with the staff who administer a program can
doom the evaluation or make it very difficult to complete. The eval-
uation team can lessen the odds of this undesirable outcome occur-
ring by, among other things, establishing a collaborative environment
with non-team members and taking the time to let the others know
the purpose of the evaluation and evaluation timelines. In addition,
the evaluation team can encounter ill will and passive resistance if
program staff are constantly reminded that they have to supply the
requested data because someone higher in the organization said that
the evaluation was going to be performed. At the same time, it also
must be recognized that higher-level intervention is sometimes re-
quired if needed data are not provided in a reasonable period of time.

Be Prepared to Address Potential Excuses 
for Not Conducting an HR Program Evaluation

Although HR program evaluation is not a panacea for all organiza-
tional ills, it offers organizations a systematic, objective means for
identifying steps to self-improvement. Despite offering potential
improvements in important organizational outcomes, conducting a
program evaluation may be a tough sell within the organization. As
Worthen and his colleagues (1997) noted, an idealistic desire to
evaluate everything ignores practical realities such as the program
is too small to warrant the effort, a program is too new for a com-
prehensive evaluation, or sufficient time may not be allotted to
complete the evaluation.

While it may seem counter-intuitive to admit the following at the
beginning of a book on HR program evaluation, we too have ques-
tioned or discouraged some organizations from doing large-scale in-
vestigations for the previously mentioned reasons, as well as others.
Poorly planned evaluations can result in needless monetary costs and
disruptions to an organization. Furthermore, providing results and rec-
ommendations that are of limited use to the organization could
discourage top management stakeholders from conducting subsequent
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program evaluations when other evaluations would have had a
greater probability of being successful and resulting in sizable bene-
fits to the organization.

Bearing in mind Worthen and his colleagues’ cautions about
avoiding program evaluation when it is not warranted, we have as-
sembled five potential excuses that program evaluation advocates
may encounter. While we added the first one from our experiences,
the other four potential excuses derive from McNamara’s (1998) ex-
plication of various “myths” surrounding the usefulness of conduct-
ing program evaluations. The latter four were further extended to HR
program evaluations and discussed by Rose and Davidson (2003). We
are re-labeling the five myths reviewed here as potential excuses to
emphasize that there may sometimes be factual bases (real reasons)
for not conducting an evaluation. In our description of the potential
excuses provided below and throughout the book, we refer to pro-
gram sponsors, program administrators, and program staff. The program
sponsors are those individuals who have ultimate accountability for
the HR program and its outcomes, and for funding the evaluation.
These individuals typically fall within the upper management ranks
and are often at the officer level. We refer to program administra-
tors and their program staff as those who are responsible for managing
the day-to-day operations of the program and who direct the program
staff. It should be noted that the program administrator may also be
the program sponsor or even the sole program staff, depending on the
size and other characteristics of the program and organization.

Potential Excuse 1: 
The Resources Required to Conduct a Program
Evaluation Are Better Spent on Administering 
the Program

The resources argument is a common objection to conducting a pro-
gram evaluation, particularly with large-scale HR programs when
significant time and resources have already been invested in the pro-
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gram’s development and implementation and when significant ac-
countabilities rest with the program’s success. Unless the system is
clearly broken or has been challenged, program sponsors often have
little desire for investing additional resources to properly evaluate a
new or existing HR program. Many times, the program sponsors’
perspective is that, if resources are
available, they should be invested
in the program itself.

While program goals are often
specified when new HR programs
are designed and implemented,
there is often less discipline when
it comes to establishing the proce-
dures that will ensure that these
goals are monitored and evaluated
against clear criteria. The internal,
and possibly less formalized, eval-
uation components may therefore
be conducted in a haphazard man-
ner or relegated to the back burner
as other organizational exigencies
and new projects take precedence.
Program evaluation needs to be
conceptualized as an integral part
of an HR program’s design and im-
plementation. By incorporating
evaluation as a key activity in the
implementation plan, with an as-
sociated budget, it is treated as a
seamless exercise that must be per-
formed in order to optimize HR
program performance.

To the extent that program evaluation is treated as a separate, in-
dependent activity, it may be difficult to convince program sponsors
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to later allocate resources for this effort, particularly when these re-
sources could be used to support other aspects of the program (for ex-
ample, add a new software module or help fund additional staff). To
overcome this potential excuse, program sponsors need to be edu-
cated on the value of a program evaluation, in terms of the bottom-
line impact on the organization. Among other things, this education
could include demonstrating whether the program is operating as in-
tended and ensuring ongoing quality improvement.

Potential Excuse 2: 
Program Effectiveness Is Impossible to Measure

Another potential excuse provided by HR program sponsors for not
conducting a program evaluation is the assertion that the impact or
effectiveness of the program is too complicated to measure. HR pro-
gram evaluators must work with HR program staff to provide upper
management with answers to questions such as, “How can you tell
that the new selection system is resulting in better hires overall 
or that the revised compensation system has increased employee
morale and ultimately retention?” There are clearly challenges in-
volved in measuring the effectiveness of HR programs and human
behavior; however, most measurement challenges can be addressed
through systematic analyses of the program’s goals against well-
developed criteria.

If the evaluation team has been asked to conduct a truly unfea-
sible evaluation, the team can provide a beneficial service to the or-
ganization by identifying an evaluation that is feasible and useful in
addressing some of the concerns at hand (Prosavac & Carey, 2003).
Other times, the impact of this potential excuse can be allayed by
either explaining to top management stakeholders the sorts of as-
sessment tools that might be applied to the particular evaluation or
describing the evaluation team’s former successes with similar prob-
lems and its measurement expertise. We have also found that a give-
and-take discussion with the program sponsors can lead to creative
ideas on how to measure a program’s effectiveness and has the side
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benefit of engaging important stakeholders in establishing a collab-
orative relationship.

Potential Excuse 3: 
There Are Too Many Variables to Do a Good Study

A related, but slightly different, potential excuse proffered by pro-
gram sponsors against conducting a program evaluation is that there
are just too many outside or contaminating variables to be able to
isolate the impact of a specific HR program.

This type of argument is frequently heard when evaluating pro-
motion and performance management programs with sales organi-
zations. Those discouraging the use of program evaluation might
maintain that there is no real way to isolate an individual sales rep-
resentative’s performance in order to make a fair assessment for
either promotion or compensation purposes. Variables such as the
economy, emerging competition, changing markets, the weather,
new legislation, new products to learn and sell, and team versus in-
dividual accountabilities are but some of the factors that can con-
tribute to sales performance. There is no question that these factors
do indeed influence performance. At the same time, other factors such
as expected behaviors or competencies that are important to overall
performance can be assessed and do fall under the control of the sales
representative. One way to tease out this multiple of extraneous con-
ditions is to convert sales targets to a ranking system and track re-
sults over a longer timeframe (for example, six to eight quarters). 
In this scenario, a sales representative would be considered an ex-
ceptional performer if he or she ranked in the top 85 percent of peers
in the same region for five out of the last six quarters. A region-based
ranking approach limits the vagaries of the marketplace and ensures
a fairer comparison across the sales representatives’ peers. If the mar-
ketplace is depressed, all sales representatives would be impacted by
this fact and a relative ranking places everyone on the same scale. 
By extending the measurement over six quarters, short-term fluctu-
ations are also accounted for. The critical job competencies that are
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under the direct control of the sales representative can be combined
with the regional rankings and the two sets of data weighted to re-
flect the performance expectations for the job. In this way, we have
optimized the performance appraisal program by focusing on criti-
cal aspects of performance, while teasing out those factors that are
less under the sales representative’s control.

While these and other such variables clearly need to be taken
into account when evaluating an HR program, the evaluation can
be designed in such a way as to help isolate the impact of the tar-
geted program. Again, these issues can often be addressed with a
discussion of the general evaluation approach that provides exam-
ples of how the many variables will be taken into account, along
with a solicitation of the program sponsors’ input.

Potential Excuse 4: 
No One Is Asking for an Evaluation, 
So Why Bother?

This potential excuse may be openly stated by program sponsors, but
more frequently it is exhibited as a generalized attitude against con-
ducting an evaluation. This attitude takes the form of “If it ain’t
broke, don’t fix it.” The underlying assumptions are that the program
left unevaluated will meet its goals as intended and that, unless there
are complaints, an evaluation leads to nothing more than over-
engineering the process. These possibly erroneous assumptions can
be short-sighted views that are very challenging to overcome. The
key is to identify for the program sponsors the sorts of value that will
accrue from conducting an evaluation. Also, the sponsors and eval-
uation team should come to an understanding about the goals of the
HR program evaluation: whether the goals are to demonstrate how
well the overall program is working, identify efficiencies that can be
realized, both, and/or some other goals.

We have found it is useful in these situations to facilitate a dis-
cussion with the program sponsors about how well they believe the
goals established for the program are being met and what criteria
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make sense for confirming these results. This dialog leads to a nat-
ural exploration of an evaluation study where the value and return
on investment of the evaluation are generally proportionate to the
significance of the HR program within the organization.

Potential Excuse 5: 
“Negative” Results Will Hurt My Program

The implementation of an HR program is often a long process that
requires extensive planning, resource leveraging, networking, polit-
ical maneuvering, and overcoming sometimes substantial organiza-
tional resistance. It is therefore not surprising that, once a program
is finally in place, the sponsor would be reluctant to expose it to the
possibility of a negative evaluation. Accepting less-than-positive
evaluation findings does not come easy to most people, particularly
when those results are made public and could undermine gains that
have been achieved in some hard-fought battles.

As with the other potential excuses for not conducting a program
evaluation, this argument may be based on the short-sighted view that
feedback is harmful and can only result in a losing proposition. This
belief may result from the program sponsors’ previous experiences
within the organization or from the potential for loss of credibility due
to the high status or exposure afforded by the target program.

HR program evaluations are frequently conducted at the request
of an organization’s legal department. Occasionally, these evaluations
are short and targeted to specific issues, while other times, they can
be wide-ranging and span every HR program. Regardless, by the time
the need for an evaluation has reached the legal department (unless
they are being proactive), a certain level of anxiety has likely already
surfaced among program stakeholders. It is not unusual in these cases
to find that the program sponsors and other stakeholders are some-
what resistant to drilling into programs for which they have invested
considerable time and resources and now feel as if they are on the
firing line. For example, consider a selection system that took two
years of developing and modifying the business case to get budgetary
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approval from top organizational leaders, six months to develop, and
three months to implement. Shortly after implementation, the legal
counsel requested a review of the selection system because of her con-
cern that it may be screening out a disproportionate number of pro-
tected group members. As a result, the organization asked an outside
expert to review the system and make recommendations.

It is no surprise that this fairly common scenario would be met
with some resistance, particularly given the time and resources spent
putting the selection program in place. An approach that frequently
works in these situations is to frame the evaluation as a chance to
further improve upon what is there and to create an opportunity 
to more clearly link the system or the overall program to valued or-
ganizational objectives. The evaluation activities should include the
input of key stakeholders, particularly the program sponsors and ad-
ministrators, because they will be living with the outcome and will
need to support it. Additionally, a process should be set up for ongo-
ing monitoring so that program sponsors and other interested parties
(in this case the legal department) will have metrics, should addi-
tional program adjustments be needed.

Program evaluation should be positioned as a support tool for
the continued usefulness of HR programs. This is a proactive pro-
cess that is designed to bolster, rather than weaken, the program by
providing constructive feedback that maximizes the chance of suc-
cess over the long run.

A Look at How the Remainder 
of the Book Is Organized

The remainder of this book is devoted to helping readers understand
and use our six-phase approach to HR program evaluation. Figure 0.1
shows that each of the six phases has multiple steps, and the steps and
phases overlap one another. While taking prescribed small steps, HR
program evaluators will be led up the stairs until they reach the end
of their project. Throughout the book, doable tasks with appropriate
cautions are outlined to provide readers with a step-to-step guide to
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conducting HR program evaluation and reaching the ultimate goal
of enhancing the performance of the HR program.

Phase 1: Identify Stakeholders, 
Evaluators, and Evaluation Questions

Phase 1 deals with the three basic identification steps that will have
implications throughout the HR program evaluation. The identifi-
cation of stakeholders is a critical first step toward ensuring that the
evaluation is appropriately targeted and that the results will be uti-
lized. Upper management, the HR department, and other internal
groups readily come to mind as important stakeholders; but the per-
spectives of external stakeholders such as stockholders and cus-
tomers might also need to be considered. Other decisions involve
the identification of the evaluators. Using an evaluation team, rather
than a single individual, helps to both speed the evaluation and
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increase the likelihood that the right skills are present to generate
valid findings and recommendations. Finally, we cover the identifi-
cation of well-focused, answerable questions and how essential this
step is to valid findings and recommendations.

Phase 2: Plan the Evaluation

Phase 2 focuses on budgeting and anticipating the steps and time-
line that will be required to accomplish the later tasks of data col-
lection and analysis, feedback of results and recommendations, and
transitioning to the implementation of program changes. With or-
ganizations asking their employees to do more with less, develop-
ment of a reasonable budget may be a key to working effectively with
top management stakeholders. Among other things, the evaluation
team’s budget should consider staffing, travel, special equipment, and
space requirements. The depth of the plans for accomplishing tasks
can vary markedly, depending on factors such as how large the orga-
nization and HR program evaluation are, the methods that will be
used in the data collection and analyses, and the team members’ famil-
iarity with the evaluation process.

Phase 3: Collect Data

Data collection will likely require more time than any of the other
phases. Our review of more than twenty-five methods and sources
provides readers with a checklist of where and how to collect po-
tentially important data. The methods and sources must be consid-
ered with due regard for selecting an evaluation design that addresses
practical constraints that are faced when conducting a program eval-
uation in an organizational setting. Another area that is discussed
pertains to enhancing data quality through procedures such as pre-
testing data collection instruments, training data collectors, and ver-
ifying information. Finally, cautionary notes are added to remind
evaluation teams to avoid excessive data collection and monitor
data collection schedules closely.
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Phase 4: Analyze and Interpret Data

Because databases serve as the basis for organizing and analyzing the
stacks of data gathered in the HR program evaluation, creation and
modification of a database is the first topic covered in the chapter on
analyzing and interpreting data. We discuss three types of tasks: de-
signing data codes, designing the database, and deciding how to han-
dle missing data. Another set of concerns that should be addressed
before data analysis starts is then presented. Those concerns include
the potential for error that accompanies conclusions about what is and
is not statistically significant, as well as distinguishing between practi-
cal and statistical significance. Other parts of the chapter provide
overviews of the types of quantitative and qualitative analyses that
evaluation teams commonly use.

Phase 5: Communicate Findings and Insights

The overall success of an HR program evaluation may well hinge on
how effectively the communication plan is designed and executed.
Phase 5 focuses on strategies for ensuring that evaluation results are
meaningfully communicated. With all of the information produced by
an evaluation, the evaluation team needs to be able to differentiate be-
tween what is essential to communicate from what is simply interest-
ing and then identify the most effective medium for disseminating
information to each type of stakeholder group. While each stake-
holder group may have a preferred means for receiving communica-
tion regarding the evaluation’s progress and its findings, the bottom
line is that the information must be conveyed in a way that engenders
ownership of the results and motivation to act on the findings.

Phase 6: Utilize the Results

Putting evaluation findings and recommendations to use is an im-
portant but challenging hurdle for organizations. A basic premise of
Phase 6 is that an HR program evaluation should produce useable

HR PROGRAM EVALUATION 25

1-28.c00.qxd  4/7/07  2:28 PM  Page 25



findings and recommendations. Useable findings and recommenda-
tions tacitly imply that information from the evaluation team can
lead to meaningful action that directly addresses the stakeholders’
interests and concerns and the evaluation findings. This outcome
may be accomplished with either a full-scale replacement of, or tar-
geted adjustments to, an HR program. The evaluation team must be
aware of and be prepared to address the organizational obstacles that
can undermine the full use of the HR program evaluation findings
and recommendations. These steps can be facilitated by the applica-
tion of multidisciplinary approaches to organizational change, full
engagement of key stakeholders throughout the process, and effec-
tive removal of organizational barriers to change.

Deviate from Our Approach 
When It Makes Sense for Your Evaluation

Our six-phase approach is designed to provide a set of general
guidelines for the activities that are performed in most HR program
evaluations, but deviations from our approach are to be expected.
Actual program evaluations may over- or under-emphasize some of
the steps within our phases or accomplish a step in an earlier or later
phase than that specified in our approach. Deviations from our ap-
proach may be related to the characteristics of the organization, the
HR program being evaluated, the evaluation team or single eval-
uator, time limits imposed on the evaluation team, or available
resources.

Each organization has a unique culture that influences how most
things are accomplished, and HR program evaluation is no exception.
For example, very large organizations that emphasize continuous im-
provement may have designated units devoted to internal audits and
program evaluation. In those cases, the units may accomplish the same
steps in a slightly different manner than will evaluators in other orga-
nizations. Other organizations may use outside consultants whenever
they perform their evaluations because their culture values external
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perspectives. In addition to organizational culture and size, other
organizational factors that could result in some deviation from our ap-
proach include concerns such as the geographic dispersion of the com-
pany (including international locations), type of industry, and whether
or not some organizational members are unionized.

Evaluating large or traditional HR programs (for example,
selection or performance appraisal) may result in using a slightly dif-
ferent approach than when evaluating a smaller or non-traditional
HR program (for example, child care or flexi-time). Likewise, the
types of clients for whom the program is targeted may require flexi-
bility within the phases of our approach. Perhaps an evaluation that
looked at executive succession planning would rely on different as-
sessment strategies, timelines, criterion development, and so forth
than would an evaluation for an HR program (such as salary and
benefits) that affected the entire organization.

Characteristics of the evaluation team will also have an impact
on how our approach is applied. As with any activity, individuals
have preferred ways of doing things. Evaluators are no different, and
their preferred procedures could be based on their knowledge of the
content area of the HR program being evaluated, training and ex-
perience with HR program evaluation and methodological tech-
niques, and the size of the evaluation team.

Finally, time and other resources are always an issue in HR pro-
gram evaluation. If the team has little time, staff, funding, or other
resources to conduct its evaluation, many of the steps might need
to be abbreviated. Even if the organization is willing to devote suf-
ficient time, money, and other resources to the program evaluation,
the program evaluator needs to decide carefully what are required
versus what are important but secondary issues. Requiring resources
that may be of questionable need could (a) deter top management
stakeholders from conducting program evaluations or (b) lead the
same stakeholder to incorrectly believe that future program evalu-
ation proposals need to be cut because they could be similarly done
with less than what the program evaluation team proposes.
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Phase 1

IDENTIFY STAKEHOLDERS,
EVALUATORS, AND 

EVALUATION QUESTIONS

“Chance favors prepared minds.”

—Louis Pasteur

Chapter Objectives

• Remind the evaluation team of the many types of stake-
holders whose views might need to be considered during the
assessment

• Review important considerations that must be addressed
when assembling an evaluation team

• Offer evaluators general methods that can be used to generate
effective program evaluation questions

The recommendations that derive from an HR program evaluation
will be driven by the nature of the questions that are posed and the
stakeholders involved. For example, in evaluating a succession plan-
ning process, the chief executive officer may have expressed concerns
about the organization’s current mix of leaders and how the upcoming
retirements of key players could limit achievement of strategic busi-
ness objectives and depress shareholder value. He wants immediate
answers as to how the organization’s succession program can be posi-
tioned to populate the talent pool for all fifteen critical leadership po-
sitions within nine months of implementation. The outcome of this
evaluation will likely focus on what enhancements need to be made
and resources need to be allocated to the current succession program
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to achieve this high exposure and aggressive goal. On the other
hand, a directive from your manager to evaluate all of your training
programs and make recommendations for cutbacks will result in a dif-
ferent series of questions related to the overall worth of each program
and their differential impact on the organization’s bottom line. The
outcome of this type of evaluation would focus on which of the train-
ing programs should be dropped based on its relative contribution.

In many cases, stakeholder groups, evaluators, and evaluation
questions will be evident from the content area of the program and
the events that led to the program evaluation. Any number of events
could have precipitated the start of an HR program evaluation. These
events can vary from a periodically scheduled review of a program
that seems to be running smoothly (a review of the compensation sys-
tem every five years) to the need for a program to be certified (safety
in a nuclear power plant) to a major revamping of a program caused
by a catastrophic (a death in the workplace) or a high-visibility (pub-
licized race-based incident in one restaurant for a chain) event.

Regardless of the reason for the evaluation, three key types of
identification activities must occur, before even planning to carry
out the evaluation. Specifically, the first phase of our HR program
evaluation focuses on the identification of stakeholders, the evalua-
tion team or evaluator, and the questions that need to be answered.
This chapter examines factors that can help HR professionals sys-
tematically determine each of the three.

Identify Stakeholder Groups

A stakeholder in an HR program evaluation is any person potentially
affected by the HR program being assessed or the subsequent decisions
(for example, to leave a benefits program unchanged) that result from
the assessment. Stakeholders can provide important perspectives
about the various aspects of an HR program. With in-depth knowl-
edge about some parts of the program or the total program, stake-
holders are well-suited to help evaluators focus on the most critical
issues to be addressed in the assessment. In addition, they may be able
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to identify some of the criteria for judging how efficiently and effec-
tively the HR program is operating.

The evaluation team should involve as many types of stake-
holders as possible in initial discussions. Expanded involvement en-
hances buy-in to the evaluation processes, takes into account the
many different perspectives among stakeholder groups, and lessens
potential resistance to change. It is also sometimes wise to include
a representative group of stakeholders as an advisory panel for the
evaluation, or even as part of the evaluation team of content and
program evaluation specialists. Rossi and Freeman (1993) main-
tained that evaluators must understand both their relationships
with the stakeholders and the relationships among stakeholders in
order to conduct their evaluation effectively.

A convenient way to identify stakeholders for a specific evalua-
tion is to think of three general categories of such individuals: in-
ternal, unionized, and external stakeholders. Figure 1.1 shows some
of the more common types of groups that we have encountered in
each category. Those groups will be discussed in the remainder of
this section.

Decide on Internal Stakeholders First

Because HR programs generally affect everyone in the organization,
nearly all the organizational members will have vested interests in
any changes that result from a program evaluation. Some internal
stakeholders might resist such change. For example, an evaluation
examining possible workplace redesign could result in an organiza-
tional unit being moved to another area of the headquarters and that
unit’s middle managers having smaller offices, less privacy, and less
opportunity to interact with upper management. To minimize the
apprehension resulting from possible change, selection of the advi-
sory stakeholders (spokespersons for each stakeholder group) should
be made apparent to all stakeholders and progress as quickly as pos-
sible. People often deal better with change when they are involved
in the process, and the selection of recognized leaders from the key
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stakeholder groups offers an opportunity for those groups to have
input into the evaluation.

Membership in one internal stakeholder group typically over-
laps with membership in other internal stakeholder groups. The net
result of the overlapping membership with regard to organizational
change is that members may lose in one way and gain in another way.
Using the redesign example again, members who drive to work now
have the post-redesign benefit of having parking spaces next to the
entrance to their office rather than much farther way. But the net re-
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Stakeholder—Any person potentially affected by the HR program being 
assessed or the subsequent decisions that result from the assessment

Evaluation team—May include representatives from key stakeholder 
groups, content and program evaluation specialists from inside the 
organization, and possibly external consultants

Internal
• Top management
• HR department
• Legal department
• Demographic groups
• Interest groups

Unionized
• Unionized 
 organization:  
 internal stakeholders
• Union leaders:  
 external stakeholders

External
• Governments: 
 international, 
 federal, state,  
 and local
• Shareholders, 
 customers, general 
 public and vendors
• Institutional review 
 boards

Figure 1.1 
Common Stakeholders in HR Program Evaluations
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sult of the change varied according to other types of group member-
ship. At one extreme, lower-level employees’ office spaces remained
much like before, and those employees got better parking. At the
other extreme, up-and-comer middle managers who took mass tran-
sit lost informal face time with upper management and will have to
walk farther to get to their office from the mass transit stop.

The prior paragraphs hinted at the composition of some internal
stakeholder groups. Let’s look at five types of internal stakeholder
groups that will be important in all or almost all HR program evalua-
tions in larger organizations. These internal stakeholder groups are (1)
top management, (2) staff in the HR department and (3) the legal de-
partment or outside counsel, (4) different demographic groups, and (5)
special interest groups. Figure 1.1 schematically shows these and other
types of stakeholder groups. Smaller organizations may not include all
of these stakeholder groups, such as legal or union representatives.

Recognize the Value of Top Management Stakeholders. Orga-
nizational leaders constitute one of the most valuable and readably
recognizable stakeholder groups for an HR program evaluation. In
some critical program evaluations, top management stakeholders
(the vice-president level) could be on the evaluation team. Their in-
clusion would depend on factors such as the visibility of the HR pro-
gram being evaluated, cost and scope of the program evaluation, and
the impact of the program on other units in the organization.

While inclusion of a top management stakeholder on the eval-
uation team has advantages, it can also bring concerns such as per-
ceptions that this stakeholder will unduly influence the evaluation’s
findings and recommendations. The inclusion of a top management
stakeholder on an advisory panel is a strategy that allows for upper-
level input. At the same time, it could lead to the negative conse-
quence of perceptions that the evaluation team is merely going to
recommend changes that top management wanted, regardless of
what an unbiased evaluation would have shown.

Top management stakeholders may provide the actual evalua-
tion questions that they want answered or indicate the general issues
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that are to be addressed. The interactions with top management may
include both individual and group meetings. The individual meet-
ings allow each upper-level management member to provide his or
her unique insights. In addition, one or more group meetings be-
tween these managers and the evaluation team leader might be
needed to iron out differences that the various stakeholders have
about issues such as milestones, budgets, and researchable questions.

Gain Expertise from the Program Staff in the HR Department.
Another easily recognizable group of stakeholders is the HR depart-
ment, with the staff who deal with the strengths and weaknesses of
their programs each day. The HR department staff will be interested
because they will be directly affected by any changes that result from
the program evaluation. Thus, conflicts of interest can occur for pro-
gram staff. Moreover, serious negative findings from the evaluation
could result in adverse consequences—including replacing an HR pro-
gram, undesired personnel transfers, and poor performance evalua-
tions—for members who are in charge of or work in the HR program
that receives low marks at the end of the evaluation. Although rare
and extreme, a program evaluation might result in termination of HR
staff if incompetence or malfeasance is found. Conversely, HR staff
may wholeheartedly embrace the evaluation as a way to upgrade an
out-of-date or ineffective HR program that they have heretofore been
unable to change, despite their desire to improve it.

Because at least one member of this stakeholder group will typi-
cally be on the evaluation team as either a member or as a liaison, the
HR department will probably receive periodic feedback about what
is being done and found during the evaluation. Information exchange
between the evaluation team and the HR department stakeholders is
essential during all stages of the program evaluation because imple-
mentation of any changes to an HR program will almost surely re-
quire participation by members of the HR department. Besides, if HR
program staff learn about the findings and recommendations at the
last minute, momentum for implementing changes may be slowed.
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Involve the Legal Department to Address Prohibited Practices
Proactively. This stakeholder group will have insights into poten-
tial contractual and legal limitations that the evaluation team and
the whole organization will face during and after the program eval-
uation. More often than not, the legal department (which could be
outside counsel for smaller organizations) will want to be aware of
the evaluation’s scope, subsequent findings, and the potential im-
pact of recommended changes on employees and the organization
as a whole. This last statement is particularly true for HR areas (for
example, selection and compensation programs) prone to employee
challenges and litigation. Therefore, one of the organization’s at-
torneys should be assigned to the HR program evaluation team as
either a full member or liaison. Smaller organizations without in-
ternal legal representation may want to engage an outside employ-
ment attorney for this purpose.

The legal department should have detailed knowledge regard-
ing the types of changes that might be limited by labor agreements
(for example, alteration of the conditions of work) or contracts with
vendors (for example, that prevent the customization of HR-related
software). Additionally, the attorney should be able to advise top
management and the evaluation team on applicable international,
national, state, and local regulations that govern an organization’s
HR practices. More will be said about labor, vendor, and regulatory
concerns in later sections on unions and external stakeholders.

Ask Whether Program Participants from Some Demographic
Groups Will Be Affected More Than Others. While most program
evaluators would consider it a given to include evaluation inputs from
participants who belong to various demographic groups, this might
not be done in some (for example, paternalistic) organizations. For
example, Posavac and Carey (2003) noted that participant input may
not occur in situations in which reliance is placed on program staff’s
opinions to determine what is needed because there is a belief that
the participants do not know fully what they need.
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The organization’s membership is made up of stakeholders from
various demographic groups that might perceive either the need to
keep the program as it is or to change it. A prime example of this point

relates to equal employment oppor-
tunity. Some stakeholder groups
may feel that any gains made by an-
other demographic group will neg-
atively affect the group to which
they belong.

Retirees are a quasi-internal
demographic group. While they are
not at work in the organization
each day, they may be entitled to
participate in some of the organiza-
tion’s HR benefit programs. These
programs might include subsidized
health insurance, retirement in-
come plans, and special company-
specific benefits (such as discounted
fares for former airline employees
and purchase discounts for former
store employees). As has been seen
in recent high-profile curtailments
of retirees’ benefits, legal, public-
relations, and ethical concerns
can be voiced when organizations
change longstanding HR programs
that affect retirees’ quality of life.

Therefore, the evaluation team should think broadly when identifying
demographic subgroups that could be affected by findings and recom-
mendations from its HR program evaluation.

Ask Whether Members of Some Interest Groups Need to Have
Their Perspectives Highlighted. Similarly, transparency and ob-
jectivity should be present in the identification and roles of repre-
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Individuals selected to rep-
resent demographic groups
(for example, as a member
of the evaluation team or
in individual or focus-
group interviews) have
much pressure on them.
Many of these stakehold-
ers may feel uncomfortable
speaking for all organiza-
tion members who share
their demographic charac-
teristic(s). Moreover,
others may feel that they
are treated as tokens.
Therefore, the procedures
for selecting demographic
group representatives as
well as the evaluative role
of the representatives
should be transparent and
objective.
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sentatives for interest groups (for example, parents with day care
needs, employees who use mass transit, or people who participate in
the company’s stock plan). These stakeholders’ interests may be tied
directly to an HR program being evaluated.

While the stakeholders in some interest groups might willingly
identify themselves, others may not. Individuals with drug problems
would be an example of those who may fit into the latter category.
There is little probability that drug abusers will identify themselves
for interviews during a program evaluation to determine whether or
not a confidential drug treatment benefit needs to be added to the
employee assistance program. As a result, the organization may have
little internal information upon which to base the potential need for
or benefits derived from changes to some programs. In such cases,
where the data central to the evaluation’s objectives may be ques-
tionable, it is important to identify methodological limitations early
in the evaluation process and then determine whether or not an
evaluation with sufficient rigor and probability of providing mean-
ingful findings can be performed.

Consider the Perspectives of Unions 
and Their Members

Unions and their members fall into a gap between internal and ex-
ternal stakeholder groups. Rank-and-file union members are inter-
nal stakeholders, but upper-level leaders of the union(s) probably are
not. The situation is complicated further because stakeholders from
an affected union may receive support from internal stakeholders in
other unions that will not be affected by the program evaluation or
its findings. An example of such an action is illustrated when pilots,
flight attendants, or mechanics unions support each other in nego-
tiations on wage and benefits reductions.

The often adversarial relationship of an organization’s management
and union officials and their members can cause a program evaluation
to be longer and more sensitive than it might be in an organization
without a union. Obtaining unionized members’ perceptions may
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require pre-approval of surveys and attendance by a union represen-
tative when the members are interviewed. For example, Berk and
Rossi (1990) suggested that an evaluation of an educational program
would be seriously impeded if the teachers’ organization recom-
mended that its members not cooperate with the evaluator. Also,
recommendations at the end of the evaluation might seek to change
conditions of work (for example, safety or compensation) governed
by a labor agreement. In such cases, implementation could be de-
layed or prevented, especially when bargaining units have not been
kept informed throughout the HR program evaluation.

Don’t Forget That There Are 
External Stakeholder Groups

Although the external groups discussed in this section are not in-
volved in the day-to-day HR operations of an organization or the pro-
gram evaluation, they can exert significant influence on internal HR
decisions. Therefore, the evaluation team should cast its net widely
to identify external stakeholders who might be affected by the way
that an HR program is administered or the decisions that result from
an evaluation of such a program. The list of potential external stake-
holders includes governmental agencies, stockholders, customers, the
general public, vendors, and institutional review boards.

Assess Governments’ Positions. An evaluation team would
rarely seek direct input from governmental agencies, but the Joint
Committee on Standards for Educational Evaluation (1994) cor-
rectly noted that laws and regulations are one basis for interpreting
program evaluation findings. Consequently, an assessment of com-
pliance to applicable rules and regulations needs to be integrated
into HR program evaluations. Among other things, governments
often influence HR programs by establishing minimum HR program
standards that organizations must meet. These minimum standards
could be established through laws, executive orders, court cases, and
other materials. Depending on how dispersed their operations are,
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organizations may need to comply with legal standards enforced by
international, national, state, and local governmental agencies.

• International regulations. With more and more organizations
having offices in multiple countries, organizations must be
cognizant of international HR regulations. For example, the
European Privacy Directive could greatly impact program
evaluations for multinational companies because this direc-
tive provides common rules for collecting, maintaining, and
transmitting personal data about employees, even when the
data are transferred to non-European Union countries. The
U.S. Department of Commerce’s Safe Harbor Provisions aid
in the uninterrupted flow of such data for U.S. companies that
agree to abide by certain constraints regarding the collection
and dissemination of data.

• National regulations. Organizations that operate only within
the United States still must comply with HR-related regu-
lations from myriad federal agencies. Let’s examine three of 
the many types of compliance concerns that an organization
might face during an HR program evaluation. A federal
agency like the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission
may take legal action to correct a workplace situation that 
is thought to violate civil rights standards. Another federal
agency monitors workplace health and safety, with serious
violations potentially resulting in the immediate closure of a
work site. Other agencies such as the Bureau of Labor Statis-
tics might require the periodic submission of data on the orga-
nization’s labor force as part of its efforts to generate national
labor statistics.

• State and local regulations. State and local governments 
sometimes issue minimum standards that are more restrictive 
than those issued by international and federal governments. 
For example, some U.S. municipalities have established mini-
mum wage laws that provide for a higher minimum wage than
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that required by federal regulations. Such wage considerations
would be of concern during the evaluation of a compensation
system.

Consider the Needs and Views of Stockholders, Customers, the
General Public, and Vendors. Wood (2005) provided a succinct but
thorough list of other types of organizational stakeholders. Among
the others that she noted are financial analysts and markets, financial
institutions, customers, local communities, environmental and con-
sumer protection groups, and suppliers who provide the input mate-
rials for the organization. We have addressed these stakeholders as
four groups: stockholders, customers, the general public, and vendors.

Stockholders’ expectations of dividends and capital growth indi-
rectly limit the scope of some HR programs in private-sector organi-
zations. In particular, changes in market share, downturns in stock
price, and other economic influences may result in expectations that
the organization must tighten its belt. That belt tightening might in-
clude a rollback of company benefits or the elimination of jobs. Many
times, the belt tightening is done without the benefit of a formal pro-
gram evaluation; rather, it is done when upper management thinks
that the most money can be saved with the least negative impact.

If the organization receives bad publicity because of events such
as actual or perceived racial discrimination against employees or cus-
tomers or violations of environmental regulations, demographic
groups of customers could decide to refrain from buying the organiza-
tion’s goods or services. Similarly, the general public is an external
shareholder in a more general sense. For example, various publications
provide lists of the best employers. Being named a best organization
can make it easier for an organization to recruit and retain top talent.
Many of the characteristics used to identify top organizations pertain
to HR practices. Program evaluation can make the HR programs
more attractive by making them work more efficiently and effectively.

Vendors are important external stakeholders because organiza-
tions may have contracts to purchase a vendor’s HR-related goods and
services across multiple years. Also, the vendors may have contracts
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that prevent the modification and duplication of HR-related software
for such things as an HR information system or an automated 360-
degree feedback program. In those cases, HR program evaluations may
be constrained with regard to recommendations for immediate im-
provement and therefore might need to design both shorter- and
longer-term strategies for improving a program.

Engage Institutional Review Boards When They Are Present in
the Organization. In some organizations, internal review boards blur
the lines between HR research and practice. While these boards have
typically monitored an organization’s research using human partici-
pants, some governmental agencies have questioned whether all HR-
related surveys need board approval. This could be a growing trend for
HR programs in academic and healthcare institutions that are re-
quired to maintain institutional review boards to protect the rights of
human participants in research projects.

Identify the Evaluation Team

When feasible, we believe that HR program evaluations should be
performed by teams rather than by a single evaluator. A single evalu-
ator may have limited the choice of evaluation methods to those with
which the individual feels most comfortable, rather than to the most
appropriate methods for the given situation and program being eval-
uated. Another problem encountered when using a single evaluator
could involve the interpretation of findings. Often, more than one
explanation can be given for a finding, but the ability to see patterns
and alternative interpretations is probably more limited when a sin-
gle person performs the whole program evaluation. Because of these
and other problems that result when a single evaluator performs an
assessment, the remainder of this book assumes that a team will be
used for all HR program evaluations. Of course, the size of the orga-
nization or program being evaluated may dictate that a single evalu-
ator conduct the evaluation. Successful evaluations can certainly be
conducted with a single evaluator. We are simply recommending
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that, when it is possible, a team-based evaluation brings with it a
number of advantages, particularly in large-scale, high-profile evalu-
ations. For example, the evaluation of a compensation system within
a large organization that is experiencing gender bias claims would
minimally require that the evaluator possess content expertise in com-
pensation, performance assessment, and statistics; have the time and
resources to conduct the necessary policy reviews, data collection,
and analyses; and have well-developed oral and written communica-
tion skills to present the findings, conclusions, and recommendations
to key groups and individuals, such as top management in the orga-
nization and attorneys inside and outside of the organizations. The
required skill sets and diversity of tasks involved with this sort of eval-
uation are more simply accomplished by a team. We recognize, how-
ever, that not every organization will have the luxury of using an
evaluation team.

When determining the evaluation team, consideration needs to
be given to the team’s size, composition, leadership, and charter.

Ask, “How Big Should the Team Be?”

The answer to this question is a very ambiguous “as big as it needs
to be.” The authors have worked on teams that had as few as one
primary member (one of the authors) who examined a very limited
HR issue to teams that have had as many as ten members. A team
that is too large may have trouble coordinating its activities, even
with something as straightforward as identifying times when every-
one can meet. Also, if the evaluation team is using consensus as its
means for decision making, large teams could use more time than
smaller teams. Conversely, a team that is too small may have trou-
ble completing the evaluation in a reasonable period of time. Hav-
ing a very small evaluation team decreases the likelihood that some
tasks can be done simultaneously. For example, the person who is
conducting the interviews may be the only evaluation team mem-
ber who has experience designing surveys. In such a case, tasks must
be done serially, rather than simultaneously.
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Some of the factors that are particularly important for deter-
mining the size of the evaluation team are the size of the organiza-
tion and program, how long it has been since the program was last
evaluated, and how soon the evaluation has to be completed. The
size of the team may increase and decrease at different times during
the program evaluation if temporary members are used to perform
certain activities. While it is important to obtain inputs from a wide
variety of stakeholders, those inputs can be obtained during inter-
views and other data collection efforts. More specifically, the formal
evaluation team does not need to include members of all stake-
holder groups as part of the day-to-day working group.

Ask, “Who Should Be on the Team?”

Decisions have to be made about where the organization will obtain
its evaluation team members. At minimum, most teams will prob-
ably include evaluators with skills in the program content area, gen-
eral program evaluation procedures, and statistical analysis. The
need for additional specific skills such as interviewing and survey
design will become apparent as the evaluation team starts identify-
ing the data collection and analysis methods that it intends to use.
Love (1991) offered six tips for building effective internal evalua-
tion teams. Those tips were to:

• Keep the team small,

• Emphasize the need for high performance,

• Reward team members and the leader,

• Focus on people instead of methodology,

• Inventory team members’ skills, and

• Use project management tools to benchmark success.

The need to balance team size considerations against the needs for
diverse skill sets suggests that the net should be cast widely to obtain
the best combination of evaluators for the team. Fink and Kosecoff
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(1978) suggested that, for small evaluations (and therefore, probably
small evaluation teams), evaluators should possess a wide variety of
skills. For larger evaluations (where more evaluators will probably be
involved), they recommended that the team include members with
specialized skills in statistics and report writing. The team should also
represent all key stakeholder groups. Some of the representation may
be obtained by including someone from one stakeholder group on the
evaluation team. Other stakeholder groups may be represented indi-
rectly by periodically seeking input from and providing feedback to an
advisory panel of representatives from the other stakeholder groups.

According to Berk and Rossi (1990), another important char-
acteristic of evaluation team members is that they should not be
people “who prefer to avoid controversy, or who have difficulty fac-
ing criticism” (p. 14). They also noted that criticism is often politi-
cal and that methodological flaws in the evaluation are one way in
which the attacks are made. We believe that the best way to ame-
liorate these often real concerns is (a) through the selection of a
team leader—and to a lesser extent, team members—who is well-
respected and perceived to be objective throughout the organization
(for example, government blue-ribbon panels to study politically
sensitive problems) and/or (b) with the addition of external consul-
tants who have expertise in program evaluation in the content area
in order to minimize methodological weaknesses. Regardless, the
evaluation will go more smoothly if all of the evaluation team mem-
bers have good interpersonal skills that allow them to be collabora-
tive as well as firm if/when the need arises.

Select Team Members from Three Categories of Evaluators. In
general, members of the evaluation team fit into three categories: HR
staff, other organizational members (that is, those not from the HR de-
partment), and external consultants. Each type of evaluator brings po-
tential strengths and weaknesses to the evaluation process. As might
be expected, one category of evaluators might bring strength to the
evaluation for one issue, but use of the same type of evaluator for a dif-
ferent evaluation activity could result in a potentially flawed finding.
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Members of the HR department constitute one category of po-
tential evaluators. Since they work every day with the various HR
programs and HR program administrators, they may have program-
related insights that are not available elsewhere. At the same time,
their closeness to the program may prevent them from recognizing
opportunities for improvement.

Non-HR organization members are another category of poten-
tial evaluators. The evaluation team leader might choose other in-
ternal staff for a variety of reasons:

• The views of one or more of the five types of previously iden-
tified internal stakeholders should be represented.

• A unit (for example, manufacturing) is particularly affected 
by the quality of the program (for example, safety). Therefore,
the evaluation requires a team member with specific content
knowledge.

• An individual possesses a desired skill set (for example, an
accountant’s skill with budgets or a quality control manager’s
experience with sampling).

External consultants are a third category of potential evaluators.
Organizations can contract with external consultants to (a) perform
the entire evaluation by themselves, (b) work as part of the evaluation
team during the entire process, or (c) complete specified evalu-
ation tasks. If the organization sees implementation of recommen-
dations as a continuation of the program evaluation, an organization
may choose to exclude the external evaluators from participating in
Phase 6 of our approach. While such a step might result in less biased
input from the external evaluators, it could also deprive the organiza-
tion from using consultants who know much about the organization
and the HR program.

Consider the Relative Strengths and Weaknesses of the Three
Categories of Evaluators. Worthen and his colleagues (1997, p. 44)
noted that “No professional association or government agency has yet
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assumed or accepted broad responsibility for licensing or certifying the
competence of evaluation practitioners. . . . In the absence of certifi-
cation and licensure, uninformed amateurs and unprincipled huck-
sters can do much mischief and greatly tarnish the image of program
evaluation in the process.” While this conclusion should serve as a
caution, most organizations should find a wealth of qualified profes-
sionals, possibly internally or externally, who can contribute to their
HR program evaluations.

Table 1.1 shows eight issues that are important to an evaluation
and our general assessment of the relative strengths and weaknesses
that each category of evaluator might bring to a program evaluation.
Our generalized conclusions in Table 1.1 are designed as guidelines
for an organization embarking on an HR program evaluation. The
situations considered in our generalized conclusions may, however,
differ from the actual situation in an organization because of the par-
ticular characteristics of the organization’s staff or the consultants. For
example, if the HR staff includes a recognized expert for the type of
program being evaluated, some of our general statements may prove
incorrect. Likewise, our conclusions about external consultants may
be incorrect for such issues as frankness if the external consultants
sold the HR program being evaluated to the organization and con-
tinue to be paid for maintaining the program.

To aid readers, we have
shaded the relative strengths and
weaknesses so that the darker shad-
ing indicates there is often a major
concern, lighter shading denotes a
caution, and no shading suggests
that the category of evaluator is
usually well-suited to handle the
issue. For example, relative to the
other categories of evaluators, HR
department personnel have the ad-

vantage in knowing the HR program and the organization, but the
evaluation team might want to exercise caution before using HR staff

46 EVALUATING HUMAN RESOURCES PROGRAMS

One thing is readily
noticeable from the shad-
ing in each column of 
Table 1.1. Each category
of evaluators brings cer-
tain strengths and weak-
nesses to the program
evaluation.
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in evaluation tasks for which personal frankness about aspects of the
HR program is a primary concern.

The team leader should consider our generalizations for the
eight issues, along with potential team members’ actual strengths
and weaknesses, when choosing team members and the tasks that
each member will perform. Such planning can go a long way toward
ensuring the validity of evaluation findings by maximizing team
members’ strengths and minimizing their weaknesses. Introspection
of the team’s strengths and weaknesses during this initial phase can
avoid problems that it will be too late to address in the final phases
of the HR program evaluation.

Ask, “Who Should Lead the Evaluation Team?”

The team leader is often an internal person or an external consul-
tant who has the best combination of position power and technical
skills, with position power typically carrying more weight—rightly or
wrongly—than technical skills. The leader must be someone who has
immediate access to top management and other key stakeholders.
Having the ability to get onto people’s calendars with little prior notice
is particularly important when (a) providing periodic updates about
the progress of the evaluation, (b) obtaining more time or resources if
something unplanned occurs, or (c) negotiating entry into organiza-
tional units where managers may not want to provide their subordi-
nates for program evaluation tasks such as surveys or interviews.

The team leader will be particularly important for the planning
that occurs during the second phase of the program evaluation and
for keeping the team within its timeline and budget. As with other
members of the team, the leader may be devoted full- or part-time
to the program evaluation.

Ask, “Should the Evaluation Team Write a Charter?”

It is a good idea for the evaluation team to create a team charter that
specifies the evaluation team’s mission, membership, and general eval-
uation plan, including milestones and resource needs. In essence, it is
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a contract between the team and top management about how the HR
program evaluation will be conducted. Love (1991) provided extensive
lists of contract responsibilities and terms of reference that evaluation
teams could use. These lists are useful as reminders of potential issues
that might need to be included in either a legally binding contract with
external consultants or a psychologically binding contract between an
internal evaluation team and management.

Steinhaus and Witt (2003) noted that a charter signed by top
management lends tremendous influence to the team’s efforts in se-
curing the necessary organizational resources. While a key purpose
of the charter is to ensure buy-in from top management, a second-
ary goal of the charter development is to force team members to
think through key questions and issues in advance of taking action.

Identify Evaluation Questions

How the evaluation questions are posed has implications for the
kinds of data to be collected, the source of the data, data analyses,
and the conclusions that can be drawn. Therefore, the evaluation
team must arrive at evaluation questions that are doable within the
constraints that the team will face. Still, the constraints should not
typically be the primary concern at this early stage in the HR pro-
gram evaluation process. If a sufficient business case can be made for
a more in-depth evaluation, top management may choose to devote
more resources to the effort and lengthen the timeline.

Berk and Rossi (1990) noted that program evaluation questions
can be addressed at varying levels. “When great precision is needed
and ample resources are available, the most powerful evaluation pro-
cedures can be employed. When the occasion demands approximate
answers or when resources are in short supply, ‘rough and ready’ (and,
usually, speedier) procedures can be used. Correspondingly, the an-
swers supplied vary in quality: The findings of some evaluations are
more credible than others, but all genuine evaluations produce find-
ings that are better than speculation” (p. 34).
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The team needs to be aware of the three general types of evalua-
tion questions as they begin developing the questions. The ability to
distinguish among the types is a key to generating and refining ques-
tions to meet the information needs of key stakeholders. Also, the
team must identify the measures of success—that is, criteria. We dis-
cuss desirable characteristics of criteria in the last part of this section,
but it is impossible for us to identify in this book the criteria for each
specific type of HR program. Our Human Resources Program-Evaluation
Handbook (Edwards, Scott, & Raju, 2003) contains actual criteria that
subject-matter experts identified for evaluating over twenty types of
HR programs, including personnel selection, appraisal, and training.

Determine the Types of Evaluation Questions 
That Match the Evaluation Objectives

Different types of questions lead to different types of answers. And
most large-scale HR program evaluations are likely to include more
than one of the three types of questions: descriptive, normative, and
impact.

Use Descriptive Questions If Simple Information Is Needed.
This type of question results in information about the HR program’s
specific conditions, processes, or contexts. An example of a descrip-
tive question is: “What procedures are used to report the different
categories of work accidents?”

Descriptive questions are important in providing key stake-
holders with basic knowledge or a context for interpreting more
complex information about another part of the HR program. At
first blush, it would appear that organizations have already answered
such questions with documents such as previously prepared reports
and policy or procedural manuals. However, the information in the
reports and manuals may be out-of-date or otherwise inaccurate. In
evaluating a diversity program, descriptive questions might include
the following:
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• What topics are covered in the diversity awareness train-
ing program, and how is the information conveyed to 
training participants?

• What percent of the employees have participated in the train-
ing program, and does it vary according to organizational level?

• How does the organization track discrimination charges,
audits, and lawsuits?

• Has the company collected fairness perception data (adminis-
tered as diversity climate survey)?

• Last year, how many discrimination complaints were resolved 
at each stage in the organization’s four-stage problem-resolution
system?

Use Normative Questions to Compare the HR Program Against
Standards. This type of question results in data that identify how the
organization’s evaluated HR program compares to internal or exter-
nal standards. An example of a normative question that uses an in-
ternal standard is: “How have the organization’s injury rates changed
during the last five years?” An example of a normative question that
uses an external standard is: “How do this organization’s injury rates
compare to industry-wide averages?”

Continuing with the diversity program evaluation, normative
questions may include the following:

• How have the diversity climate ratings changed over the past
three years?

• How do the diversity climate ratings compare to those in 
best-practice companies in your industry?

• How has spending on diversity vendors changed over the 
past two years?

• For each of the last three years, how many discrimination
complaints were resolved at each stage in the organization’s
four-stage problem-resolution system?
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• How have your customer demographics changed since imple-
mentation of your diversity training program? How does this
change compare to your competitors?

Normative questions that use internal standards let key stake-
holders determine whether conditions in the organization’s HR pro-
gram are improving, staying the same, or deteriorating. A major
constraint in asking such questions is that the organization may not
have (a) the same kind of data from prior years or (b) prescribed stan-
dards or procedures. Data from surveys often have the former type of
problem. If the items have not been asked before in one of the orga-
nization’s surveys or have been modified to correct previously de-
tected deficiencies, the organization is left with only baseline data for
a future trend analysis. For the latter type of problem, the HR pro-
gram may never have laid out prescribed objectives or standards (for
example, amount of time allowed for issuing a travel reimbursement)
such as those commonly found in a program’s mission statement.
When either type of problem exists, the evaluation team will be un-
able to answer a normative question that looks at internal standards.

Normative questions that use external standards let key stake-
holders determine where their organization’s HR program fits relative
to programs in other organizations in the same industry or across all
organizations. For some HR issues, this type of information is available
from the government (for example, Bureau of Labor Statistics), in-
dustry clearinghouses/consortia (for example, national associations),
or other sources (for example, newspapers to see the prevailing rate of
compensation for locally recruited workers). HR issues with readily
available external standards include salary, benefits, injury rates, and
workforce availability in a given geographic area. Normative data are
not readily available for a wide range of other HR issues (for example,
per capita expenditures on training). However, certain associations,
such as the American Management Association, the Conference
Board, and consulting firms, conduct HR benchmarking surveys to
provide a context for determining whether aspects of a given type of
HR program are above average, average, or below average relative to
those for other organizations that the association monitors.
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Caution is needed when making comparisons to external stan-
dards. Some vendors of surveys, tests, and other HR-related products
provide “norms” as part of their product. For example, survey vendors
frequently offer clients their national or international norms as part
of the survey package. Internal company norms that are developed as
part of the survey data collection may be more useful when identify-
ing strengths and weaknesses as well as prioritizing actions; however,
the appeal of external norms cannot be denied.

One major problem with external norms is that the organiza-
tions included in the normative database are not necessarily repre-
sentative of an identifiable population, much less representative of
the specific workforce against which it is being compared. In such
instances, the only population to which an organization conduct-
ing the program evaluation can compare itself is the population of
other organizations that happened to use the diagnostic instrument.
As a result, conclusions about being above or below average on the
diagnostic instrument could be an artifact caused by differences in
the size, profitability, geographic location, industry, and other char-
acteristics of the organizations in the “norms” and have little to do
with the characteristics of an HR program as such.

Likewise, concerns may also arise as the evaluation team attempts
to determine how applicable the external norms are when the team
compares findings for its HR program against those present in best-
practices organizations. Underlying this point is an acknowledgement
that what one expert judges as a best practice may not be similarly
judged by another expert. For instance, some of the HR procedures
by formerly esteemed dot.com organizations in existence around the
turn of the century illustrate this point. The dot.coms were recruiting
disproportionate numbers of the highly valued talent from more staid
organizations and the pool of new college graduates. It would be easy
to conclude that the dot.coms had superior recruiting programs,
when one of the real reasons for their success in recruiting was prob-
ably the high levels of compensation that seemed all-but-certain from
the stock options and a variety of unusual perks. A few years later,
many of these “best-practices” organizations were no longer in exis-
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tence, and their state-of-the-art recruiting practices were seen in a
less-positive light. In these cases, some of their initial successes may
have been less about the recruiting practices and more about the
technology buzz that lured this top talent.

Use Impact Questions When Cause-and-Effect Can Be Rea-
sonably Assumed. This type of question focuses on data that re-
veal whether the observed conditions are attributable to the HR
program. An example of an impact question is: “What effects have
the organization’s new safety program had on injury rates?” In the
diversity program evaluation context, impact questions might ap-
pear as follows:

• What effect has the diversity awareness training program had
on employees’ perceptions of fairness?

• What impact has the diversity vendor program had on chang-
ing customer demographics?

• How has the leadership development program affected the
diversity of applicants for executive positions?

Various degrees of uncertainty will enter into the answers to al-
most all impact questions used in HR program evaluations. The un-
certainty is caused by the myriad factors that could be influencing
results. Foremost among the factors is the fact that clear cause-and-
effect conclusions require laboratory-type methods (for example,
random assignment to intervention and control groups) that are
seldom feasible in applied settings. For example, consider the fol-
lowing impact question: “What effects has the organization’s new
safety program had on injury rates?” A decrease in injury rates could
be the result of (a) an improved safety program, (b) a newer, more
restrictive definition of what constituted a reportable accident, (c)
new pressure from supervisors to not report some types of accidents,
(d) a less harsh winter that led to fewer falls due to icy conditions,
or (e) many other factors.
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When answering an impact question, an evaluation team can try
to eliminate alternative possibilities for program-related changes by
looking at the central issues from different perspectives. Using dif-
ferent methods and sources to obtain fact-based data allows evalua-
tors to determine with greater certainty (than would a single method
or source) whether the program or other factors caused the observed
impact on the outcome measure. This technique—sometimes re-
ferred to as triangulation—can be illustrated for diversity program
evaluation. We could use surveys and individual and group inter-
views (different methods) to ask a number of the same questions
about serving customers to both employees and customers (different
sources) throughout the organization’s sales regions. Consistent find-
ings across different methods and sources would carry more credence
than would findings that surfaced from only one method or source.

Develop and Refine Evaluation Questions

While top management may dictate the program and possibly the
general issues to be evaluated, the team is often responsible for trans-
lating the general issues into researchable questions that address
stakeholders’ information needs. A useful two-step process for gen-
erating researchable evaluation questions is to brainstorm potential
questions and then to refine them.

Brainstorm. Brainstorming is an excellent way to identify a
large number of initial questions for each issue. In their book on
focus groups, Stewart and Shamdasani (1990) suggested that brain-
storming appears to be most useful for generating ideas when there
is no single best solution and that creativity in identifying ideas is
facilitated by the airing of the different perspectives of the group
members. Group members are encouraged to build on the ideas of
others as well as generate new ideas. The questions generated in
brainstorming sessions can be developed using the framework of the
program’s goals, processes, and desired outcomes. Including ques-
tions suggested by key stakeholders at this time avoids problems of
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getting near the end of the evaluation and learning that some stake-
holders’ concerns were not surfaced, much less addressed.

Brainstorming in the development of researchable questions can
be accomplished in many ways. We have found the following pro-
cess to be useful across a wide array of organizational types. The first
step is to assemble a group of individuals who represent the key
stakeholders’ perspectives and are knowledgeable of the HR program
under review. Once assembled, the facilitator—usually the team
leader or a team member with strong facilitation skills—asks the
group to generate an exhaustive list of questions that address the HR
program’s goals, objectives, roll-out procedures, communication
strategies, implementation processes, and anticipated outcomes. The
facilitator’s goal here will be to maximize the likelihood that all
stakeholders’ perspectives are heard and that the group agrees that
an exhaustive set of questions has been generated.

Refine Questions After Initial Issues Have Been Identified.
Now that the team has identified questions that might be used to
address the key stakeholders’ initially identified issues, it is time 
to refine the list. A team could begin the refinement process by clus-
tering all of the brainstormed questions into groups of two or more
questions that address aspects of the same larger issue. This process
might include listing questions on small separate sheets of paper
and moving them around on a table until every question is assigned
to an issue.

Grouping the questions provides several benefits. The team can
eliminate redundant questions and identify evaluation gaps. Also
looking ahead to the end of evaluation, it is easier to explain two or
three findings within each of one to four major issues than it is to
talk about eight to twelve seemingly independent findings. It is not
enough to brainstorm and refine the questions; instead, grouping
the questions starts the team on a path to developing their vision
about how they will present the results, conclusions, and recom-
mendations at the end of the evaluation. Envisioning the end state
at each step in the six-phase HR program evaluation will maximize
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the odds of producing accurate and meaningful findings, conclu-
sions, and recommendations.

Finally, each question should be categorized as descriptive, nor-
mative, or impact. This step forces the team to consider again whether

it has gaps in the types of informa-
tion that should versus will be gath-
ered and analyzed.

Attend to Desirable
Characteristics When
Selecting Criterion
Measures

A program evaluation will only
be as good as the measures that
are used to answer the researchable
evaluation questions and judge pro-
gram effectiveness. The ultimate
goal for the evaluation team is to

deliver the most useful and accurate information to key stakeholders
in the most cost-effective and realistic manner possible. Deficient cri-
teria could hamper the evaluation team’s efforts to obtain stakeholders’
buy-in that the proposed methods will provide valid findings, conclu-
sions, and recommendations when the evaluation is complete.

Although identification of specific criteria for every type of HR
program is beyond the scope of this book, many researchers have pro-
vided lists of desirable characteristics for criteria as well as recommen-
dations for the specific criteria. We have already referred to the work
of the Saratoga Institute and researchers in the field of HR metrics
(Fitz-enz, 2002; Sullivan, 2002). These metrics can provide a running
start for establishing the criteria against which many HR programs can
be evaluated. Obviously they should be checked against stakeholder
goals and expectations and adapted as needed for the particulars of the
program. Chances are, no criterion will embody all the desired char-
acteristics to a high degree because of the complexities found in
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human behavior, differences across organizations, legal restrictions,
and other factors important to a successful HR program. Therefore,
a key to good HR program evaluation is choosing multiple criteria
and methods that lessen the shortcomings of any single criterion or
method.

The Joint Committee (1994) identified, defined, and gave ex-
amples for thirty desirable standards or characteristics for program
evaluation criteria. That particularly thorough list of standards is
suggestive of important characteristics that should be present in the
criteria or measures that will be used in all types of HR program
evaluations. Our list of desirable characteristics for criteria overlaps
significantly with the list that Steinhaus and Witt (2003) put forth.
Like their list, our list of ten desirable characteristics can be grouped
into three categories. Our categories are measurement quality, rele-
vance, and practicality. The three categories, the ten desirable char-
acteristics, and a description of each characteristic are presented in
Table 1.2. To illustrate these characteristics further, the following
paragraphs also describe conditions that occur when the criteria are
deficient of the desired characteristics.

Build Measurement Quality into the Criteria. Basic to any
successful evaluation is the need to have faith in the quality of the
criterion data used to arrive at the findings, conclusions, and rec-
ommendations. While individuals in professional fields such as psy-
chometrics and survey development spend years learning techniques
to maximize measurement quality, even less experienced members of
an HR program evaluation team can help their more experienced
colleagues optimize data quality. They would accomplish this by plac-
ing due emphasis on using criteria that are reliable, valid, measurable,
observable, and unbiased.

Emphasizing the development and use of high-quality criteria
could, however, be difficult if no one on the evaluation team has train-
ing or experience in the professional field of measurement. Pedhazur
and Schmelkin’s (1991, p. 3) comment about students is equally ap-
plicable to the same people who are later part of an evaluation team:
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Table 1.2 Desirable Characteristics for Criteria

Desirable Descriptions and Actions to Increase 
Characteristics the Desirable Characteristics

Measurement Quality

Reliable • Measures are stable across individuals, time, and circumstances
• The focus is on accuracy or precision of measurement

Valid • Measure must address key evaluation objectives
• Lack of validity implies that an area of interest is not being effec-

tively isolated and measured
• A valid question (a) focuses on a single issue, (b) is unambiguous, 

(c) is directly linked to key criteria, and (d) requires little interpreta-
tion by respondents

Measurable • Measurements can be either quantitative or qualitative
• “Triangulating” in on an answer by using multiple methods is one

way to lessen the uncertainty caused by the measurement limitations
for any one method

Based on • Others viewing the same data, events, and so forth should discern 
Observable • the same qualities/levels without relying on assumptions, judgment, 
Events • or intuition

• Standardizing procedures minimizes the influences of unfounded
assumptions, judgments, or intuition

Unbiased • Evaluation questions are reviewed for potential bias
• Measures should not be biased toward certain groups

Relevance

Meaningful to • The criterion data are credible for key stakeholders
Stakeholders • Criterion variables are selected with stakeholder concerns in mind

Focused on • Criteria should emphasize how the program contributes to effective-
Value Added • ness or efficiency of the organization

• Return on investment estimates are desirable, but questionable
estimates can harm the program and evaluation

Actionable • Criteria should be aimed at facilitating program improvement and
structured to reveal improvement opportunities

• Data collection should emphasize obtaining information that can
result in program changes that are feasible and can be implemented

Practicality

Practical and • Targeted results of program evaluation need to be realistic and not 
Cost-Effective • overzealous in their goals

• Criteria should be accepted by key stakeholders
• Costs need to be balanced with expected benefits

Organizational • Hidden agenda can derail even the best evaluation
Politics • Anticipating all stakeholders’ points of view can help a team 

mitigate the effect of organizational politics
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“Many students get the impression that no special competencies are
necessary for the development and use of measures. . . . Unfortunately,
many readers and researchers fail to realize that no matter how pro-
found the theoretical formulations, how sophisticated the design, and
how elegant the analytic techniques, they cannot compensate for poor
measures.”

Assess How Reliable the Criteria Are. The measures being used to
evaluate the criteria must be reliable in order for the team and stake-
holders to have confidence in the accuracy of the HR program eval-
uation results. A reliable measure is one that will obtain consistent
results, regardless of who is administering the measure and when it
is being administered. Reliability can be built into criterion measures
by standardizing instructions, structuring questions, pilot-testing the
measure to ensure clarity, training evaluators to gather the data in
the same way, periodically testing and calibrating evaluators to make
sure they judge the same information in the same way, and collecting
data from the population or a representative sample. Phase 3 in-
cludes a section that reviews common steps that evaluators can take
to enhance the reliability of information during data collection.

There are at least four ways to quantify reliability. One, measure-
ments might be taken with the same instrument at two or more times
to see whether there is consistency in the attribute being measured
(technically referred to as test-retest reliability). Two, measurements
of an area of interest such as job satisfaction may be obtained using
more than one instrument (all designed to measure the same varia-
ble) to see whether individuals who score relatively high or low on
one instrument also score at the same relative position on the other
instrument (alternate/parallel forms reliability). Three, we could have
two or more raters evaluate the same individuals, processes, or other
organizational issues of concern, and then we could determine the
degree to which the different raters agreed on the assessments (inter-
rater reliability). Four, if multiple raters or instruments are not
available, reliability can be assessed through a measure of internal con-
sistency for a single set of homogeneous items on an instrument such
as a survey or test.
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Ensure That the Criteria Are Valid. Validity refers to the degree to
which a score on an assessment reflects what the assessment is de-
signed to measure. In order to ensure that an HR program evaluation
produces relevant and meaningful recommendations, it is essential
that the criterion measures used to generate findings, conclusions,
and recommendations are directly linked to the key evaluation ob-
jectives. A criterion measure is valid if it accurately assesses the eval-
uation design questions. A lack of validity implies that an area of
interest is not being isolated and accurately measured.

Careful planning and analysis are positive steps that the evalu-
ation team can take toward ensuring that the criterion measures are
adequately addressing the key design questions. Again, pilot-testing
is important for ensuring that the criterion measures are providing
information that truly answers the questions about the HR program
being evaluated. In addition, each of the other desirable character-
istics of criterion measures impact validity to varying degrees. For
example, a measure can be reliable but have no validity (for exam-
ple, height can be reliably measured, but is not a valid predictor of
employee turnover). However, an unreliable measure cannot be a
valid predictor.

Make Sure That the Criteria Are Measurable. Both quantitative
and qualitative criteria need to be measurable. The absence of mea-
surable criteria opens an evaluation team’s findings to criticism. It
is very difficult for an evaluation team to defend its conclusions
when the findings were based on general impressions drawn from
unstructured interviews and other unsystematic methods. It would
be much easier to defend the same conclusions if they were based
on measurable characteristics obtained with multiple methods that
systematized the data gathering to provide quantifiable information.

Quantitative measures (for example, performance ratings or years
with the organization) provide countable information describing an
HR program. They yield relatively straightforward measures that are
generally understood when presented to stakeholders. In an evalua-
tion of a safety program, a quantitative measure might be the num-
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bers of accidents occurring during the six months immediately before
and immediately after a safety awareness program was provided.

Qualitative information (such as attitudes and opinions) can be
measured with data collection techniques such as interviews, sur-
veys, and naturalistic observations. Quantification of qualitative in-
formation helps the evaluation team understand an HR program
and the context in which it operates. Such measurement often in-
volves coding open-ended or narrative answers or observations. For
example, team members might code narrative answers from struc-
tured interviews by assigning them to different categories based on
the issues raised in the answers, or the team members might rate the
answers based on how positive or negative the answers were in tone.
The evaluation team can then summarize the various aspects of the
qualitative data by calculating the frequency with which each cate-
gory of narrative answer or observation occurred.

Base the Criteria on Observable Events. Different evaluation team
members are likely to arrive at different conclusions about the impact
of a program if they are relying on assumptions and intuition, rather
than on observations or hard data. To arrive at defensible conclusions,
criterion data should be systematically observed and collected. In the
process, the evaluation team should allow long enough for the full
range of behaviors to be observed. Too short an observation period (for
example, only the month before the performance appraisal ratings
are submitted) may not allow sufficient opportunity to gather infor-
mation on a process that uses a longer cycle time (for example, a per-
formance appraisal year). Another potential observational problem is
the Hawthorne effect—when “group members’ knowledge that they
are being observed changes the quality and frequency of their behav-
ior” (Zaccaro & Marks, 1996, p. 158). An HR concern like discrimi-
nation in promotion may challenge an evaluation team with regard to
finding a way to “observe” the behaviors of concern, but accurate con-
clusions about potential discrimination can only be drawn through a
systematic evaluation of the program’s various components and an
analysis of its potential differential impact on protected groups.

STAKEHOLDERS,  EVALUATORS,  AND EVALUATION QUESTIONS 63

29-70.c01.qxd  4/7/07  2:29 PM  Page 63



Continuing with an example of possible discrimination, some
stakeholders may assume that an organization’s performance appraisal
program is discriminatory and should be changed if protected group
employees perceive the system is unfair. Before drawing such a con-
clusion about whether discrimination is or is not occurring, it would
be necessary to define specifically what discrimination means in this
context (that is, how it might manifest itself or be observed). For this
type of situation, some evaluation team members might interview pro-
tected group members to determine their specific concerns and the ob-
served and perceived discriminatory behaviors that they and others
have experienced, while other team members could review hard data
(differences in performance ratings, compensation, promotion rates,
and tenure) to see whether the perceptions are supported by other
data. If differences are found, the evaluation team would also deter-
mine whether they are isolated in a particular department or exist
organization-wide. These are only a few of the steps that would need
to be taken to conduct a thorough evaluation for this HR issue, but
they highlight the primary point—criteria need to be operationally
defined and conclusions must be based on observable measures.

Make Sure the Criteria Are Unbiased. From a measurement per-
spective, bias is a consistent type of error that occurs when a data col-
lection, analysis, or interpretation process results in a score that is
consistently too high or too low. While bias is often discussed in its
narrower context of discrimination, the current context uses the
broader meaning of bias that includes all types of consistent errors in
measurement. A bathroom scale that is out of adjustment is a simple
example of an instrument resulting in a biased measure—that is, one
that is consistently too high or low. In an HR program evaluation,
findings can similarly be biased for/against a total population or some
group within the population. Depending on the severity of the bias,
a biased finding can alter the conclusions and recommendations
drawn from the data. It is therefore important that evaluators who are
designing criterion measures be aware of the different types of bias
that can impact criterion measures and take the necessary steps to
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eliminate them during the design phase. The presence of bias should
also be specifically assessed during the pilot-test of instruments and
procedures.

One type of bias pertains to the use of culturally specific language.
At its extreme, this issue would be of concern when a multinational
organization wants to solicit information from its members who speak
a language other than the one in which the original questions were
written and answered. This issue may also be salient when different
groups in the same country are asked to respond to written or verbal
interview or survey questions. Some questions may be interpreted dif-
ferently by members of the different groups. To minimize the chance
that bias will enter the evaluation, a subgroup—representative of the
population—should review the measures for this type of bias, either
as part of the pilot-test or as a separate task.

Another type of bias that can impact data accuracy is the influ-
ence of evaluators’ or stakeholders’ assumptions about the criteria
under study. This influence can lead to criterion measures being de-
signed to consciously or unconsciously confirm preconceived no-
tions. The end result is a measure that is less informative or accurate
than it could be.

Establish the Relevance of the Criteria. Suggesting that criteria
need to be relevant might seem like stating the obvious. Much harder
is operationally defining the relevance with characteristics that are
equally transparent to stakeholders. Steinhaus and Witt (2003) listed
and discussed three such characteristics: criteria that are meaningful
to the stakeholders, focus on value added to the organization, and re-
sult in actionable recommendations.

Consider the Meaningfulness of the Criteria to Stakeholders. Early in
the program evaluation, the evaluation team must gain key stake-
holder buy-in on what is meaningful to them and will be used as the
criteria for judging the effectiveness of the program. To gain that buy-
in, the team must find criteria that are transparent and phrased in the
stakeholders’ language. Stakeholders’ buy-in from the beginning of
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the evaluation will lessen the likelihood that they will later raise
questions about whether the “correct” criteria were studied. The buy-
in is particularly important when the results do not come out as the
stakeholders would have liked.

As we mentioned earlier in our section on identification of stake-
holders, different stakeholder groups may hold very different perspec-
tives from those of others about the evaluation, its purposes, and what
the outcomes should say. Since the criteria used to conduct the eval-
uation will influence the eventual evaluation outcomes, arriving at
meaningful criteria for all stakeholders can be a challenge.

Evaluations of compensation systems offer an example of how the
meaningfulness of the criteria might vary by stakeholder type. For a
city government examining whether it provides equal pay for equal
work, some stakeholder groups might argue for higher or lower weight
to be given to criteria that support how much they are paid. For ex-
ample, white-collar stakeholders might push for more weight—and
therefore more compensation—to be given for post-secondary edu-
cation and the competing salaries paid to white-collar employees in
local private-sector organizations. Other types of workers such as
garbage collectors might advocate for more weight to be given to cri-
teria that acknowledge the need to work in very cold and hot envi-
ronments and perform physically strenuous work. Failure to address
all stakeholders’ concerns with criteria that all of them agree are
meaningful can doom the credibility of the program evaluation find-
ings, conclusions, and recommendations.

Focus on Value Added. Value can be measured in many ways,
but monetary value is typically the preferred metric for top man-
agement. While it is desirable to put a dollar value (for example, re-
turn on investment) on every HR function, that is sometimes not
possible. When an HR department or program evaluation team
tries to put a questionable dollar value on a function, the question-
able estimate can sensitize those receiving the information to other
assumptions that were made. And this additional sensitivity can re-
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sult in criticisms of other findings and conclusions. A whole field of
study has emerged in utility analysis, which explores ways to quan-
tify the effect of different HR interventions and actions.

A good way to couch findings is to phrase the results in terms of
the goals and outcomes stated for the HR program. For example, an
on-site day care center’s performance might be judged by looking at
the turnover and absences of parents who used the center versus the
turnover and absences of both parents who do not use the organi-
zation’s center and non-parents. While it would be possible to place
a dollar value on the avoided costs such as those for recruiting and
training a new employee to replace departing employees, it may be
sufficient to merely report other meaningful metrics that still show
value to the organization without requiring the involvement of ac-
countants and others to arrive at the dollar-valued metrics. Making
assumptions about the dollar-based replacement costs for departing
employees can result in the evaluation team opening its evaluation
up to criticisms that could have been avoided by sticking with a dif-
ferent value metric.

Determine Whether the Criteria Will Result in Actionable Recommen-
dations. A key to determining whether many HR program evaluations
are deemed to be successful is to look at whether the evaluation re-
sulted in the organization taking actions to make the program more
efficient and effective. Information for information’s sake is often not
useful, and in some cases may be harmful. Among other things, the
harm may be a denial that anything can be done to improve the pro-
gram because the evaluators could not or did not identify alternative
actions to improve or replace the HR program. Also, data collected
without concern for how the data can be used in a subsequent action
could set up those supplying information with unrealistic expectations
that changes will be made based on findings.

To illustrate, if most organization members indicate on a survey
that they are dissatisfied with their pay, the respondents might expect
increases in pay. If respondents do not see changes, an additional
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adverse effect could be decreased response rate on subsequent surveys.
In past applied organizational research, focus group participants told
one of the authors that they do not send back surveys any more be-
cause no one ever does anything with the information when a prob-
lem is identified. Our advice: Don’t gather the data if you don’t (a)
really want to know the answer to what you asked and (b) hope to
take some action based on the data.

Focus on the Practicality of the Criteria. Teams will face
many hurdles in the course of an evaluation, and they must arrive
at practical means for dealing with such obstacles. Common hur-
dles addressed by our third category of desirable characteristics for
criteria are the needs to select cost-effective criteria and to mini-
mize the effects of organizational politics.

Emphasize Practical and Cost-Effective Criteria. With organiza-
tions emphasizing efficiency and cost-consciousness in all of their
functions, it stands to reason that the criteria used in an evaluation
must be practical and worthwhile relative to the resulting expense
required to obtain the information. Attempts to gather perfect data
can result in excessive time or monetary costs. For example, mov-
ing from an 80 percent response rate to a 100 percent response rate
for an organizational survey may require more resources (for exam-
ple, evaluator time as well as respondents’ goodwill and time) than
the additional data will be worth. Answers very different from those
already obtained would have only minor effects on the overall orga-
nization findings. The remaining 20 percent could, however, be im-
portant if the non-respondents fell disproportionately into the same
subgroup and findings for that subgroup were to be examined and re-
ported separately.

Phillips (1997, p. 3) similarly noted that, at a more global level,
the question, “Is it worth it?” should be asked before undertaking an
evaluation. He cited an example in which a training course for ten
supervisors cost $5,000 and an evaluation of the course could easily
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cost $50,000. He concluded that the evaluation might not be of
merit for a training program that cost $5,000, but a $50,000 train-
ing evaluation might be a worthwhile investment for a training pro-
gram that cost $750,000.

Beware of Organizational Politics. To some extent, the information
for this issue has been alluded to when we discussed obtaining key
stakeholder buy-in; but because of its importance to the success of an
HR program evaluation, a few more words about this issue are war-
ranted in this section on desirable characteristics for criteria. The ef-
fects of organizational politics on the choice of criteria and the ways
that those criteria are defined conceptually and operationally can
greatly impact the outcome of an HR program evaluation.

Royse, Thyer, Padgett, and Logan (2001, p. 326) stated, “agency
directors, managers, employees may have strong motivations to pres-
ent their programs or organizations more favorably than might other-
wise occur in an unbiased program evaluation. The actions of these
individuals can seriously affect treatment fidelity and make a complete
mess of evaluation efforts.” In contrast to this desire to make a program
appear favorable in an evaluation, many of us in the HR program eval-
uation field have also encountered situations in which key stakehold-
ers have wanted evaluation results to show that a program should be
dropped or some aspect of the program should be greatly modified.

Conclusions

While we have dealt with the identification of stakeholders, evalua-
tors, and evaluation questions as three discrete tasks in order to limit
confusion, the tasks are interrelated. Moreover, the steps required to
accomplish one of the identification tasks can be performed at the
same time that steps for another of the identification tasks are being
performed. The next chapter on planning the evaluation will address
some of the specifics that will start the team on its journey toward a
successful HR program evaluation.
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71

Phase 2

PLAN THE EVALUATION

“Planning without action is a daydream; action

without planning is a nightmare.”

—Japanese proverb

Chapter Objectives

• Provide guidance on determining the timelines, milestones,
responsibilities, and steps for the remainder of the project

• Identify factors that must be considered in determining 
the resources and budget for conducting the HR program
evaluation

• Highlight significant issues that need to be resolved before
actually planning the particular steps that will be used in the
next four phases of the evaluation

• Provide specific guidance and details for planning the data
collection and analysis steps

• Identify planning strategies for communicating with program
stakeholders and building their commitment to the outcome
of the evaluation

The strength and credibility of an evaluation’s findings hinge largely
on how well the evaluation is designed and planned. A good evalua-
tion design ensures that the correct questions are being asked, the
methodology is appropriate and defensible, the organization’s re-
sources are used efficiently, and stakeholders can make meaningful
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use of the results. A well-executed evaluation requires much front-
end planning to ensure that the factors likely to affect the quality of

the results and recommendations
can be addressed. Conversely, a
hurriedly developed plan or a plan
with few details frequently leads to
one or more of the following ad-
verse consequences: rework of pre-
viously completed tasks, missed
milestones, unmet expectations,
and other problems that make the
findings and recommendations
difficult to “sell” to top manage-
ment and other stakeholders.

Effective planning for an HR
program evaluation should ad-
dress at least five issues, some of
which may result in iterative ad-
justments as the plan gets fleshed
out. These issues are listed below:

1. The evaluation team should
prepare a preliminary list of
the resources—including 

time—that will be needed in order to complete the HR pro-
gram evaluation.

2. A data collection plan should be formulated that antici-
pates and addresses potential obstacles so that the team can
deliver the best possible information for the level of resources
provided.

3. An analysis plan should be developed that ensures that the
evaluation questions are answered with appropriate data,
research methods, and statistical procedures.

4. Before the findings and recommendations are available, the
team should decide how to package them for feedback, with
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A successful HR program
evaluation requires plan-
ning throughout the life
of the project. Rossi and
Freeman (1993, p. 27)
noted that “evaluation is
a practice almost always
requiring revision and
modification of the initial
evaluation plan, making
compromises in the types,
quantity, and sometimes
quality of the data col-
lected, and responding 
to shifts that occur in 
the conduct of the pro-
gram and in the composi-
tion and interests of the
stakeholders involved.”
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due consideration given to both the content being communi-
cated and the stakeholders’ preferred methods for receiving
such information.

5. The team should plan the steps that it will take to obtain top
management’s buy-in for accomplishing the steps outlined 
in this paragraph, as well as lay the groundwork for the buy-in
that will be required to implement any recommendations that
develop from the evaluation.

The American Evaluation Association’s website (www.eval.org/
resources.asp) identifies thirty texts that are available entirely on-
line from government resources, foundations, universities, and other
organizations. For each, it lists the organization sponsoring the book,
the scope of issues covered, the audience for whom the book is ap-
propriate, and the web link to the site. In addition to accessing the
online handbooks and text, the association has provided a list of uni-
versities that have major programs in evaluation; these may be use-
ful to small companies that do not have in-house experts on program
evaluation or need to find free or low-cost program evaluation ad-
vice and assistance.

Determine the Resources Needed 
to Conduct the Evaluation

A team cannot optimally complete its program evaluation without
adequately planning its resource needs. Resource planning requires
deciding what will be needed and when it will be needed. In some sit-
uations, having the resources too late can be equivalent to not hav-
ing them at all.

The program evaluation budget and milestones should be realis-
tic, and provisions should be made for changing the required re-
sources and deadlines should the need arise. This is not a blanket
excuse for later changes or even a suggestion that it is useless to pre-
pare a plan. Instead, it is an acknowledgment that even the best-laid
plans can go awry when dealing with the complexities of people, or-
ganizations, and their environments.
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Develop a Preliminary Budget

While different organizations structure their project budgets in dif-
ferent ways, all program evaluation teams need to consider some
core types of resources. Five types that are commonly found in HR
program evaluation budgets are staff, travel, communications, equip-
ment and supplies, and space.

Account Fully for Staffing Costs. The most readily apparent staff
costs are the salary and benefits of the evaluation team, be they inter-
nal staff or external consultants. A full and conscientious accounting
of all staffing costs is particularly important if an organization is com-
paring the evaluation-related expenses of using in-house staff versus
external consultants. Leaving out some of the costs for in-house
staff could result in the organization making an apples-to-oranges
comparison and possibly choosing a non-optimum solution for com-
pleting the evaluation. While monetary cost is not the only factor to
consider in determining whether internal or external staff should be
used in the HR program evaluation, it is important to use accurate in-
formation when making that decision, even if the organization con-
siders in-house staff time as a sunk cost that must be paid anyway.

In-house team members may work around their normal job tasks
to perform their evaluation tasks. Nonetheless, the evaluation tasks
still have in-house staffing costs associated with the evaluation. The
personnel assigned full- or part-time to the evaluation team have
other, normal job tasks that are not being done or must be done
through paid or unpaid overtime. Some organizations that closely
monitor all costs of doing business will want to have a full account-
ing of the program evaluation costs, even when the relative cost of
having the evaluation done externally is not an issue. In contrast,
other organizations may consider some or all of the salaries and ben-
efits for HR staff and other internal evaluators to be sunk costs that
should not be separately calculated.

External consultants may be hired to perform or assist with the
entire program evaluation or discrete pieces of the evaluation. Given
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that the consultants should have superior content-area and program
evaluation skills, they will probably be able to complete some dis-
crete tasks much faster than internal staff. This time-based savings
may, however, be at least partially offset by three other factors: the
time required to learn about the organization’s culture and HR pro-
gram, possibly higher salary costs for the external specialist, and the
need for the consulting firm to show a profit.

In addition to the direct costs of internal and external evaluators,
there are often indirect staff costs. Many evaluations fail to take into
account these often substantial costs, which can take employees away
from their normal work activities. For example, these costs are in-
curred for surveys, interviews, and other special data collection ef-
forts. If the program evaluation includes a twenty-minute survey
administered to six thousand employees, the total time required for
members to complete the survey equals two thousand hours, approx-
imately one person-year of work. Other internal staff may be used for
additional tasks without becoming part of the formal program evalu-
ation team. The additional time required of individual interviewees,
focus group participants, HR staff to extract data from electronic or
paper files, and other data collection can also increase indirect staff
costs. In such cases, indirect staff costs can exceed direct staff costs if
the need for scientific rigor is not balanced against practicality con-
cerns when doing real-world program evaluation.

Project Travel Costs That Might Be Encountered. Travel is
primarily an issue for organizations with multiple locations. With
more and more organizations spanning international borders, travel
expenses—including the costs of staff time to get to and from the
locations—could add significantly to the cost of carrying out an HR
program evaluation. While these expenses can be easily seen in an
itemized proposal from a consultant, these evaluation costs are less
often considered separately for internal staff travel associated with a
program evaluation. For example, collecting data in another country
or traveling from one part of the United States to another may re-
quire three days of expenses for a single day of data collection. Thus,
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unless internal staff can combine the travel for the data collection
with other tasks that had to be done at the other office, the costs of a
single day of data collection are much more than the cost of a flight
and rental car for a day. The budget will have to include transporta-
tion costs, multiple days of food and lodging, and other travel-related
expenses. The personnel time during travel and data collection would
probably be expensed as part of the staffing costs reviewed earlier.

In a somewhat extreme example of how data gathering can im-
pact resources, a large pharmaceutical firm flew over fifty sales per-
sonnel to a centrally located city for one-hour interviews at a hotel
beside an airport and flew most of them home the same day. In this
case, the need to collect information as quickly as possible was
judged to be more important than the costs of the flights and the
undeterminable lost opportunity cost for the more than fifty days of
sales contacts that were not made.

Use Communications Advances to Minimize Staffing and Travel
Costs. Innovations in video telecommunications are another way
that some organizations minimize the travel costs for their HR pro-
gram evaluations. Again, some organizations will view the use of the
communications equipment and telephone line charges as sunk costs,
while other organizations will want the program evaluation team to
account for any equipment and line usage separately. Moreover, other
employees’ use of communication resources for normal organizational
functions might make it more difficult or less convenient for the eval-
uation team to access those resources at the specific times required to
complete evaluation tasks.

In addition to video telecommunications, software and other ad-
vances in communications can be used still other ways when con-
ducting program evaluations. For example, a U.S. federal government
agency recently used the Delphi technique and regular email with a
panel of subject-matter experts who were located throughout the
United States. The experts received a series of questions and returned
their answers within a couple of days. Answers were collated and fed
back for a second round of responses. Similarly, the answers from the
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second round were fed back again for a third and final round of re-
sponses. This process allowed the experts to communicate through
facilitators and come to a consensus without being physically located
together.

Determine What Equipment and Supplies Might Be Needed.
The increasing affordability of computers, software, projectors, and
other technology has greatly increased the likelihood that these types
of aids will be available when an evaluation team needs them. More-
over, advances in versatility through greater compactness and porta-
bility provide program evaluators with capabilities that were not
available a few years ago.

Similarly, obtaining printing and other supplies are not the prob-
lems that they once were for evaluation teams. Many of the printed
materials that were formerly required by program evaluation teams
are no longer required in the same way. For example, more and more
organizations are using web-based surveys instead of the more tradi-
tional paper-and-pencil surveys. Likewise, reports about findings and
other such communiqués are distributed using websites, videotaped
telecasts, and other methods that expand the communication possi-
bilities for evaluators.

When there is, however, a need for printing, color graphics, and
other functions that will be supplied from outside of the evaluation
team, it is imperative that the evaluation team coordinate its needs
well in advance with the relevant offices. The team’s need for large-
scale printing can be waylaid by higher priority jobs, such as printing
and mailing the organization’s annual report, that are due to be printed
at the same time. The key for the team is to plan its milestones with
dates and then pre-arrange the availability of the equipment and sup-
plies for those specific dates.

Don’t Forget to Assess Space Requirements. A team might
need to arrange for short- and long-term use of conference rooms
and other spaces in the organization. While evaluators might be able
to conduct individual interviews in their own offices or in the office
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of the interviewee, larger gatherings (for example, for meetings of
focus groups, the full evaluation team, and stakeholder representa-
tives) will require finding meeting space. Other space reservations
may be needed periodically by members of the program evaluation
team who are at the site for data collection or to confer with other
evaluation team members. Also, it is useful but sometimes not feasi-
ble to reserve a room for storage of the team’s records and other ma-
terials. Where possible, long-term reservation of the space facilitates
greater sharing of information among evaluation team members and
can limit the access to sensitive information to team members only.

The HR program evaluation team might need to work with the
information systems group to set up shared computer space that would
have its access restricted to evaluation team members or even sub-
groups of the team with a need to know particular types of data. The
ability to access one another’s work should help the team complete its
tasks more quickly, particularly if some of the evaluation team mem-
bers are located in other cities. At the same time, care must be used
with shared directories because they could compromise pledges of con-
fidentiality or allow personnel access to financial and other types of
data that should have restricted access. The issue of limiting access to
restricted-use data may be a particularly important issue if external
consultants are a part of the evaluation team.

Set Milestones with Dates—
Making a Commitment Is Hard to Do

The effort required to develop milestones with dates can pay large re-
turns. Developing milestones forces the team to examine evaluation
tasks that will need to be performed concurrently, the availability of
resources at the needed time, critical paths in the evaluation, and
how long each phase and the whole program evaluation will take. In
situations in which a program must be completed by a given time (for
example, to achieve certification or to determine the amount of funds
needed in the next budget to modify the program), it is often useful
to work backward from the date when the evaluation results are
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needed. The backward look can reveal that some potential steps in
the planned HR program evaluation are not feasible within the al-
lotted timeframe.

Be Specific When Setting Milestones. Many computer-based
software programs are available for planning a project. A team can
decide how much detail is necessary for its project plan. At one ex-
treme, one of the authors worked with someone who had over three
hundred steps in a plan for conducting large-scale, complex surveys.
That level of detail is rarely needed for most HR program evalua-
tions. Table 2.1 shows a few steps and elements from an actual evalu-
ation plan for a performance management program.

In part, the level of specificity provided in the evaluation plan
will be evident from the specificity that the organization required for
prior projects, including HR program evaluations. Additionally, the
expertise of the team with regard to program evaluation could be an
important determinant in the specificity of the plan. We believe that
greater specificity is desirable when either the team leader or a large
proportion of the team has little experience with program evaluation.
In such situations, operating without a detailed plan would make it
more likely that the team would forget to anticipate key concerns for
some steps or otherwise underestimate the time required to arrange
interviews, develop and conduct a survey, or complete some other
step in the HR program evaluation. Relative to a more general plan,
a detailed plan allows the leader and team to detect deviations from
the schedule earlier and take catch-up steps sooner.

The specificity provided in timelines will vary by the size of the
evaluation team and the complexity of the evaluation itself. A large
evaluation or one with a large number of evaluators will benefit from
increased timeline specificity because the plan acts as a surrogate for
some of the person-to-person communication that would occur within
a smaller team. For example, team members can consult the plan to
see what others are currently doing, what tasks are approaching, and
the date when tasks must be completed. Also, the plan presents the
leader of the evaluation team with a tool for keeping the HR program
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Table 2.1 Example of Milestone Information Found in a Project Plan

Resource 
Project Steps and Activities Requirements

Step 1—Project Planning and Identification of Steering Internal Proj-
Committee (Timeline Week 1) ect Liaison; 
Identify internal Project Liaison to serve as a day-to-day contact six to eight 
for the project and assist in gathering company information Steering 

(for example, policies and procedures, employee performance Committee
rating data), coordinating logistics, and so forth. members

Identify Steering Committee members from key constituencies 
(senior management, Human Resources, and Legal) who repre-
sent system stakeholders. The Steering Committee will review 
and approve the evaluation questions, project methodology, 
work plan, timeline, and resource requirements and  review the 
results of the evaluation.

Step 2—Review Performance Management System Assemble 
(Timeline Weeks 2 to 5) information 
Review performance management system (for example, instru- on
ments, policies and procedures, and training materials) against performance 
relevant professional and legal guidelines. Examples of the management 
review criteria include: system, 

• Are the employees rated against job-related dimensions/
including 

content?
instruments, 

• Does the instrument include behaviorally based performance 
training 

evaluation standards?
materials, 

• How is employee performance appraisal information used 
policies, and 

with other HR systems and processes (for example, determi-
procedures

nation of merit increases/bonuses, promotion decisions, 
employee development, and downsizing)?

• What type of rating scale format is used (for example, graphic 
rating scale, behavioral checklist, Likert rating scale, and 
number of rating points)?

• Do procedures exist to ensure rater accountability (for exam-
ple, next level review and evaluation of managers in carrying 
out their performance management responsibilities)?

• Is there a formal appeals process employees can use when they 
disagree with their performance ratings?

Schedule meeting with Performance Management Process Meeting time 
Owner and System Users to review and confirm preliminary with Process 
observations. Owner and 
Document results of review. System Users
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evaluation on schedule. Weekly review of the milestones can reveal
where slippage is occurring. When slippage begins to occurs, the leader
can consult with the evaluators to determine whether

• They will be able to catch up within a reasonable time if they
are not given additional support,

• The milestone can be slipped because the task is not part of a
critical or serial path (that is, the start of other tasks is not
contingent on the completion of the delayed task),

• Additional staff will need to be devoted so that the task can
be finished on time,

• The task or some other part of the evaluation will need to be
cut back in scope, or
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Table 2.1 continued

Resource 
Project Steps and Activities Requirements

Step 3—Evaluate Statistical Differences and Adverse Impact Statistical/
(Timeline Weeks 3 to 6) Data 
Assemble electronic data file. Examine and ensure the integrity Specialist 
of information in the data file(s) by checking data (for example, assembles 
consistency of coding schemes, missing or duplicate informa- appropriate 
tion), performing relevant statistical analyses, and summarizing data for 
results. statistical 

Examine and summarize statistical differences and adverse im-
analysis, 

pact of performance management system by key organizational 
conducts 

(for example, pay grade, FLSA exemption status, function) and 
analyses, and 

demographic (for example, gender, ethnicity) variables.
tables results

Table the statistical results and document relevant issues for 
review by the Steering Committee.

Step 4—Meet with Steering Committee to Discuss Findings and Meeting time 
Present Recommendations (Timeline Week 7) with Steering 
Present findings and recommendations to Steering Committee. Committee

Document evaluation methodology and findings.
members
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• Top management stakeholders must be informed that the
team is experiencing a delay that will cause the evaluation to
be completed later than promised.

Another common planning mistake for evaluators is to over-com-
mit themselves. While evaluators with can-do attitudes are always val-
ued, there are limitations on how much each team member can do at
any phase in the evaluation. If the plan includes linking evaluators to
the specific tasks and timelines for which they have responsibility, the
likelihood of over-commitment of staff is reduced. Concern about
over-commitment becomes especially important when evaluators
come from within the organization and the organization expects the
program evaluation to be done in members’ “spare” time. Milestones
tied to specific evaluators can reveal that the only evaluator with the
requisite skills to accomplish an evaluation task also has the majority
of her time during the same period reserved for a major milestone on
her regular job. If such a situation were detected during the planning,
the team leader could determine whether one or more milestones
could be moved. If not, the evaluator could be replaced with someone
else who possesses the requisite skills and has spare time available
when the program evaluation task is projected to occur.

Update Key Stakeholders The team leader will probably need
to provide periodic updates to top management and possibly other
stakeholders. This is especially true for a long evaluation or one deal-
ing with a very sensitive issue. For example, a recent inquiry about a
selection system by the Equal Employment Opportunity Commis-
sion brought about an urgent request for a formal evaluation by a
company’s legal counsel. The selection program was screening out a
disproportionate number of females, and there were questions about
the datedness of the test items and supporting documentation. As
would be expected, the company’s attorney was keenly interested in
the progress and results of the evaluation and required weekly update
meetings. In addition, the chief executive officer, who is also an at-
torney, was also following the evaluation and expected frequent up-

82 EVALUATING HUMAN RESOURCES PROGRAMS

71-108.c02.qxd  4/7/07  2:30 PM  Page 82



PLAN THE EVALUATION 83

dates. These update meetings were generally brief and concentrated
mainly on the approach being used to conduct the evaluation. The
evaluator resisted the urge to present preliminary findings due to the
chance of them changing, but was able to discuss progress and pos-
sible solutions given worst-case scenarios. These meetings helped es-
tablish the credibility of the evaluator and served to facilitate the
implementation of the evaluation team’s recommendations.

The feedback provided during meetings with key stakeholders
may involve a briefing or a short write-up such as a one-pager. Either
way, a plan with specific milestones can provide structure for such an
update and minimize the preparation time required to prepare the
feedback. Additionally, informal communication between the team
and stakeholder representatives should be used to keep groups cur-
rent on the status of the evaluation. No one likes surprises in a pro-
gram evaluation, particularly when the surprises entail missed major
deadlines, the need for large additional commitments of resources,
or the curtailing of previously promised work.

Lay Out Plans for Data Collection

Once the evaluation questions have been formulated and the gen-
eral scope of needed resources has been defined, the team can con-
centrate on the procedures that will be used to collect information.
“Planning information collection for an evaluation requires finding
the most efficient techniques to answer questions about a program’s
merit, setting the time and place for collecting information, and de-
ciding who will participate in the evaluation and be responsible for
the collection of data” (Fink & Kosecoff, 1978, p. 24). In making
decisions about which methods and sources might be most cost-
effective for evaluating a particular HR program, the team would do
well to consider the quality of existing data and the importance of
the not-yet-obtained information to the overall evaluation.

In the remainder of this section, we discuss five methodological
issues that the team will face while planning data collection. For the
first two issues, we review desirable attributes of data and the wide
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range of methods available for HR program evaluations. Third, our
discussion of anonymity and confidentiality warns evaluators about
concerns that may not be apparent until much later in the program
evaluation. Next, we review some common types of data errors, with
the hope that sensitizing the team to the errors will be the first step
toward mitigating their adverse effects. Finally, we raise questions and
give guidelines about when a census or a sample would be preferred
in a program evaluation.

Determine Desirable Attributes 
for the Data That Will Be Collected

A program evaluation team will collect data that vary across many
attributes. Figure 2.1 identifies twelve such data attributes that HR
program evaluation teams should consider when planning their as-
sessments. The list is particularly noteworthy because it distin-
guishes how each of the twelve attributes differs along a continuum
that varies from strategic planning to operational control. This ex-
plicit consideration of both long- and short-term issues forces the
team members to plan more fully how they will eventually want to
couch their findings, conclusions, and recommendations.

The management control continuum underlying the twelve data
attributes suggests that different organizational levels may view, de-
scribe, and judge the quality of an HR program from very different per-
spectives. In turn, this almost certainly means that some differences in
perspective will be obtained during the data collection phase of the
evaluation. The team will need to recognize the differences when syn-
thesizing the information, feeding back findings, and implementing
program changes. In other words, Figure 2.1 shows that one size does
not fit all when it comes to collecting and analyzing data, interpreting
findings, feeding back results, and making recommendations.

An HR program evaluation will require that attention be paid to
both ends of the twelve continua because the team must consider
both (a) the current and longer-term efficiency and effectiveness of
an HR program and (b) how the program contributes to the organi-
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zation’s overall functioning must be considered. Chances are, stake-
holder groups at different levels will pay more or less attention to the
tactical and strategic implications of any recommendations that re-
sult from the evaluation. The interests of some stakeholders might be
on the shorter-term effects of recommendations and actions (for ex-
ample, job losses in the next year as automation is added), whereas
other stakeholders might focus on the bigger-picture or longer-term
effects of the HR program evaluation (for example, automation
changes paying for themselves within five years).

Figure 2.1 The Interplay of Strategic Planning and
Operational Control in Data Collection

Management Function

Strategic Management Operational 
Data Attributes Planning Control Control

Type of question What if? What is?

Time horizon Future Current

Information sources External Internal

Measurement Qualitative Quantitative

Level of detail Aggregate Individual

Level of analysis Synthesis Descriptive

Frequency of reporting Periodic Continuous

Scope of reporting Summary Detailed

Accuracy of reporting Approximate Exact

Mode of reporting Graphics Numerical/text

Number of people Very few Manypossessing the data

Organizational level Each level 

possessing the data Highest level for its own
operations

Figure adapted from Internal Evaluation: Building Organizations from Within, by A.J. Love,
1991, p. 29. Copyright 1991 by Sage Publications, Inc. Adapted with permission of the
author. The final two rows were added to the table by the current authors.
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Remind the Team of All the Sources 
and Methods They Might Use

HR program evaluators are fortunate to have so many data sources
and data collection methods from which to choose. Moreover, many
of the sources contain data that are readily available to the HR pro-
gram evaluation team because the organization has already assembled
the information for other purposes. Other methods such as individ-
ual interviews will require the collection of new data and be used for
most types of HR program evaluations.

During this portion of the planning process, evaluators may sug-
gest using methods that they have used successfully in other data col-
lection efforts. A problem will occur if evaluators try to force a “square
method peg into a round data-need hole.” For example, focus groups
might have worked well for a program evaluation that included iden-

tifying enhancements to the safety
program, but their ability to gather
truthful data on a sensitive, per-
sonal issue like workplace drug and
alcohol abuse might be very lim-
ited. In other words, a data collec-
tion method appropriate for one
project may not be very useful for
the HR program evaluation being
planned.

In the next chapter, more
than twenty-five data sources and
data collection methods are briefly
reviewed. It might be useful to the
team, especially if the evaluators
have little prior experience in pro-
gram evaluation, to go through
the list and individually discuss
whether each source or method
would be useful, and why or why

Taking a few extra mo-
ments to remind all of 
the evaluators of the 
wide range of sources and
methods available to
them could result in more
efficient data collection
and better information 
to answer the evaluation
questions. Succumbing to
the pressure to get started
immediately with the ac-
tual data collection might
result in the team’s forget-
ting to consider some of
the less common, but
possibly more applicable
sources and methods.
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not. After this preliminary review, the team is better prepared to begin
in-depth planning about how the data collection will be undertaken.

Decide Whether Pledges of Anonymity 
or Confidentiality Will Be Needed

An issue that has to be considered when deciding on which data
collection methods to use is whether individuals supplying infor-
mation will be promised anonymity, confidentiality, or identifica-
tion. Anonymity exists when it is impossible to connect specific
answers to the individual who provided the answers. In contrast,
confidentiality exists when a data collector or data analyst can con-
nect answers to the specific individual who provided the answers,
but the organization and data collector/analyst pledge to limit ac-
cess to the data and not to reveal the links to anyone. Finally, an
identified condition exists when there is an explicit link (for exam-
ple, name or employee identification number) between the answers
and the organizational member, and the answers may even be at-
tributed to the specific person during briefings or in the report.

While the very nature of true anonymity prevents the linking of
responses to a specific individual, providing a pledge of confidentiality
to interview participants, survey respondents, or others can also re-
strict the specificity of information provided at the end of the HR pro-
gram evaluation. If confidentiality is promised, the evaluation team
should develop an explicit statement that details the steps being taken
to protect members providing the information. Then the statement
needs to be vetted through top management and the legal department
before it is incorporated into the data collection instruments and proc-
esses. Vetting the anonymity or confidentiality promise before data
collection can avoid potential problems later should key top manage-
ment stakeholders want to know “Who made that promise? I didn’t.”
In such cases, the evaluation team can remind those asking for the
link that they agreed to anonymity or confidentiality.

Divulging identifying information may also be governed by the
ethical standards of evaluation team members. In addition to their
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own personal ethical standards, professionals serving on an evaluation
team may need to comply with standards established by their societies.
For example, one of the American Psychological Association’s ethical
standards states “(a) Psychologists discuss with persons and organiza-
tions with whom they establish a professional relationship . . . (1) the
relevant limitations on confidentiality, including limitations where ap-
plicable in . . . organizational consulting, and (2) the foreseeable uses
of the information generated through their services. (b) Unless it is
not feasible or is contraindicated, the discussion of confidentiality oc-
curs at the outset of the relationship and thereafter as new circum-
stances may warrant” (see Ethical Standard 5.01 in Lowman, 1998, p.
104). Another standard reminds psychologists that the maintenance
of confidentiality could also be specified in laws and institutional rules.
We briefly alluded to both of these requirements in Phase 1 when cov-
ering the identification of stakeholders such as governmental bodies
and institutional review boards. These issues should be fully explored
with the organization’s legal counsel before deciding how to proceed
with pledges of anonymity or confidentiality.

Evaluate the Advantages and Disadvantages of Using Anony-
mity and Confidentiality. For many data sources and methods (for ex-
ample, external documents and most types of internal documents),
deciding whether to offer anonymity or confidentiality will be a moot
issue. This is because either (a) no answer is being solicited directly
from an organization member or (b) there is no potentially harmful or
embarrassing information to be revealed about or associated with an
organizational member. For methods such as surveys and interviews
for which personally or politically sensitive answers may be solicited,
concerns about anonymity or confidentiality could result in either a
refusal to answer some or all questions, or answers that are less than
honest.

Also, anonymity—and sometimes confidentiality when no de-
mographic data are gathered—will prevent the evaluation team from
linking information in one database (for example, survey responses)
to information in another database (for example, personnel file in-
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formation). The lack of a link can severely limit the types of analyses
that can be performed. For example, the absence of a link like a name
or employee identification number would make it impossible to see
whether dissatisfaction reported on a prior survey was related to
members’ leaving the organization during the subsequent year or two.

In some situations, the evaluators may decide that it will be im-
portant to identify the organizational members who supply answers,
and therefore the evaluators would not promise anonymity or con-
fidentiality. This would be done when it is important to link re-
sponses from one database to another or when it may be necessary
to follow up on prior responses. If responses to surveys and interviews
are collected under an identified condition, evaluators should be pre-
pared for two outcomes: fewer responses from those being asked to
answer and respondents being less willing to answer honestly.

Eliminate Confusion About When Anonymity Versus Confiden-
tiality Will Be Promised. Evaluators conducting surveys are particu-
larly likely to confuse the two conditions. They may indicate that the
respondents’ answers are anonymous because no name or identifica-
tion number is requested on the questionnaire. Often, that condition
is not sufficient for ensuring anonymity in organizational settings when
data collection methods such as surveys are used. During subsequent
data analyses, simultaneous cross-tabulations on a variety of demo-
graphic variables could allow team members to identify the specific an-
swers of many—if not all—members of the organization. For example,
there may be only one female vice president, and any analyses that
looked at survey responses in a simultaneous breakout by gender and
organizational level might reveal that individual’s specific answers. In
this case, it might be more appropriate to note that the survey re-
sponses are being collected confidentially rather than anonymously.

Focus and discussion groups are a place where a pledge of ano-
nymity or confidentiality is sometimes inappropriately given. While
the facilitator may promise to not identify who specifically said what
during a group session, it is impossible for the facilitator or other
evaluation team members to prevent the focus group participants
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from telling what other participants said. Therefore, confidential-
ity—much less anonymity—should not be promised to focus and dis-
cussion group participants.

Deliver What Is Promised. If an organization is interested in
conducting anonymous individual interviews, it must (a) hire an ex-
ternal consultant to collect and analyze the data and (b) agree that
the raw data would never be released to the organization. The or-
ganization would receive only summarized data from the interviews.
Some organizations may find this too high a data-loss price to pay.
Also, the organization and the external consultant need to indicate
in the contract how long the contractor will store the data in case
the information needs to be accessed again.

If an organization wants to conduct an anonymous survey, it can
limit the number of demographic questions (for example, organiza-
tional unit and possibly a gross measure of whether the respondent
is a white- or blue-collar employee). This, however, may prevent
the use of web surveys if there would be a link back to who returned
each survey. Alternatively, the organization could conduct a confi-
dential survey with more demographic questions by using in-house
staff or a consultant. Either way, the confidentiality pledge on the
survey would detail why the respondents should believe that their
responses are confidential. Anonymity and confidentiality condi-
tions also extend into the data analysis and feedback. It is typical to
protect respondents by not reporting any subgroup findings that
have fewer than eight to ten people in them. As the number of re-
spondents in a subgroup gets smaller, it becomes easier to identify
members who may have given particular types of answers.

One very important caution should be noted. Confidentiality
must be preserved once it is promised. If anonymity or confidential-
ity is ever promised and that pledge is subsequently broken, even in-
advertently, it could seriously damage subsequent data collection
efforts. It takes a long time to regain members’ faith in the organiza-
tion once they have seen or heard of a member’s anonymous or con-
fidential answers being discussed, with the answers being attributed
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to specific individuals. More will be said on the negative conse-
quences of violating anonymity or confidentiality pledges when we
discuss Phase 5—Communicate Findings and Insights.

Avoid or Minimize Common Data Collection Errors

An evaluation team must be concerned about errors that can result
during data collection because inaccurate information can undermine
the quality of the evaluation’s results, conclusions, and recommenda-
tions. (Note: Error can connote either consistent or random error, but
bias refers to consistent error only.) Salant and Dillman (1994) iden-
tified four types of errors—sampling, non-response, measurement, and
coverage—that occur with sample surveys. Except for sampling error
that only occurs when sampling from the population, the other three
errors can be present in data gathered from either a census or sample;
and all four types of error can be found with data collection methods
other than just surveys. Using those four types of errors as a starting
point, we present information on them and other types of errors that
may be present in the data. Rating errors is added as a fifth category of
error; and acquiescence, socially desirable responding, yea- and nay-
saying, and order effects are discussed as special types of measurement
error. Although Table 2.2 provides an example, a cause, and steps to
lessen the errors, a little more will be said about each type of error.

Sampling error is an acknowledgment that our findings would
vary somewhat if we drew relatively larger or smaller random sam-
ples from a population or even other samples of the same size from
the population. Everyone has seen or heard sampling errors men-
tioned in newspapers, popular magazines, and nightly televised
news programs. Therefore, stakeholders should already have some
understanding of the concept before it is time to explain the find-
ings. More will be said about sampling error in the next section on
deciding when to use a census or a sample.

Non-response error is a problem that results from missing data, most
typically with entire surveys or selected responses from surveys not
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being answered. Another source of non-response error occurs when
questions are added to a data collection instrument after it has already
been used to gather information from some interviewees, survey par-
ticipants, or personnel records. It is frequently not possible to go back
to the original sources and obtain information to the questions that
were added after the initial data collection began. Evaluation teams
often address this problem by assuming that the missing data would
have been distributed much like the information from the individuals
or records where the data were actually collected. As the percentage
of cases with missing data on a given variable (for example, satisfac-
tion with pay) grows higher, this assumption becomes more tenuous.
A large percentage of cases with missing data on a variable could lead
to concerns about how well the findings reflect the population to
which the findings are to be generalized.

Measurement error often occurs when evaluators fail to sufficiently
pretest their data collection instruments. As a result, different evalua-
tors as well as people providing the information might interpret ques-
tions differently. Or respondents may actually answer the question that
we posed to them, rather than answer the one that we meant to ask!
Other times, organizational members providing the answers may un-
derstand the question but choose to provide a less-than-honest answer
because of fears that their answers could have adverse consequences
for themselves or others. Measurement error is most common with sur-
veys, interviews, and questionnaires that are used to extract and code
information from various types of files. Edwards, Thomas, Rosenfeld,
and Booth-Kewley (1997) noted four types of response error that
could be included under the rubric of measurement error:

• Acquiescence is a type of error that occurs when individuals
provide answers based on what they think the questioner
wants to hear.

• Socially desirable responding is a tendency for individuals to 
fake or say things that are socially appropriate, rather than
candidly express their true beliefs.
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• Yea-saying and nay-saying occur when individuals tend to agree
or disagree with survey or interview items regardless of their
content.

• Order effects occur when individuals tend to choose their
answers from the initial items (a primacy effect) or the last
items on a list (recency effect).

Coverage error is probably the error that evaluation teams think
about least, often because they cannot get a good handle on how
much coverage error there is in identifying a population being stud-
ied in an HR program. Coverage error is the uncertainty that results
when the evaluation team is unable to identify all the cases (such as
personnel records, organization members, or security violations) that
fit into a typically hard-to-recognize population. That is, the evalu-
ation team does not know how adequately it has covered all possible
instances or people who fit the population definition. Examples of
situations in which HR coverage errors would be found would be in
identifying the populations who take actions such as cheating on
urine analysis tests, using illegal drugs in the workplace, stealing from
the store inventory, or padding travel claims. All of these examples
of coverage errors have two things in common: (a) a portion of em-
ployees in each situation is going undetected and (b) those who are
caught may not be representative of those who go undetected. As a
result, the extent or incidence of the behavior cannot be accurately
estimated. While it may be impossible to achieve a precise estimate
of some behaviors, it might be possible to collect data from multiple
sources and triangulate toward (or narrow in on) a general conclusion
about whether the problem is small, moderate, or widespread.

Rating effects refer to certain evaluation patterns that may or may
not lead to measurement error. These patterns include range restric-
tion (using only the top, middle, or bottom of a scale), leniency (using
only the top end of a scale—a specific type of range restriction), and
halo (letting an evaluation for one dimension bleed over onto the
evaluations for other dimensions). While a rating effect may actually
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be a correct reflection of performance (that is, all members of an ex-
perienced, high-achieving team receive high ratings across all perfor-
mance dimensions), it is important to be aware of how these patterns
can impact measurement accuracy. Although performance ratings
may be an important source of data for assessing HR programs such as
the administration of merit-based compensation or the internal pro-
motion or reassignment system, ratings are a key assessment procedure
for a wide variety of HR program issues (for example, level of em-
ployee engagement and customer satisfaction). Rating format and
conditions have an impact on rating accuracy, as does the nature of
training that raters receive.

Decide When a Census or Sample Should Be Used

Program evaluators are often faced with a question of whether they
should collect data from every person, file, or some other element
in an HR population (conduct a census) or from a selected subset
of that population (use a sample). We look at reasons to use a census,
a representative sample, and a purposeful sample.

Conduct a Census When Benefits Outweigh Costs. Even though
a sample is typically less disruptive and costly than a census because a
sample uses information gathered on or from fewer individuals, the
evaluation team might still choose to conduct a census. This decision
could be based on a number of important considerations:

1. There might be little cost or time savings in sampling. If an
organization had ninety-eight managers and it wanted an as-
sessment of managers’ opinions about the 360-degree perfor-
mance feedback system that was implemented the year before,
eighty-five or more of the ninety-eight managers might have
to be sampled and interviewed or surveyed to reach a desired
level of precision.

2. The utmost precision is needed in some cases. For example, 
an organization facing a class-action lawsuit for age discrimi-
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nation might have to have data available on the population 
in order to support its position. While sampling personnel
records might save some time, imprecision associated with
sample-based findings—not to mention the complexities of
explaining sampling and weighting during legal proceedings—
may result in significantly greater financial and public-
relations costs in the end.

3. The evaluation team does not have the needed sampling,
weighting, and analytic skills. Although it would be possible
to obtain these skills under a contract, the lack of skills would
make it difficult for the evaluation team to understand, ex-
plain, and defend their findings, conclusions, and recommen-
dations. Losing credibility with key stakeholders in Phase 5 or
6 of our HR evaluation approach could doom any advantages
that would be derived from the sampling.

4. Sometimes, it is important to assure all organization members
that their opinions count. This point should be emphasized 
as the stakes go up in a program evaluation (for example, 
how the pay-for-performance system will be implemented).
Moreover, sampling can lead to suspicion of why someone is
selected for participation and someone else is not.

Use Probability Sampling to Minimize Costs and Disruptions.
Large organizations can often cut the costs of program evaluation by
using probability-sampling-based data collection and analysis proce-
dures: identifying the population of interest, selecting a random sam-
ple for the data collection, weighting the sample-based information
so that it reflects the population, and computing the population esti-
mates along with their estimated levels of precision. Because data are
being collected from a portion of the population, it can typically be
collected more quickly and at lower cost than can data collected from
the full population. Sampling can also have non-monetary benefits.
For example, surveying samples might result in more potential re-
spondents returning completed surveys because they would not feel
surveyed to death.

71-108.c02.qxd  4/7/07  2:30 PM  Page 97



98 EVALUATING HUMAN RESOURCES PROGRAMS

The wide array of available probability sampling techniques only
hints at (a) the complexities involved in choosing an optimum sam-
pling design and (b) the fact that the evaluation team may be limited
to using simple random sampling if the team members have little
prior experience or training with probability sampling. Incorrectly
drawn samples or miscalculation of the weights applied to each case
in the sample can result in inaccurate findings. Therefore, team mem-
bers should not attempt to learn about and use probability sampling
techniques as part of the ongoing evaluation.

If, on the other hand, someone on the evaluation team has the
needed training and experience with sampling, the HR evaluation
team should review the tradeoff between the increased precision
that comes with a larger sample size versus the greater number of
cases (and cost) that the team will have to include in the sample.
Other things being equal, sampling saves relatively few cases when
it is done in a smaller—rather than larger—organization or organi-
zational unit like the marketing department. For example, if the
evaluation team desires 5 percentage points of precision on an em-
ployee satisfaction survey and they anticipate that 90 percent of the
organization’s one hundred employees are satisfied, the team would
need to sample about seventy of the one hundred members in the
population and obtain data from each person. In contrast, other
evaluation teams would need to sample much smaller portions (but
a larger number) of the population in larger organizations to obtain
the same amount of precision.

Employ Purposeful Sampling to Target Particular Subgroups.
Unlike probability sampling, purposeful (also sometimes called pur-
posive) sampling does not involve the selection of cases based on
the probabilistic representation of cases in the population. Instead,
an evaluation team using purposeful sampling chooses a subgroup
of organization members, files, or some other population of interest
based on judgments that those cases share characteristic(s) that are
particularly relevant to a purpose addressed in the program evalua-
tion. Royse and colleagues (2001) noted that purposeful samples
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sacrifice breadth for depth of information. They listed several pur-
poseful sampling techniques—deviant case sampling, typical case
sampling, maximum variation sampling, snowball sampling, con-
venience sampling, negative case sampling, and politically power-
ful sampling.

Some methodological purists may say purposeful (that is, judg-
mental) samples should never be used because such samples do not
provide findings that are generalizable to the population with a spe-
cific level of precision. Taking this constraint at face value suggests
that many HR programs can never be evaluated because it is im-
possible to manipulate people’s lives and careers as easily as it is to
manipulate conditions in a laboratory. Time limitations, organiza-
tional and economic constraints, ethical issues, and other concerns
found in dynamic workplaces make it impossible to use random se-
lection and assignment to experimental and control groups for
many HR program evaluations. This being said, it is imperative that
evaluation teams alert information users to the limitations of the
findings obtained from a purposeful sample and the rationale for
using the sample. Worthen and his co-authors (1997) noted that,
despite risks in generalizing to a population, purposeful sampling
can be helpful for describing a subgroup and gaining a better un-
derstanding of the program as a whole.

Purposeful sampling is often appropriate in qualitative evalua-
tions. In such cases, evaluators choose their samples to provide
maximum information from each person, file, incident, or other
type of unit in the sample. In such instances, the primary objective
is often to obtain rich, in-depth information about deviant issues
with the smallest cost/sample possible. For example, if a police de-
partment is examining the use of potential lethal force during in-
vestigations of domestic disturbances, the HR program evaluation
team might select its sample from only those cases in which police
officers drew their weapons. Although valuable additional infor-
mation might be obtained in a contrast of potential lethal force and
non-lethal force cases, the budget for the program evaluation might
not permit such an evaluation design. The risks to generalizability
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that result from using purposeful sampling may be somewhat ame-
liorated by using other methods to confirm non-projectible findings.

Identify the Data Analyses 
Before the Data Are Collected

To a large extent, the type of data collected will determine the data
analysis procedures. Therefore, a team must simultaneously plan
how it will collect and analyze the data. Otherwise, a team may find
that certain data analyses cannot be conducted because inadequate
attention was paid to how these data should be treated when the
data collection strategies were being planned.

As a part of the analytic planning, the team must allow time for
ensuring that data are as free from errors as possible. Otherwise, the
trite, but true, saying, “Trash in, trash out,” becomes a reality. En-
hancing data quality should be factored into the planning of every step
in the data collection and data analysis phases. Enhancing data qual-
ity before and during the data collection can be ensured by allowing
time for actions such as training data gatherers and developing and
using structured data collection instruments. Assessing and cleaning
the data after it has been gathered requires that sufficient time has
been allotted for the data analyst to look for such anomalies as out-of-
range values and odd patterns of data. If the planning and implemen-
tation of data quality steps in the collection phase were effective, few
data quality problems should be identified in the data analysis stage.

While it will be important to plan many of the basic analyses that
will be performed, it is unlikely that the team will be able to identify
every analysis before the data are gathered. Identifying the initial set
of analyses starts the team toward scoping the size of the analytic ef-
fort, determining whether team members can do the analyses or spe-
cial technical assistance will be required, and looking to see where
multiple methods are used to investigate the same issue. Additional
analyses will almost always be needed as the team tries to explain
unanticipated findings and reconcile conflicting findings that were
obtained with different data. Therefore, the team’s analytic plans must
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allow for more time than just that needed to conduct the initially
identified analyses.

Reporting findings from both quantitative and qualitative data pro-
vides stakeholders with a richer understanding of the HR program than
does reporting only quantitative- or qualitative-based findings. In plan-
ning both types of analyses, the team may want to keep a few practical
points in mind. First, a program evaluation is probably not a good time
for the data analysts to try using a new statistical procedure that they
have never performed before. While they may be able to obtain output
from the computer without error messages, the printed results may not
be meaningful. Second, even if the data analysts are very adept with
complex statistics, complicated statistics will not be appropriate if key
stakeholders do not understand them. Key stakeholders who are asked
to accept recommendations based on findings they do not understand
are probably not going to buy in to the findings, conclusions, or rec-
ommendations. Third, systematically analyzing qualitative data (for ex-
ample, comments from surveys, focus groups, or individual interviews)
often requires much time. Therefore, taking the time to plan who will
extract and code the information and then allowing sufficient time to
complete these tasks will lessen the likelihood that the team will be
spending long, unanticipated hours performing the analyses on quali-
tative data as the briefing time looms close.

Plan the Procedures for Supplying Feedback

The leader of the program evaluation team will need to negotiate a
variety of feedback issues with top management before the HR pro-
gram evaluation begins. Difficulties finding times to communicate
with top management and other stakeholder groups can result in mis-
understandings. Moreover, failure to ensure the transparency of the
HR program evaluation team’s actions and to communicate effec-
tively with the stakeholders can begin to disintegrate the goodwill
that the team has built in earlier phases of the evaluation. Therefore,
early planning for minimizing potential problems can have a good
cost-to-benefit ratio.
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Some of the issues involved in
establishing an effective communi-
cation process include identifying
how often the key stakeholders will
be updated on the progress of eval-
uation and the preferred communi-
cation format. Each stakeholder
group involved in an evaluation
will likely have its own preferences
that are tied to evaluation ques-
tions that are most salient for the

group. It is important to establish an agreed-on communication plan,
with timelines and milestones, to follow throughout the evaluation so
that there are no surprises for the team or the stakeholder groups. In
addition, a commitment to ongoing dialog with stakeholders will in-
crease ownership of the process and will also help the evaluation team
to make any necessary interim refinements to the evaluation design,
questions, methods, and interpretation of results.

Three interim feedback procedures must be addressed before
data collection begins. These procedural issues are (a) how often the
evaluation team will be expected to brief top management, (b) who
will be included in the update briefings, and (c) the form of the up-
dates. It might be assumed that each update would add little time to
the evaluation timetable, but this assumption may be wrong. Sub-
stantial time commitments can result from (a) the need to do analy-
ses over and over for each findings update, (b) disruptions caused by
taking team members away from other activities to synthesize an
emerging message, and (c) a desire to look good before top manage-
ment. Interim briefings with other key stakeholder groups will prob-
ably be less frequent than those with top management.

Royse and colleagues (2001) noted another feedback issue that
should be addressed at the beginning of the evaluation. They sug-
gested that the astute evaluator would want to negotiate the feed-
back of findings to diverse stakeholders at the end of the program
evaluation. While this issue may be months away from the begin-
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“Without careful consid-
eration of the process of
communicating, even
well-crafted evaluations
will not be understood,
and if not understood,
they cannot be utilized”
(Posavac & Carey, 2003,
p. 253).

71-108.c02.qxd  4/7/07  2:30 PM  Page 102



PLAN THE EVALUATION 103

ning of the evaluation, it must be addressed early. At some point dur-
ing most evaluations, individuals who are providing information to
the evaluation team will ask what—if any—feedback they will re-
ceive about the program evaluation findings and follow-on actions
that result from the findings. Therefore, it is important for the leader
of the evaluation team to have discussed this issue with top man-
agement before the evaluation starts and the questions are voiced.
Top management’s commitment to share both findings and steps to
correct deficiencies will do much to help an evaluation team during
data collection. As with the issue of anonymity and confidentiality
in surveys, breaking a promise to give prompt findings and recom-
mendations feedback after the completion of the program evalua-
tion could result in harm to future data collection efforts. Therefore,
the leader of the evaluation team and top management need to clar-
ify what information providers (for example, interviewees and sur-
vey respondents) will be promised and subsequently provided.

Enhance Buy-In from Top Management

Before finalizing the evaluation plan for presentation and sign-off
by top management, it is a good idea to refine the overall design and
resource requirements. Specifically, the evaluation team should re-
view and adjust elements of the plan based on new information that
has come to light since the original elements of the plan were de-
veloped. Some of the central concerns of the review are

• The appropriateness of the design with regard to key stake-
holder needs,

• The extent to which stakeholders agree with the evaluation
team on the evaluation questions and design,

• Direct and indirect costs associated with the resources needed
for the evaluation,

• Whether all of the information that is being proposed for col-
lection actually needs to be gathered, and
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• How stakeholders will be briefed throughout the evaluation
and what final reports will be required.

By examining and ultimately aligning these facets of the evalua-
tion with stakeholder and management expectations, the evaluation
team will greatly increase its chances for both buy-in and ongoing
success in the evaluation.

Now that all of the planning has been completed, it is time to ob-
tain top management’s buy-in. Sonnichsen (2000) noted that it is the
team leader’s responsibility to cultivate trust, market the value of the
evaluation to key stakeholders, and locate and cultivate champions
for the evaluation and its findings. When making its oral or written
proposal to upper management, the team should present all of the im-
portant characteristics of the plan and provide a budget with time-
lines. The team might find it useful to put their plan in tabular form
to facilitate organization and to lessen the likelihood that important
details have not yet been considered. Table 2.3 is a variation of the
form that many teams at the U.S. Government Accountability Of-
fice use to plan their program evaluations. This scheme, as well as
others, allows a large amount of information to be organized and dis-
played with a minimum of words so that stakeholders can focus on
the crucial details of the evaluation design.

Provide an Overview of the Program 
Evaluation Plan

Although the team should be prepared to answer questions about all
characteristics of the plan, brevity in the presentation is the key for
both briefings and written proposals. The team should identify and
concentrate on the most important, costly, and controversial issues in
their plan. Two other issues that should be covered are pledges of
anonymity/confidentiality and who (for example, all organizational
members or just upper management) will be briefed on the findings
once the program evaluation has been completed. Both of these issues
can lead to unmet expectations if top management is not told about
these constraints before they approve the program evaluation plan.
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Other issues that must be included in the proposal are a cursory
overview of the methods that will be used to collect the data and
what types of information will be obtained from the methods. If
there will be uncertainty or limitations that result from using the
methods, stakeholders should be warned of those concerns and told
about how the HR program evaluation team intends to mitigate the
potential problems. Phillips (1997) provided a checklist that an
evaluation team can use in preparing to present its proposed plan.
The checklist includes reminders to develop an audience profile,
use visual aids that are tailored to the audience, and anticipate the
questions that are likely to arise.

Prepare to Defend the Budget

The team must be prepared to
show that the resources (includ-
ing time) required to evaluate the
program are warranted given the
strength of the evaluation plan.
Earlier in this chapter, we intro-
duced major components of the
budget so that planning could be
performed efficiently.

A multi-version budget and
evaluation plan provides top man-
agement, and to a lesser extent
other stakeholders, with an oppor-
tunity to decide what limitations
and uncertainty they are willing
to encounter at the end of the
program evaluation. If key stake-
holders are able to live with more
uncertainty and limitations, a less expensive alternative can be
adopted. If, on the other hand, there is a desire to minimize uncer-
tainty and limitations, a more thorough and expensive program
evaluation would be warranted.

In finalizing a budget 
and evaluation plan, it is
sometimes advisable to
prepare two or three
versions of the program
evaluation plan with a
different budget for each.
Each progressively more
thorough version would
show what could be done
with more resources (in-
cluding time). The multi-
ple versions also show the
additional benefits that
each increment in re-
sources adds.
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Better buy-in is obtained when stakeholders have a chance to help
shape the evaluation by selecting the version that best fits the organi-
zation’s needs. Also, the multiple versions present another benefit.
The team has elevated the decision about accepting uncertainty and
limitations to the key stakeholders who will be judging the quality of
the HR program evaluation once the project is done. This precaution
minimizes the potential end-of-evaluation second-guessing of why
more was not done to minimize the uncertainty and limitations.

Conclusions

Effective planning is a necessary, but not sufficient condition for
successful HR program evaluation. By developing a roadmap to
their ultimate destination, the evaluation team can anticipate po-
tential problems, minimize rework and other inefficiencies that can
sidetrack the evaluation, and eliminate ambiguity about the roles
that various team members will play. Furthermore, tasks, personnel,
and other resources tied to a timeline let the team know immedi-
ately when slippage in the schedule is occurring so that corrective
actions can be taken. Thoughtful planning brings the added bene-
fit of convincing key stakeholders that the evaluation is in good
hands and will, therefore, one hopes, lead to greater stakeholder
buy-in to the entire evaluation process.
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Phase 3

COLLECT DATA

“Errors using inadequate data are much less than

those using no data at all.”

—Charles Babbage

Chapter Objectives

• Remind evaluators of the many data sources and data
collection methods that are available so that they can make
informed choices

• Provide a basic understanding of research design principles
that will provide the evaluation team with a basis for balanc-
ing rigor and practical organizational considerations

• Describe steps that should be taken to enhance the quality 
of the collected information

For most HR program evaluations, data collection will require more
time than any other phase in our six-phase approach. At the same
time, data collection can be one of the most rewarding parts of the
program evaluation. Evaluators have opportunities to interact with
members located throughout the organization and develop a better
appreciation of how the various parts of the organization fit to-
gether. Developing content knowledge of the HR program will also
increase the evaluator’s credibility. Assuming that these interac-
tions go well, the evaluators can learn more about the HR program,
understand the interdependency of various organizational units,
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and begin professional and personal relationships that will help
them with future endeavors in the organization.

Our advice regarding tasks performed for this phase can be viewed
as parts of four interrelated steps, with the activities in some steps oc-
curring at the same time as the activities in other steps. The four steps
are (a) selecting the appropriate data collection methods and data
sources for evaluating an HR program, (b) using evaluation research
designs that make sense in the context of practical organizational con-
straints, (c) enhancing data quality, and (d) avoiding sidetracks dur-
ing data collection.

Select Optimum Data Collection Methods 
and Data Sources

As we mentioned in the planning phase, HR program evaluation
teams are fortunate because many data collection methods and data
sources are available to them. While some methods (for example, in-
terviews) and sources (for example, extracts from personnel and pay-
roll databases) may be used in almost every program evaluation,
teams need to consider carefully all of their data options, rather than
merely using only those methods and sources that were of value in
prior data collection efforts. Different HR programs and different rea-
sons for conducting an evaluation might mean that different meth-
ods and sources are needed to acquire the most relevant data possible,
relative to time, money, and other organizational constraints.

When we were asked to develop and provide an HR program
evaluation workshop for a professional society, we generated and dis-
tributed a list of HR-relevant data collection methods and data sources
that participants found very useful. Table 3.1 expands on that list and
classifies each method or source into five general categories. This list
can be used to remind an experienced as well as inexperienced HR
program evaluation team of both common and less common meth-
ods/sources. A sample application for each method/source is also pro-
vided in the table. This list might be made even more meaningful to
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Table 3.1 Data Collection Methods and Data Sources 
Used in HR Program Evaluation

Category and Type Data Example Source or Use

1. Internal Documents and Files

a. Program results and Outcome of, time required to resolve, and demo-
related data graphic breakout for each discrimination complaint

b. Prior evaluation, Previously conducted selection system evaluation 
accreditation, and or study devoted partially/wholly to the program
licensure reports

c. Program policies, HR policy manual with an outline of the steps and 
criteria, and procedures timeframes used to file a labor grievance

d. Program funding/ Five years of budget and expenditure data for 
budgets 360-degree feedback (in case the two types of data

disagree)

e. Cost information Three alternative levels of investment (and re-
sulting benefits) to upgrade the HR information
system

f. Inventory records Location, size, condition, and so forth of each
chemical/biological suit available to incident
responders

g. Staff positions Filled and vacant positions on organizational charts
(that is, spaces): during a re-alignment of functions after a merger
Actual and planned

h. Qualifications of Resumes of training department staff to determine 
current program staff types of formal training, experience, and certification
(that is, faces) system

i. Archival data on Expatriate demographics extracted from paper 
organizational personnel personnel files or an electronic HR information
system

j. Lists of program Roster of people who received a one-week mana-
participants gerial training course

k. Strategic and tactical Statement that the organization wants to be the 
plans (organization- industry leader in employee safety
wide and HR-specific)
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Table 3.1 continued

Category and Type Data Example Source or Use

2. Internal and External Perceptual Data

a. Individual interviews Former participants’ identification of strengths and
(structured or weakness in the executive development program
unstructured)

b. Group interviews (focus, Focus groups to determine ways to get more people 
Delphi, or nominal) to use the 401(k) program

c. Expert panels (internal Information gained from a multidisciplinary team 
or external) so that the diversity profile can be improved

d. Organizational surveys Annual organizational climate assessments and exit
(paper, fax, or web) surveys to learn more about retention problems

3. Internal Processes and Procedural Information

a. Job analysis data Job-relevant person characteristics used to design 
a test battery for selecting first-line managers

b. Time-motion studies Determination of staffing needs to “right-size” the
Sales Department

c. Process analysis Examination of activities performed in a typical 
information day to see whether team orientation has been

implemented

d. Observations (in-person, Quality of customer support: sample, record, and 
video, or electronic) rate service calls

e. Work diaries or logs Overlap of functions when re-engineering the
management succession program

f. Needs assessment Training documents identifying course topics to 
findings close gaps between desired and existing skill levels

g. Equipment and training Determination of whether organizational members 
manuals are following prescribed safety procedures

h. Communication Pictorial representation of whom staff contact dur-
diagrams ing a typical week—used to redesign the workplace

4. External Documents and Environmental Scans

a. Legal and regulatory International, federal, state, and local compensa-
materials tion laws applicable to a multinational corporation
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Category and Type Data Example Source or Use

b. External literature on Meta-analysis or a narrative review on pay equity—
the subject HR programs obtained from journal articles, books, and the web

c. Best practices Association and consortia ethical guidelines for
ensuring survey confidentiality

5. Other Types of Evaluation Data

a. Tests of job knowledge, Certification/license (for example, CPA or realtor) 
skills, and performance and job-sample tests (for example, for welding, 

typing, or driving)

b. Simulations of job Assessment centers for fast tracking managers, or 
knowledge, skills, and proficiency testing on a flight simulator
aptitudes

c. Models, scenarios, and Projections and assumptions for the organization’s 
forecasts future healthcare costs as the workforce ages

d. Recommendation Recommended changes to realign work centers—
systems made through quality circles or suggestion boxes

Adapted from Scott, Edwards, & Raju (2002).

and generate even more discussion from an evaluation team if the
more experienced evaluators on the team (a) provide organization-
specific examples about how the methods and sources apply to the spe-
cific HR program being evaluated and (b) add additional methods and
sources that are relevant to that organization.

The rest of this section introduces readers to general aspects of
the five categories of data collection methods and data sources. En-
tire books have been written on the methods and sources that we
are covering, and we would encourage evaluators to consult such
sources when applying any methods that may be unfamiliar or have
not been used for some time by the evaluation team. Such inde-
pendent study would prepare evaluators to (a) begin the process of
acquiring more program evaluation skills and (b) interact more ef-
fectively with other team members who are using the described data
collection methods and accessing the cited data sources.
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Use Internal Documents 
and Files—Current and Historical

An organization has a wide variety of internal documents and files that
tell how the HR program fits into the organization as a whole. The
team will need time to assemble these materials and determine their
relevance to the evaluation. While it is not uncommon for some of
the materials to be out-of-date, the evaluation team—probably
with the help of the HR program staff—will often find it easier to up-
date information than to create such documentation from scratch.
Two common reasons for the materials being out-of-date are (a) inat-
tention to evolutionary changes in the HR program and (b) compet-
ing pressures that limit the time that program staff have available for
updating documents and files.

Although a review of internal documents and files can be time-
consuming, an initial review of these materials is essential in order to
gain sufficient context or background on the HR program before pro-
ceeding with other data collection steps. In addition to making the
evaluation team better informed about the HR program, this review
can increase the team’s efficiency when using more intrusive data col-
lection methods (for example, interviews and surveys). The evalua-
tors still must confirm what appears to be true in order to avoid making
erroneous assumptions, but they can do this review more quickly than
they can gather other types of data from scratch. Also, using existing
documents and files to learn about the basics of a program will aid the
data collectors in establishing their credibility with the stakeholders
when they are later asked to provide data.

The types of current and historical files and materials that may be
accessed include technical documentation outlining the program’s
original development and implementation, data or documentation
outlining program results for one or more periods in the past, prior
evaluation and accreditation reports, program policies and procedures,
program funding/budgets, qualifications of the program staff, archival
data on organizational personnel, lists of program participants, and
strategic and tactical plans for the program and the organization.

114 EVALUATING HUMAN RESOURCES PROGRAMS

109-146.c03.qxd  4/7/07  2:31 PM  Page 114



While much of this information does not require specialized skills to
collect or interpret it, it is nonetheless extremely useful in the evalua-
tion. Among other things, the information provides an evaluation
team with baseline knowledge about the HR program. In addition, it
can be used to determine the factors that influence the effectiveness
and efficiency of an HR program or an entire organizational function
such as safety.

Gather Internal and External Perceptual Data

Organization members’ and external program users’ perceptions can
help an evaluation team identify and understand an HR program’s
strengths, weaknesses, and other key attributes. It then becomes a
responsibilty for evaluators to determine whether those perceptions
have merit. Often, a perception (for example, of racial discrimina-
tion or favoritism)—regardless of its veracity—is a compelling force
within and outside an organization. The program evaluation team
therefore needs to determine, through the use of appropriate re-
search methods and empirical data, the prevalence and accuracy of
these perceptions, possible reasons for any misperceptions (perhaps
as a first step in correcting the misperceptions), and the impact of
the perceptions on the HR program as well as on the organization.
Looking for the convergence of perceptions with other types of data
such as those available from personnel records (for example, per-
formance data that reveal significantly higher ratings for males) can
help the evaluation team to confirm or refute the perceptions and
thereby strengthen the quality of their evaluation’s findings, con-
clusions, and recommendations.

Most, if not all, of the perceptual data will be collected specifically
for the current program evaluation, but useful perceptions may also be
available from prior data collection efforts. The gathering of new data
will permit an up-to-date snapshot of the current situation, whereas
the data from prior surveys and other methods can let the evaluation
team see how perceptions have changed over time. In addition, the
current snapshot of perceptions can be more comprehensive than
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the information from the past efforts because it can be tailored to the
specific researchable questions or objectives being investigated in
the current HR program evaluation. As a cautionary note, HR pro-
gram evaluation teams must realize that even small changes in the
wording of interview and survey questions can cause results to ap-
pear to be different, regardless of whether the situation itself has
changed. Therefore, teams must consider which is most important:
using the previous wording to get clean comparisons to findings from
the past or altering questions to obtain the best, most-focused answer
to issues at hand.

Table 3.1 lists four general types of methods for gathering per-
ceptual data: individual interviews, group interviews, expert panels,
and surveys. Individual interviews seem to be a part of every HR pro-
gram evaluation. When the same issues will be discussed with multi-
ple individual interviewees, evaluators would be well-served by using
at least a semi-structured protocol so that (a) all interviewers ask the
same core set of questions in the same general manner and (b) the an-
swers can be tallied later to add a degree of quantification to this typ-
ically qualitative data collection method. Likewise, the facilitator of
a group interview—be it a discussion, focus, expert panel, nominal,
Delphi, or other type of group—should use a core set of questions and
probes to gain advantages similar to those for the individual inter-
views. While group interview methods can be used to capture both
the information from several participants simultaneously and the syn-
ergistic effect of the participants’ interactions, evaluation teams might
want to refrain from using these methods in situations in which sen-
sitive information is to be discussed. Participants will probably be es-
pecially reticent to reveal sensitive information about themselves or
others in group settings. Expert panels, a different type of group in-
terview, are particularly useful in identifying perceptions that would
be needed to answer process questions (for example, subject-matter
experts in job analysis).

Organizational surveys offer a method for collecting information
from a large number of people, quantifying perceptions and other data,
and determining how perceptions are related to other self-reported in-
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formation gathered with the survey. While a survey of a population or
representative sample might readily come to mind, surveys may also
be useful when administered at the beginning of a group interview
composed of participants picked with purposeful sampling. Using sur-
veys with focus groups allows evaluators to obtain both qualitative and
quantitative data in a single data collection session. Books (for exam-
ple, Edwards and his co-authors, 1997) tailored to conducting HR sur-
veys offer HR evaluators better insights into the situations that they
will face than will literature devoted to survey methods used in mar-
keting and political polling. Similarly, if the team contracts for exter-
nal survey development, administration, or analysis, we suggest they
use consultants specializing in HR-related surveys.

Assess Internal Processes 
and Procedural Information

The data collection methods and data sources in this category are of
eight general but overlapping types: job analyses, time-motion stud-
ies, process analysis information, observations, work diaries or logs,
needs assessment findings, equipment and training manuals, and
communication diagrams. Individuals trained or experienced in job
analysis may have used all of these methods and sources while gath-
ering data on the processes and procedures that job incumbents use
to carry out their work-related activities.

This set of methods and sources is particularly important in an-
swering evaluation questions that require information about the
steps that (a) users take when accessing and using the program and (b)
program staff perform to administer, monitor, and improve an HR pro-
gram. For example, program staff may have a flowchart of the general
steps—as well as the range or maximum amount of time required to
perform each step—that users and program staff should take when
adding new dependents to the organization’s health plan. This set of
methods and sources can also provide information about worker char-
acteristics (for example, knowledge, skills, and abilities), environ-
mental conditions (for example, extreme cold or noise), physical
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demands (for example, strength or particular activities such as climb-
ing), training and time required to acquire knowledge, decision-
making responsibilities, and other job-relevant characteristics. Some
of these types of information can be useful for other program evalua-
tion tasks such as assessing the qualifications of the staff administering
the program, quality of staff recruitment, or compensation equity.

Out-of-date or incomplete information about processes and the
time required for different job tasks can greatly slow the progress of a
program evaluation designed to look at staffing, organizational re-
engineering, or related HR issues. A related problem is occasionally
found in decentralized organizations when the processes documented
in the HR files at the headquarters may not reflect how an HR pro-
gram is actually used or administered in the field.

In still other situations, general guidelines may be provided, but
wide discretion in program processes and procedures would be al-
lowed in different functional areas of the organization. For example,
the general parameters for administering a compensation program
may be documented for the organization in a central HR file, but in-
dividual divisions may be allowed to determine their specific com-
pensation criteria and otherwise administer their merit-based salary
increases and bonuses. This possibility of differences in processes
then requires an assessment to determine whether and how the HR
program varies within the organization, as well as a comparison of
the strengths and weaknesses of the various types of implementation.
Sometimes, the information that results from comparisons of these
implementation processes and procedures can be used as the bases
for developing best practices for an organization-wide HR program.

Overviews for using these methods to describe processes and in-
terpreting the resulting data are available from books on job analy-
ses (for example, see Chen, Carsten, & Krauss, [2003] for suggested
sources). Many of the skills that are necessary for gathering new, in-
depth information on internal processes are specialized. Therefore,
the evaluation team might need to supplement its membership with
individuals who have expertise with these specialized methods.
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Utilize External Documents 
and Environmental Scans

The review and inclusion of external documents such as legal and
regulatory materials, external literature, and best practices from other
organizations provide valuable sources of independent criteria and
performance standards against which the HR program can be evalu-
ated. External data are important for placing the HR program in con-
text. In addition, they can help the team to identify or develop the
criteria, which will be used in its own evaluation. Comparisons to ex-
ternal data and standards lend credibility to the evaluation, and they
pique the interest and buy-in of stakeholders, who generally want to
know how their program stacks up against the programs for other or-
ganizations in the industry. If external statistics (for example, nation-
wide or industry-wide average compensation for top managers) or
standards (for example, minimum qualifications for licensure) for the
criteria are available, top management will be in a position to decide
whether the HR program will be an industry leader, on par with the
industry, or a program with deficiencies relative to the same program
in other organizations.

In Phase 1, we mentioned the need for assessments against legal
standards when we urged the HR program evaluation team to in-
clude an organization’s legal representative as a stakeholder. The at-
torney’s review and interpretation of relevant legal or regulatory
issues are essential to ensure that the HR program conforms to all ap-
plicable laws and regulations. Overlapping local, state, national, and
international laws and regulations establish a minimum set of HR-
related conditions that an organization must meet to avoid adverse
legal consequences. Legal minimum standards exist for such HR
concerns as safety standards, compensation, hours of work, equal em-
ployment opportunities, job security for military reservists, and pro-
tection of retirement accounts. While organizations may wish to
offer more than the minimum, HR evaluation teams need to ensure
that the program at least meets the minimum prescribed levels.
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Additional guidance for un-
derstanding the HR-related legal
considerations can be found in
books (for example, Landy, 2005)
devoted specifically to those issues.

Another valuable source of
external information is HR litera-
ture: books, professional publica-
tions (journals and pamphlets),
conference presentations, mate-
rials distributed by professional
consortium and trade associations,
web searches, and other readily

available materials. With due caution, a team can identify empirically
based external HR literature that will be useful in selecting and defin-
ing criteria, picking expert panels, and performing the other tasks nec-
essary to conduct an HR program evaluation. An evaluation team will
be particularly well-served if it can find a meta-analysis addressing
aspects of the HR program being evaluated. A meta-analysis is a
literature review technique that statistically combines findings from
many studies. Meta-analytic findings have the advantages of both
quantification and the avoidance of over-reliance on findings from a
single study.

Best practices provide data for interpreting the quality of the or-
ganization’s HR program relative to that found in other organizations.
Organizations such as the Conference Board and the Saratoga Insti-
tute regularly conduct best-practices reviews that can be used as a
component of an HR program evaluation. In a recent evaluation con-
ducted to assess the effectiveness of an organizational structure within
a large pharmaceutical organization, a best-practices review that had
been conducted by the Conference Board served as an effective start-
ing point for the evaluation. In a similar vein, magazines (for example,
Fortune) and books appearing in the popular press regularly pick orga-
nizations that are top ranked overall or for selected programs. An eval-
uation team should guard against inappropriately generalizing from
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If the evaluation identi-
fies and eliminates sources
of potential legal chal-
lenges, it will almost
surely have paid for
itself—even for those
challenges that the or-
ganization could have
won—through the avoid-
ance of legal fees and
settlement costs.
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overall rankings by assuming that the practices of the highly ranked
organizations are likewise among the best for the HR program of in-
terest. If an evaluation team chooses to use best practices as the
standard against which to judge an organization’s HR program, it is
imperative that due consideration be given to potential differences be-
tween the evaluated organization and the organizations identified for
best practices. Contextual differences outside the control of the HR
program itself may have contributed to why other organizations are
judged as having best practices. These contextual factors might in-
clude the organizations’ size, profitability, philosophy, industry, and
geographic location.

Don’t Forget Other Types of Evaluation Data

A variety of other evaluation methods can be used to assess the func-
tioning of HR programs. Foremost among these are tests, simulations,
models/scenarios/forecasts, and recommendation systems.

Tests can play important roles when evaluating recruitment and
selection, workforce quality, succession planning, and training-
acquisition programs. Following the popular dictum that “You can’t
manage what you don’t measure,” an organization that utilizes tests
for its staffing and development programs will be better positioned to
evaluate the quality of its programs, relative to organizations that use
less quantifiable methods. Data from tests can be used to evaluate ap-
plicant trends, including the effectiveness of recruitment programs,
the quality of new hires, and the effects of training or other interven-
tions, to name a few. Tests provide objective criteria against which to
measure HR programs. Some common types of tests that evaluators
may find useful in their review include:

• Job knowledge tests. These types of tests can be particularly
useful in evaluating the impact of technical training and re-
cruitment programs and are designed to tap the critical knowl-
edge areas needed to be successful upon entry into a particular
job. Generally, these tests are developed and applied to more
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technically oriented jobs. For example, an electrical knowl-
edge test that assesses the fundamentals of electricity, basic
circuitry, electrical code, and equipment might be used for hir-
ing network technicians for a telecommunications company.

• Skills tests. These tests are particularly useful in evaluating
training interventions geared toward the development of basic
skills for incumbents. Unlike aptitude tests that are generally
considered stable over time, the results of skills tests can be
expected to change based on interventions or experience.
They are designed to tap skills needed to be successful in a
variety of positions. For example, a word processing test may
be applied to secretarial candidates, or a writing test may be
administered to applicants for corporate communications jobs.
Basic skills tests that measure minimum levels of reading and
math may also be useful gauges of workforce quality.

• Aptitude tests. These tests can be developed to cover a range of
capabilites needed for a variety of jobs within an organization,
from mechanical and clerical occupations through executive-
level positions. They are particularly useful in evaluating
recruitment, selection, and succession-planning programs.
Examples of the sorts of aptitudes measured by these tests in-
clude problem solving, detail orientation, business reasoning,
mechanical comprehension, troubleshooting, and critical
thinking.

• Performance simulations. These tests are useful in evaluating
selection and training programs for hourly through executive
positions. Tests that measure abilities by simulating a key
element of the job are very effective means of screening candi-
dates for complex or physically demanding or dangerous jobs.
For example, the airlines and military use simulations to train
and test their pilots’ skills at handling a wide variety of dan-
gerous conditions that might seldom be encountered in real
life. In other types of simulation tests, executive candidates
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may be placed in an assessment center situation with a group
of other candidates and evaluated on their abilities to interact
and lead. In contrast, line-worker candidates for a utility com-
pany may be asked to climb a pole and do some electrical
work on an elevated platform as part of their assessment.

Models, scenarios, and forecasts (with explicit assumptions) fill
important niches for such issues as large-scale organizational expan-
sion, downsizing, or mergers. These types of infrequent changes pres-
ent situations in which top management must consider different
scenarios about how the restructuring will influence the size and
shape of the workforce. By modeling different sets of assumptions, top
management (a) is able to make better-informed decisions and (b)
has a basis for reacting quickly if the chosen decision does not meet
the assumptions. Love (1991), however, cautioned that “forecasting
is difficult under the best of circumstances” because of four endemic
problems: inadequate skills of evaluators making the forecasts, inac-
curate historical data, incorrect assumptions, and biased data.

Information from recommendation programs (for example, a sug-
gestion box) and other organizational feedback mechanisms may be
additional sources of data for identifying deficiencies in the current
HR program and alternatives for improving the program. These types
of data can provide insights into problems previously encountered
with the HR program, program staff interactions with users, and steps
taken to resolve problems and emphasize the strengths of the program.

Use Evaluation Research Designs 
That Address Practical Constraints

The complex environments found in applied organizations rarely
afford opportunities to use true experiments, since experiments
require random assignment of organizational members to experi-
mental/treatment and control groups. Instead, evaluators often use
quasi-experimental designs to ameliorate the effects of these real-life
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constraints (see Shadish, Cook, & Campbell, 2002). Quasi-
experimental designs compare characteristics of existing organiza-
tional subgroups (a) to one another and/or (b) at different points in
time. For example, attitude survey results obtained before and after
implementing a downsizing program in one organizational division
could provide valuable information to management. In this exam-
ple, employees would not have been assigned at random to the di-
vision experiencing downsizing or to a comparison division that did
not go through downsizing.

A disadvantage of using a quasi-experimental design, rather
than a true experiment with a randomized design, is that evaluators
are often faced with uncertainty about what caused an outcome.
They must determine which factors besides the program or inter-
vention might have influenced the observed levels of the criterion
measures used to assess program effectiveness. In the downsizing ex-
ample, changes in employee attitudes such as increased dissatisfac-
tion with management from last year to this year could be due to
the downsizing or other factors such as the organization’s overall
economic health. After identifying the possible influences, the eval-
uation team must attempt to assess whether the program or exter-
nal influences were largely responsible for any subsequent changes
in the efficiency and effectiveness of the HR program. By under-
standing prior and recent situations along with potential alterna-
tive explanations for any differences or even similarities, the HR
program evaluation team may be able to work toward at least tenu-
ous cause-and-effect conclusions. The attribution of cause and ef-
fect is somewhat tenuous because the evaluation team typically
cannot perform an evaluation with the laboratory-like experimen-
tal precision needed for definitive cause-and-effect conclusions.

HR program evaluation often involves using one of four types
of quasi-experimental designs: subgroup comparisons, before-and-
after comparisons, time-series designs, and case studies. They are
briefly described below, and Table 3.2 offers an overview of the first
three designs.
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Table 3.2 Examples of Quasi-Experimental Designs

Name of Design Notation Comments

Subgroup comparison Only the experimental group 
will be the subject of the in-

Experimental group O X O tended intervention/HR pro-
gram, but both groups will be 

Comparison group O O assessed before and after the
intervention. The time period
between observations depends
on the type of intervention
involved. The difference
between the post- and pre-
intervention measures can be
compared across the two groups
to assess the effectiveness of the
intervention. One might also
use the pre-intervention mea-
sure as a covariate in assessing
the post-intervention measures
between the two groups.

Before-and-after Only the experimental group 
comparison will be assessed before and after 

the intervention, and it will 
Experimental group O X O serve as its own “control” group, 

that is, there is no comparison 
Comparison group group. The difference between 
(none) the post- and pre-intervention

measures would be used to assess
the effect of a given
intervention.

Time-series design This is an expanded version of 
the before-and-after comparison

Experimental group   O  O  O  X  O  O  O design. For example, assess-
ments can be conducted an-

Comparison group nually or semi-annually. Again, 
(none)                      the experimental group will

serve as its own “control” group.

Note: O = observation or assessment and X = intervention
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Subgroup Comparisons

A subgroup comparison generally involves using pre-existing groups
of non-randomly assigned employees in experimental and comparison
conditions. The performance of the experimental group after it has
received an intervention (such as a training seminar for new managers
that the organization is pilot-testing) is compared with the perfor-
mance of another group that has not received the intervention. This
design is also referred to as the nonequivalent control group design.

While the assignment of employees to subgroups is not random
in this design, it is important that the employees belonging to the two
groups have similar characteristics, such as tenure and job duties, to
minimize the possibly that such extraneous characteristics will influ-
ence the findings in subsequent analyses. Again using the example of
training for new managers, employees in both the change and com-
parison groups must be new managers in order for the analysis of the
post-training performance levels for the two groups to be meaningful.
It should be noted, however, that any significant performance differ-
ence between the two groups may not be entirely due to the inter-
vention (that is, training). Other factors such as the mere inclusion
of employees in a group that participates in a special program can
result in changes in outcome measures. Such changes, regardless 
of whether the intervention has any true effect, have long been doc-
umented with organizational studies and are often referred to as
Hawthorne effects.

Before-and-After Comparisons

Another quasi-experimental design commonly used in HR program
evaluation is sometimes referred to as either a before-and-after design
or a pretest-posttest design. It is given this name because criterion
measures (for example, attitudes or performance) for the same group
are compared before and after an intervention. In a design of this type,
the same group serves as its own comparison group. For example, an
assessment of employees’ satisfaction with their benefit program be-
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fore and after the introduction of a new health benefits package falls
into this category. Again, by not having random assignment and a
separate control group, an HR evaluation team would not be able to
attribute all changes in attitudes to the introduction of a new health
benefits package. Among other things, changes in the outcome mea-
sures could have resulted from other factors that changed during the
period between the first and second data collections.

Another problem that can result when using this type of de-
sign—as well as with the time-series designs that are presented
next—is the addition and loss of personnel during the time periods
of interest. Anyone who is subsequently added to the unit that re-
ceived the intervention will not have the pretest measure, and any-
one who leaves before the second data collection occurs will not
have the requisite posttest scores. The numbers of usable people
who have both types of data will probably continue to decrease as
time goes by, until the sample size is not sufficient to draw any use-
ful conclusions. Even if there is a sufficient number of employees
with both the pretest and posttest data, attrition should still be ex-
amined to determine whether it offers alternative explanations for
the findings. The interpretation of the findings may be different if
individuals left the study for positive reasons such as a promotion
versus negative reasons such as turnover from the organization and
demotion because of performance-related problems.

HR program evaluation teams also sometimes use a more prob-
lematic variation of the pretest-posttest design. They collect data only
once, asking employees to report their perceptions or opinions about
issues of interest for both current and past periods. Although this type
of data collection has the advantage of obtaining both types of data
from everyone who has been there for the specified period, it really is
not a true pretest-posttest design and leads to more tenuous conclu-
sions than does the actual pretest-posttest design. While some em-
ployees may be able to indicate accurately whether they experienced
a major event such as a work-related injury two years ago, they may
not be able to provide reliable assessments of their attitudes or other
information for periods even six months earlier. Also, the attrition
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that occurred between the prior and current periods can result in a
biased view about the issues of interest because the evaluators will
have little or no information on those who left before the data were
gathered.

Time-Series Designs

Another variation of the before-and-after quasi-experimental design
is the time-series design. For the time-series design, data for the same
criterion measures are gathered at several (equally spaced) time peri-
ods before and after the HR intervention. Because of the many time
periods (sometimes spanning years) involved in such a design, the em-
ployees making up a subgroup may not remain the same from one time
period to the next. That is, this year’s employees at an organization
will probably not be the same as last year’s employees at the organiza-
tion. Thus, the change in organizational or subgroup membership
makes it more difficult to attribute all changes in levels of the criterion
measures to a given HR intervention. On the other hand, since mea-
surements are available for several time periods before and after the
HR intervention, the time-series design may offer a more accurate
assessment than the before-and-after design.

Compared to the before-and-after design, the time-series design
has an important benefit—the ability to make statements about
trends. A relatively higher or lower value at a single subsequent point
could be due to the characteristics of the sample being studied, a tem-
porary change that will revert to the prior level, or any number of
other influences. Including additional later time-based data points al-
lows the evaluation team to determine whether an earlier increase or
decrease was an artifact or a real change that showed consistency over
multiple time periods.

Because a time-series design involves multiple observations be-
fore and after an organizational intervention, it may take longer to
complete an HR evaluation. The longer length is unlikely to be an
option if historical data cannot be used to develop the database for
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earlier intervals or if the time interval between observations is sub-
stantial. The time interval may depend on the nature and content 
of the evaluation. If the time interval between observations is long
and the evaluation itself necessitates multiple observations, the eval-
uation team may want to issue interim reports so that top manage-
ment can be kept abreast of the evaluation team’s progress on a
regular basis. These procedural and timeline details must be ad-
dressed and planned for as part of the initial planning for the HR
evaluation.

Case Studies

The use of case studies in HR program evaluation typically involves
a more in-depth, narrower focus than that which might be used for
other types of program evaluation. For example, to limit the scope
of their assessment to a doable project, an evaluation team might
determine that it would be more useful to look at all aspects of man-
agement succession planning in a single division rather than fewer
issues across the entire organization. Case studies are useful when
studying a program that is differentially effective across the organi-
zation. They are very useful when evaluating infrequently occurring
behaviors (for example, violence in the workplace) and HR pro-
grams that are limited to certain units. Often, an HR evaluation
team uses purposeful sampling to pick examples of good and/or
poorly functioning organizational units or parts of an HR program.
For example, an evaluation team might contrast the selection sys-
tem as it is implemented in an eastern regional office to that imple-
mented in its southern region if the eastern and southern regions
had the best and worst rates of career progression.

According to evaluation experts (see Patton, 1990), a case study
typically involves three major steps. In the first step, the evaluator
collects as much relevant information as possible about a program or
person. Both qualitative and quantitative data are part of this step. In
step two, the collected raw data are edited, organized, and classified.
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In the final step, the evaluation team prepares a readable and holistic
narrative of a program or person under consideration.

Although there are many manifestations of the case study, one
common case study method is preparing lessons-learned reports. The
U.S. military makes extensive use of this type of case study after large-
scale training exercises, war games, and actual military interventions.
A lessons-learned report is also relevant to HR program evalua-
tion. A lessons-learned report might address several aspects of the
program: the environment, actions taken, the effects and effective-
ness of the actions, and potential actions to be considered if a similar
situation were to occur in the future. A downsizing program can be
used to illustrate the types of data
that such an HR report would
contain. The report might note
environmental and organizational
factors that led to the downsizing,
the alternative actions considered
and why those actions were used
or not used, effects (for example,
lawsuits by dismissed and demoted
employees as well as the morale of
survivors), and additional factors
to be considered if the organi-
zation were faced with the same
problem again. Regardless of the
type of program being studied, a
potentially serious drawback from
using case studies is that there can
be great uncertainty about exter-
nal validity, that is, how well the
results from one portion of the or-
ganization—sometimes chosen
for study because it is different—
generalize to the remainder of the
organization.
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“It is essential that quality
control procedures be in-
troduced for all facets of
data collection: sampling,
measurement, data entry,
and the like. . . . And, be-
fore diving into a fancy
statistical analysis, it is es-
sential to carefully inspect
the data for errors and
missing information that
will almost certainly be
present. Addressing these
data quality concerns re-
quires more than merely
searching for isolated out-
liers; it also necessitates
internal consistency
checks for anomalous rela-
tionships among key vari-
ables” (Berk & Rossi,
1990, p. 99).
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Enhance Data Quality During Data Collection

Although Berk and Rossi wrote this passage about conducting re-
search on the effects of social policies (for example, air pollution reg-
ulations and sentencing of criminals), their sentiments are equally
true for HR program evaluation. Using data without adequate con-
cern for the quality of the information can lead to the proverbial
case of “trash in, trash out.” Without taking steps to maximize data
quality, the evaluation team will be left with much uncertainty re-
garding the faith that can be put in their findings, conclusions, and
recommendations.

Evaluation teams can take multiple actions to enhance data
quality. All the actions share three requirements: (a) a solid alignment
with the evaluation plan, (b) ability to follow standardized data collec-
tion procedures, and (c) focused attention on all details of the data col-
lection. Feeling time pressures and an eagerness to start on the data
collection are factors that can work against good data collection. Solid
planning before the actual data collection minimizes rework and the
need for additional data collection. Figure 3.1 summarizes seven key
quality control actions than can enhance data collection efforts. Each
of the activities will be covered separately in this section.

Check for Potential Vested Interests or Biases

Evaluators may bring vested interests or biases to their data collection
tasks. As we showed in Phase 1 (see Table 2.1), some types of evalua-
tors may be more susceptible to certain kinds of vested interests or bi-
ases than are other types of evaluators. For instance, it may be unwise
to use regular program staff as interviewers when assessing satisfaction
with an HR program. The understandable desire to show how well the
HR program is functioning could result in an unconscious or even a
conscious coloring of findings. In his discussion of internal evaluator
integrity, Sonnichsen (2000) noted that it is important for evaluators
to be viewed as being honest and fair, balancing positive and negative
points, and providing information in accurate and non-inflammatory
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language. Conversely, external consultants could have a vested inter-
est in showing that a program was not functioning optimally if they
had a particular bias for a certain approach that they are more famil-
iar with or one that they have implemented in other settings.

Other potential vested interests/biases may be less easy to an-
ticipate or detect, but no less harmful to the quality of the evalua-
tion. Therefore, vigilance by the evaluation team leader and team
members is key. The vigilance should start by having a discussion of
potential vested interests/biases in one of the early meetings of the
evaluation team. In general, team members should feel neutral
about whether a particular aspect of the evaluation will show the
program in a positive or negative light. While this may not always
be possible, the team should focus on how their assumptions, deci-
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Figure 3.1 Quality Control Actions 
to Enhance Data Collection
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sions, methods, and other aspects of their evaluation can be ade-
quately defended to partisan stakeholders. Often, there will be at
least one key stakeholder or subgroup that likes a particular finding
and others that dislike the same finding.

Document Procedures and Data

A hallmark of good research is documentation. Documentation
throughout the program evaluation—rather than once when the
evaluation has been completed—is essential. Details are easily for-
gotten as time passes, but those details can yield important clues to
resolving contradictory and unexpected findings. For example, an
evaluator may read the documentation for one type of procedure and
recognize that someone else used a different procedure or asked a
question in a slightly, but meaningfully, different way. Bourque and
Clark (1992) outlined a checklist of nine key points that should be
documented: sample design, data collection instrument, data col-
lection training and procedures, coding of data, data entry for com-
puterized files, data processing that precedes analysis, frequency
distributions for all study variables, archives of data files, and after
data processing and analysis are finished.

Documentation is also important for future program evaluators be-
cause the program will likely be evaluated again. If so, the documen-
tation can provide the future team with a head start for completing the
next evaluation. Also, it is not uncommon for stakeholders to raise
questions about the program long after the evaluation has been com-
pleted. Frequently, documentation and data from the earlier evalua-
tion can be used to answer such questions without requiring added
data collection.

Part of the documentation will consist of little more than col-
lecting paper or electronic copies of materials such as surveys, struc-
tured interview protocols, data extraction forms, materials used to
train data collectors and coders, and databases with the statistics pro-
grams used to analyze them. Other documentation could include
lessons-learned notes from some of the data collection and analyses
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that did not progress as expected and were not part of the findings pre-
sented to stakeholders. Care needs to be exercised when documenting
the data. If confidentiality has been promised to data providers, steps
may need to be taken to destroy original documents and to keep the
electronic versions stored with password protection and separately
from other types of documentation.

Match Evaluators’ Skill Sets to Types of Assignments

The lists of previously reviewed data collection methods and data
sources as well as design considerations should suggest why it is
important for an evaluation team to have members with diverse
skills. Moreover, there is little likelihood that any one evaluator will
be proficient with all the data collection methods and data sources.
Therefore, during the first and second stages of our approach, the
team leader, possibly in consultation with an HR staff member and/or
an outside consultant, should have reviewed the major tasks and as-
signments for the evaluation team and determined whether the team
had the requisite skills. Such planning could have examined to whom
each task was assigned and grouped the tasks into major categories
such as clerical tasks, personal interviewing and survey administra-
tion, observing and recording observations, and other assignments.

Determine Whether Clerical Assistance Should Be Obtained
Outside the Evaluation Team. Many data collection activities in-
volve clerical tasks. These tasks include making copies (for exam-
ple, of interview protocols or records), entering information (for
example, from a paper-and-pencil survey) into a newly created elec-
tronic database, abstracting simple information verbatim from ex-
isting records or databases, filing, managing program evaluation
materials according to a scheme developed by the evaluation team,
and making some follow-up appeals when information is not sub-
mitted in a timely manner.

The evaluation team may rely on various types of personnel to
complete clerical tasks. Although many organizations have greatly
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reduced the size of their clerical workforce, organizations with cler-
ical or similar types of administrative support might be able to sup-
ply staff to supplement the evaluation team’s efforts occasionally.
This step can limit some costs of the evaluation by using lower-paid
employees who may also have the specialized skills to perform the
clerical task more efficiently. Contracted staff who are hired through
temporary agencies are another potential source of relevant skills
when a task involves doing the same clerical action (for example,
entering survey responses) a large number of times or performing in-
tensive typing (for example, transcribing audiotapes). In other situ-
ations, the HR program evaluation team may determine that its own
members should perform the tasks for reasons that include efficiency
(for example, contracting for the services would not be timely or ef-
ficient) and confidentiality (for example, the information that would
be handled contains proprietary or sensitive data that should not be
shared outside the organization).

Inventory All Interviewing, Survey, and Observation Tasks as
Part of the Assignment Process. Many HR evaluations include
conducting some combination of interviews, surveys, and focus
groups. Some of these tasks may require specialized skills and others
may not. Whatever the level of expertise needed, it is important
that the evaluation team carefully identify and itemize all data col-
lection tasks that require specialized skills.

Evaluation team members who meet with top management stake-
holders or facilitate focus groups will need to have well-developed
communication and relationship-building skills as well as a solid un-
derstanding of organizational dynamics. Poorly conducted interviews
and focus group sessions can result in inappropriate or insufficient data
for evaluating the HR program and might later result in questions
about the credibility of the findings, conclusions, and recommenda-
tions. If surveys are to be developed and administered, it will be nec-
essary to include someone on the evaluation team who has experience
constructing survey items and who is versed in sampling techniques
and data analysis. Most of us have probably had co-workers tell us that
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they are survey experts. Further discussion of the basis for their self-
assessment might have revealed that they had previously thrown a few
questions onto a piece of paper and had people answer the questions.
Survey development and administration are much more complicated
than that and require specialized skills if they are to yield meaningful,
defensible findings. Finally, accurate observation skills and possibly
well-constructed checklists are particularly needed when addressing
research questions that require updating or developing new informa-
tion on the processes used in an HR program. Most team members
should be able to acquire the relevant observational skills if they are
provided sufficient training.

In addition to assigning specific evaluation team members to these
tasks, it is important that the team assign a quality control role to one
or more members to check the content of all materials (for example,
interview protocols and surveys) and ensure that the procedures used
to collect the data are likely to produce reliable and accurate results.
All materials used for the evaluation should be of high professional
quality, and their content should optimally reflect the goals of the
evaluation. Also, this team member can help monitor the materials
developed by team members for needless duplication in the data col-
lection efforts and nuanced differences in question phrasing that could
lead to contradictory findings (caused by the phrasing rather than real
differences).

Identify Other Skills Required in the Data Collection. Other
skills needed to ensure efficient data collection will vary depending
on the nature of the evaluation and the particular questions to be an-
swered. Some typical skills required for collecting HR program eval-
uation data include library research skills for literature reviews,
proficiency in identifying best practices, ability to organize diverse sets
of documentation, experience in designing coding schemes to help
quantify data that are in narrative form, project management skills to
ensure that the data are collected using appropriate methods and ac-
cording to an established timeline, familiarity with web-based data
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collection technologies, and ability to build networks within the or-
ganization to support the collection of data (especially when the data
collection might be considered intrusive or burdensome).

If the evaluation team leader finds that evaluation team mem-
bers do not possess the requisite skills at the desired levels, alterna-
tive actions can be explored. These actions include adding other
staff to the team on a full- or part-time basis, delaying certain data
collection to give someone on the team time to develop the needed
skill, changing the roles of team members so that someone with the
needed skills can be moved from another data collection task, or
replacing the data collection method with a different method for
acquiring the same information.

Pilot-Test Procedures and Instruments

When the evaluators are satisfied that the procedures and instru-
ments are ready to use, but before they start the actual data collection,
procedures and instruments should be pilot-tested to see whether
they work as designed. Some evaluators may think of pilot-testing as
something that is done with surveys only, but it is a useful process for
other types of data collection instruments such as data extraction
forms, structured interviews, and work diaries. A pilot-test can reveal
whether or not (a) instructions are understood and can be followed
as intended, (b) people supplying or extracting data understand the
questions and have a full range of response alternatives from which
to choose, (c) the questions adequately capture the information
sought by the evaluator, and (d) the wording or language is not of-
fensive to members of ethnic, racial, gender, and other subgroups.

Up-front efforts to pilot-test instruments can save enormous
amounts of time later, as well as minimize the chances of ambiguous
findings. Pilot-testing the instruments is not a luxury, but instead an
essential component of any successful data collection strategy. There-
fore, this step should not be skipped, even if time demands would
seem to warrant it.
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The sample for pilot-testing can be small, as long as it represents
the intended users. Members of the evaluation team can be part of the
pilot-testing sample provided the pilot-test is not limited to the eval-
uation team and the members are not the developers of the procedures
and instruments being tested. Also, subject-matter experts such as pro-
gram administrators might be used as an expert panel to review the
materials to see whether they accurately address the HR program and
its procedures.

Train the Data Collectors

Sufficient time must be allocated to train the evaluators who will be in-
terviewing, coding data, and using other data collection methods. For
example, interviewer training might include sharpening interviewing
skills by incorporating activities such as practicing appropriate speech
patterns, avoiding certain types of behaviors (for example, nods) that
can unconsciously reinforce or discourage participants from giving
honest information, learning probing skills and feedback-seeking
strategies, and reducing potential interview-related errors (for exam-
ple, recording primarily the positive or negative points in an inter-
view) through better self-monitoring. Regardless of how simple or
obvious a data collection task seems, it is advisable to train data col-
lectors. Because evaluators bring different experiences and talents to
the various data collection tasks, it is to be expected that they might
put different emphases and interpretations on the situations and
information.

For large-scale program evaluations, the evaluation team should
ideally have at least two appropriately trained members involved in
each data collection task. This increases the likelihood that the find-
ings can be replicated, irrespective of who is using the data collection
technique. This approach reduces concerns that a single member of
the team (possibly with a subconscious idea of what the data are going
to show) will sway the findings for a major portion of the evaluation.

To achieve the maximum benefits from the training, the training
sessions should include performing the actual data tasks. For exam-
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ple, if the data collection task involves extracting data from person-
nel files, the training should include:

• Reviewing the instructions that tell how to code each piece 
of extracted information,

• Walking trainees through a file to show where to find the data
and how to code the information,

• Having trainees code a sample of practice files that have
already been coded by experts,

• Reviewing the coding for the practice files and providing
corrective feedback to the coders, and

• Continuing the coding and feedback on additional practice
files until the data extractors/coders attain a high level of
accuracy and consistency.

As part of a recent evaluation designed to determine whether
the performance-appraisal comments written by managers were
biased against females, five trainee data collectors were asked to read
ten cases and evaluate the bias in each case with a pre-established
coding scheme. After the trainees evaluated the first two appraisals,
the facilitator and trainees identified and discussed differences in
how the trainees coded these cases. They then reached consensus on
the evaluation codes that should be applied to each case. The facil-
itator and trainees followed this process for the remaining eight cases
until the facilitator felt that the coders were making the same cod-
ing judgments about the comments.

Once the trainees have reached a high level of inter-rater consis-
tency, they are ready to begin coding the files themselves. If the activ-
ity is going to occur over an extended period, the trainer may want to
reconvene the data extractors/coders again later and assess the inter-
rater consistency to make sure that their interpretation of the stan-
dards did not change. If the inter-rater consistency decreased below an
acceptable level, then the team would be faced with possibly recoding
many of the previously coded files. Some might suggest that every case
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needs to be independently coded by two coders and that a third coder
would then be brought in to reconcile any discrepancies. While this
100 percent verification is the ultimate in ensuring coding consistency,
it may be too expensive and time-consuming to use for some data col-
lection efforts in an HR program evaluation. This concern about the
amount of effort required for 100 percent verification is particularly
relevant if the coded data do not address one of the central issues of
the evaluation or if corroborating data are also being obtained from
other sources or with other methods. It is up to the team to balance
accuracy, cost, and time considerations.

Obtain the Same Data with More Than One Method
When Resources Permit

By gathering data on key issues from multiple sources or with mul-
tiple methods, an evaluation team is able to maximize the possibil-
ity that the most important findings will be sufficiently robust to
accurately address the research questions. Fink and Kosecoff (1978,
p. 25) noted that the use of different methods might also be useful
when assessing hard-to-measure variables such as attitudes, values,
and beliefs, but they also warned that evaluators’ overuse of multi-
ple sources and methods can result in a “mass of unmanageable data
that are extremely costly to read, interpret, and analyze.” Con-
versely, it might be significantly more expensive for an organization
in the long run to make a major change in a program based on weak
data. Using data from multiple methods or sources to triangulate in
on an accurate answer to a key evaluation question can pay for itself
if the evaluation team is judicious in its use.

One common way in which multiple methods can be efficiently
used is by conducting a short survey in the first few minutes before the
first focus group question is asked. Obtaining the survey answers be-
fore the discussion begins avoids the “group-think” responses that can
occur during the actual focus group. Even though the same group of
respondents is providing the answers, they may answer differently on
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anonymous or confidential surveys versus through verbal comments
that others in the group can hear. This pairing of methods is particu-
larly useful when gathering sensitive information such as alcohol or
drug use in the workplace. Individuals might be more revealing if
they did not have to be identified with their answers. That is where
the short survey becomes useful. During the discussion portion of the
session, the participants could be told to describe a situation—not
necessarily their own—about which they have heard in order to
avoid the stigma of admitting a problem behavior. The focus group’s
comments can provide important qualitative insights to supplement
the quantitative findings from the surveys.

Asking the questions in more than one way can provide impor-
tant insights to a program evaluation team. For example, Rynes,
Gerhart, and Minette (2004) noted that people might rank com-
pensation as a relatively unimportant thing for themselves, but they
typically rate it as being very important to others. They also empha-
sized this point with a quote from Nunnally and Bernstein (1994, p.
383), who said, “It is easy to overestimate the frequency with which
adults actually go to the opera and underestimate the frequency with
which they watch TV cartoons on Saturday mornings, based on
their self-reports.” In other words, a grain of salt needs to be applied
to what we have to say about ourselves and others. We may be more
alike than what initially appears to be so, especially if we can iden-
tify and control some of the face-saving views of how people per-
ceive themselves versus others.

Having data from multiple methods for a single issue or type of in-
formation is not only more time-consuming and costly, but may also
result in conflicting or non-conclusive findings. For example, asking
part of the respondents to provide information in written form (for ex-
ample, a structured interview questionnaire or a survey) and asking
others to provide the data in person-to-person data collection can re-
sult in findings that differ by the method used to collect the data. In
such cases, it may be difficult to tell which data better reflect the true
situation. Despite this potential for making data interpretation more
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difficult at times, the use of multiple methods typically results in more
comprehensive and sound HR evaluations.

Verify the Data

Data verification has to be one of the least glamorous tasks in pro-
gram evaluation. Still, accurate findings cannot be obtained without
clean data.

In the past, data verification typically meant finding someone to
compare source documents such as responses on paper-and-pencil
surveys to the data found in an electronic database. More recently,
source documents are sometimes unavailable because organizations
are relying more and more on electronic methods of capturing source
data, and thereby eliminating the paper documentation that once
could be used to authenticate that the information in an electronic
database was what had actually been submitted. Computerized sur-
veys, personnel files with passwords issued to employees, and other
electronic processes now have employees entering their responses di-
rectly into the databases. In such cases, the data verification might
include reviewing the computer programs that are used to capture and
store the information. The procedures for preventing unwanted tam-
pering or data peeking might also be part of verifying information in
databases that have eliminated source documents. The next chapter
will cover another aspect of data verification—verifying information
that is entered into a database that the evaluation team generates.

Beware of Becoming Sidetracked 
During Data Collection

As we said earlier, the data collection phase will probably take longer
than any other phase of HR program evaluation, and some of the
extra time may not be value-added if the team becomes sidetracked
from the essentials and timeframes in its project plan. Attention to
two cautions can, however, speed the data collection to its shortest
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possible conclusion. These cautions entail avoiding excessive data
collection and monitoring the data collection schedules closely.

Avoid Excessive Data Collection

This simple admonition is, how-
ever, easier said than done. Some-
times, evaluators will not know
until much later that some of the
collected data will help only tan-
gentially in developing the mes-
sage and recommendations.

Some people suggest that you
cannot have too much data for a
program evaluation. This outcome
can occur when the evaluation plan is not carefully thought out
prior to its implementation. Conversely, careful planning can result
in a more sound and efficient HR program evaluation, which min-
imizes unneeded data collection. There are at least two practical
reasons for careful planning and data collection. First, collecting
data that is not centrally related to the program evaluation slows
the team’s progress toward completing its program evaluation. The
team members gathering the data of secondary interest could have
been used to complete other program evaluation steps earlier had
their efforts been focused on central issues. Second, collecting data
of peripheral interest leaves a larger-than-necessary disruption or
footprint in the organization. As we mentioned in our planning
phase, program evaluation resource requirements often involve
much more than the salary and benefits costs of the evaluators. It
additionally includes the time-based costs of the organizational
members—interviewees, survey respondents, HR staff, and others—
who provide the information. Each of these types of stakeholders
must be taken away from their normal work activities to provide
the evaluation information.

COLLECT DATA 143

Our bottom-line advice
in data collection: “De-
cide whether the data are
must-have versus nice-to-
have. And collect only
the information you are
going to use!”
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Effective planning minimizes collecting data of peripheral in-
terest. This is not to say that the team should put blinders on and
stick strictly to its original data collection plan. Instead, it is a warn-
ing to consider seriously whether or not the team really needs such
things as fifteen additional “nice-to-know” survey items, a census
(instead of a sample) of data extracted from paper personnel files, or
identification of best practices. The key to effective data collection
is balancing the evaluation footprint against time, cost, and the or-
ganization’s ability to tolerate some uncertainty in its program eval-
uation findings and conclusions. Many of those competing concerns
should have been addressed during the planning phase by (a) ex-
plaining the costs and benefits of the various data collection efforts
to key stakeholders and (b) gaining their buy-in on data collection
before the actual collection efforts ever began.

Monitor Data Collection Schedules Closely

The HR program evaluation team leader should be monitoring work
schedules on at least a weekly basis to determine whether the team is
meeting its deadlines. While some missed milestones may have been
due to poor planning or performance, scheduling problems and other
obstacles can be outside the control of the evaluation team. We have
been involved with teams that have faced difficulties meeting their
data gathering milestones for a wide variety of unanticipated, un-
controllable events such as:

• Team members leaving the organization or being reassigned to
other tasks,

• Short- or long-term illnesses of team members or their families,
and

• Mail-related problems for survey returns caused by fears of
anthrax contamination.

Regardless of the reason, the team leader must recognize a mile-
stone problem quickly and develop a get-well plan as soon as possi-
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ble. Quick recognition of the schedule slippage has the advantage
of providing the team with the widest array of options and the most
possible time for overcoming the challenge. Delayed recognition
will seriously limit the use of some of the get-well options.

Conclusions

The success of data collection depends on having an effective HR
program evaluation plan and implementing the plan efficiently.
This chapter described several common data collection considera-
tions, including data collection methods and data sources and re-
search designs. These steps would, however, be for naught if the
team ignored the important, but under-appreciated steps required
to ensure that the data are of high quality. Because data collection
typically requires more time than any other phase of an HR evalu-
ation, careful and detailed plans for its implementation that can be
adjusted for emerging issues are essential for ensuring the availabil-
ity of the types and quality of data needed to successfully evaluate
the HR program under consideration.
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Phase 4

ANALYZE AND INTERPRET DATA

“. . . a difference is a difference only if 

it makes a difference.”

—Huff (1954, p. 58)

Chapter Objectives

• Provide evaluators with an appreciation of the advantages
that can come from effectively creating and modifying an
electronic database

• Encourage the team to use descriptive statistics, rather than
more complex statistics, in many common situations

• Alert team members to some of the basic issues that can affect
whether they should use inferential statistics in their HR
program evaluation

Statistical data analyses and interpretations of the resulting findings
are an integral part of most HR evaluation programs. Yet, members
of the evaluation team may not be capable of or want to deal directly
with these aspects of the evaluation, often because of their limited
knowledge of statistics. Therefore, some evaluation teams may need
to rely on the data analytic expertise of someone who has not been
part of the day-to-day evaluation team. Irrespective of whether the
needed expertise resides inside the team or is sought from an exter-
nal source, there are several important tasks that must be carefully
attended to during this phase of HR program evaluations. These
tasks include creating and modifying the database, making full use
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of descriptive statistics, addressing issues that might affect the use of
inferential statistics, and determining the extent to which support is
available for findings that are key to answering the program evalua-
tion questions.

Create and Modify a Database

Although some types of data needed for a program evaluation will
already be stored electronically in the organization’s HR information
system or various stand-alone databases, other information may need
to be captured in an electronic database before formal analyses can
begin. This section examines the primary steps needed when an
evaluation team must create a database or modify information ex-
tracted from one or more databases for its analyses. In many ways,
these steps are a continuation of actions that teams should take to
enhance quality during the data collection phase (for example, see
Figure 3.1 in the prior chapter). Without a continued emphasis on
data quality, the rigor applied during data collection may have been
for naught, and the team could end up analyzing inaccurate infor-
mation, which would likely lead to faulty findings and inappropriate
recommendations.

Many of the Phase 4 database creation and modification steps
should have been started or anticipated in the planning and data col-
lection phases. We have, however, chosen to include all the creation
and modification steps in this section to give evaluators an integrated
view of the required tasks for moving various types of information
into an electronic database. Also, it highlights the fact that the team
members who perform database and data analysis tasks may be differ-
ent from those who collect the data because different skills are re-
quired in the two phases. If different members of the evaluation team
are in charge of the collection and analysis/interpretation phases, it
is important that close communication occur among the team mem-
bers. For example, understanding the full context in which the data
were gathered often provides important insights for interpreting un-
expected findings.
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The three types of tasks required to create and modify a data-
base are designing data codes, designing the database, and deciding
how to handle missing data. These three tasks are carried out in an
iterative, rather than sequential, fashion with the HR program eval-
uation team honing in on the finalized database throughout the
data cleaning and analysis process.

Design Data Codes

Data coding will occur during most phases of our HR program evalu-
ation approach. More specifically, data codes are likely to be designed
when planning the evaluation, collecting the data, analyzing and in-
terpreting the data, and communicating the findings and insights.

Code Data During the Planning Phase. Before data collection
began, the evaluation team should have determined whether it would
seek the same data from multiple sources. Gathering information
from multiple sources could involve activities such as surveying or in-
terviewing organizational members, extracting data from paper per-
sonnel files, or reviewing other internal documents. If it looks as if
there will be at least ten people, files, or other units of analysis pro-
viding the same type of data, the team should consider establishing
codes for capturing the data. Using a data collection or coding in-
strument with pre-specified options for at least some of the items of
interest has several advantages when a team will later determine
whether there is a difference, similarity, or relationship present in the
data. The following are five important advantages to data coding:

• Coding ensures consistency across team members who tran-
scribe the data provided from interview respondents, reviews
of paper files, and other sources to the electronic database.

• The codes shorten the time required to capture and enter
information into the computer because the data collector can
often check a box instead of writing narrative for at least part
of the answer.
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• Codes result in less lost data caused by illegible handwriting
and cryptic note taking.

• Because every variable has a spot reserved for it on the instru-
ment, data coders can enter special codes that distinguish
when the data are missing for various reasons.

• The items and codes serve as a checklist to make sure that the
team has addressed all of the relevant researchable issues that
can be obtained from every person, file, or unit of analysis.

The data collection and coding instruments can still include
“other [specify]” response options for information that does not fit
the pre-coded choices.

When the evaluation team designs its codes, each variable
should typically be coded in its smallest meaningful categories. By
initially coding data in its smallest categories, it will be possible to
create other variables at a more aggregated level later. The converse
is not true. That is, if the evaluation team initially gathered the data
at the aggregate level, the team cannot later use the aggregate varia-
ble to create another variable with finer distinctions. For example,
it might be advisable to code location as headquarters and each of
the regional offices instead of as two aggregated categories: head-
quarters versus any regional office.

Often when data are being gathered, it is impossible to antici-
pate all of the ways in which subgroups will need to be examined.
Using codes that capture the finest meaningful distinctions gives
evaluators maximum flexibility to regroup the cases by aggregating
the codes. As with any guideline, there are, however, exceptions
where capturing data in its smallest categories may not be preferred.
For instance, evaluators might want to use somewhat broader/more-
aggregated categories of response options on some surveys so that
respondents will perceive they are truly being provided promised
anonymity or confidentiality.

Code Data During the Data Collection Phase. Implicit in our
encouragement for HR program evaluation teams to design much of
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their data coding during the planning stage is the assumption that the
team should minimize designing data codes during data collection.
There will, however, have to be at least some new data coding
schemes designed during the data collection stage. For example, the
team will need to code the “other [specify]” response options for in-
formation that does not match the pre-coded choices. The evalu-
ation team should have only minor last-minute coding during the
data collection, if team members follow Bourque and Clark’s (1992)
twelve rules for developing response categories for closed-ended ques-
tions. Those rules include making sure that the pre-code choices are
exhaustive of possible answers and mutually exclusive.

With myriad other tasks being performed during data collec-
tion, the team might be tempted to delay coding and entering the
information into an electronic database. While delaying the cod-
ing may allow the team to complete data collection more rapidly, it
may also have negative outcomes. Delaying data coding can result
in (a) no data being entered into electronic databases until the be-
ginning of the data analysis phase or (b) rework when a database
must be modified to add codes for the items that were not previ-
ously coded. Data initially entered into the database can be used by
the data analyst to test the programs that are being written to per-
form the statistical analyses. Conversely, delays in coding and en-
tering the data postpone testing and debugging the programs that
will be used to analyze the data. Thus, fully accomplishing data col-
lection tasks before moving to the overlapping tasks in the data
analysis phase can speed the completion of one phase of our ap-
proach but slow the HR program evaluation team’s overall progress
toward project completion.

Code Data During the Data Analysis and Interpretation Phase.
During the data analyses, an HR program evaluation team will almost
surely want to create additional variables from existing variables (for
example, creating a “metropolitan” and “rural” location variable
when evaluating a recruitment program). This type of data creation
and coding is usually easy and quick because it can be accomplished
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using statements in statistical analysis programs, rather than using
labor-intensive hand-coding for each variable on each data collection
instrument and then entering the many codes for each record into
the electronic database. Moreover, computer programs can be used to
document the original variables and response options, as well as any
newly created ones. In addition, comments written into the programs
can document the rationale for the original and created variables, so
that future users of the database will have a precise understanding of
the information contained therein. Two common reasons for creat-
ing and coding new variables from the variables already in the data-
base are to collapse many pieces of data into a composite variable or
re-categorizing a variable into a smaller number of subgroups.

Collapsing Many Variables into a Composite Variable. Analyzing re-
sponses from a survey is probably the situation in which data analysts
are most likely to perform this task of collapsing multiple variables
into a single variable, but it can also be used for data collected with
other procedures or instruments. Surveys typically consist of several
items, which are further classified into clusters of items that share a
common theme. For example, a survey may contain seven items deal-
ing with aspects of job satisfaction such as satisfaction with the work
itself, with co-workers, and with pay. The average score for each item
can reveal important differences about which aspects of the job are
rated relatively more positive and negative by the employees when
the average scores are compared. In addition to analyzing individual
items for differences across subgroups, the evaluation team may opt
to calculate the average satisfaction score for the combined seven
items to determine subgroup differences. That is, the units of analy-
ses are scores for each of the seven facets of satisfaction and a com-
posite score that represents the respondents’ average satisfaction for
all seven items combined. There are advantages in using the mean
score for the cluster of items as the unit of analysis: (a) a mean score
will be much more reliable than the measure from an individual item
and (b) examining the mean helps the evaluator to concentrate on
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the forest/big picture instead of concentrating on each tree or item.
This is not to say that the HR program evaluation should not be done
at the item level. Both levels of analyses provide useful information,
but which level of analysis is used should reflect the purpose of the
evaluation.

Re-Categorizing Existing Variables. New variables might be created
by collapsing multiple categories of a variable into a fewer number of
categories, or the new variables might be created to highlight even
finer distinctions. For example, evaluators might have originally coded
organizational members with five categories of professions (managers,
technical/professional workers, skilled tradespersons, clerical workers,
and others) and two categories of location (central versus regional
facility). In some analyses, the evaluators might reclassify members
more broadly as either office workers (the first three categories) or
blue-collar workers. In other analyses, evaluators might reclassify
members into finer groups. They may want to classify members by
simultaneously grouping them by their profession and location.

Code Data During the Communication of Results Phase or
Even Later. Invariably, questions about the characteristics of cer-
tain subgroups will arise during the briefings of the HR program
evaluation results. The evaluation team may have already antici-
pated such questions and can provide the results quickly to stake-
holders with the coded options already in the database or with
newly constructed variables created from the existing codes.

Also, subsequent HR program evaluations and routine requests
for information may benefit from information in a database from an
earlier evaluation. As we saw in Phase 3, existing databases might
contain data that help an organization determine where it has been
or where it is currently. In some situations, the creation of new varia-
bles and codes might require the merging of new information into
an existing database to answer questions that could not have been
anticipated when an evaluation was performed years earlier.
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Design the Database

Designing a sound database is an important and integral aspect of
any statistical data analysis. An initial step in designing a database
is deciding what types of statistical analyses will be performed on
the data and which computer programs are likely to be used in such
analyses. These decisions will probably dictate how to format the
data for entry into the computer so that the planned statistical
analyses can be performed with relative ease. Once the data are en-
tered into the computer and prior to any data analysis, the evalu-
ation team must satisfy itself that the data are accurate in the sense
that the survey responses, archival information, or other informa-
tion from data collection instruments are correctly extracted,
coded, and entered into the computer. The importance of this as-
pect of the database development—optimizing the database to the
software, identifying fields and formats, and entering and cleaning
the data—cannot be over-emphasized.

Optimize the Database to the Software. The database should be
designed with an eye toward the software that will be used to analyze
it. HR program evaluation teams have a wide range of software that
can be used to analyze data. These choices include general database
programs (for example, Excel and Lotus) that come with desktop soft-
ware packages, general purpose statistical packages (for example, SPSS
and SAS), specialized statistical packages (for example, SUDAAN
and STATA) for procedures such as analyzing weighted data, and
query types of software (for example, Oracle or Access).

The choice of software will depend on a variety of factors, such as
the analyst’s preference and training, types of analyses to be per-
formed, whether the analysis programs and database will be used in
the future or just for the current evaluation, and what software is al-
ready available in the organization. Even if the data were prepared for
use with one type of software, conversion of a database for use with
other data analysis software is usually simple. There is, however, a
need for careful planning and attention to detail during any database
conversion because idiosyncrasies of the programs can result in data
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not being fully and accurately transformed from one type of database
to another. For example, when one of the authors needed to convert
a very large database from one specialized statistical software package
to another, over one thousand lines of code had to be written. The
software for the converted data could not distinguish among the var-
ious types of codes for missing data in the original software. If this
problem had not been detected during initial data-quality checks of
the converted database, very wrong conclusions would have been
made because the newer database—among other things—treated
“does not apply” responses the same as truly missing data, that is,
when respondents had actually left items unanswered. Our advice:
Verify instead of blindly assuming that a conversion program has cap-
tured the data exactly as it was coded in the original database.

Identify Fields and Formats. Another important database-
design concern pertains to identifying the fields and formats of the
data. It is important to decide up-front how many fields or columns
would be needed for recording information for a given variable. It is
also important to know whether the information was gathered and
entered into the computer using alphabetic characters or numbers.
If it is alphabetic characters for a given variable, the evaluator needs
to determine the maximum number of characters allowed for that
variable. For example, if the variable under consideration is gender,
one character (“F” for female, “M” for male, and “U” for unspecified)
may be sufficient. If it is racial/ethnic identity, more than one char-
acter may be needed to record that information.

When information for a variable is expressed in numbers, the
data coders and analyst need to know whether the information is
expressed as whole numbers or numbers with decimals. In either
case, the evaluator must plan for the appropriate number of col-
umns needed for collecting and later recording such information.
For example, if it is age, two columns might suffice for most evalu-
ations; if it is the date of birth, more columns will be needed, along
with specific instructions on how that formation is to be recorded.
If job levels are expressed in decimals (for example, 65.3), the HR
program evaluation team should plan for that level of information
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in the survey or other data collection instrument, as well as the re-
sulting database. In summary, the better an evaluation team plans
for the fields and formats, the easier the analytic tasks are to perform
later during the data cleaning and analyses.

Enter and Clean Data. Once paper-and-pencil surveys, written
documentation of interview answers, coding sheets filled with infor-
mation extracted from personnel files, or other types of information
are received, the data will probably need to be transferred into an elec-
tronic database for the analyses. For some data collection methods
such as a computer-administered survey, the data-entry step would not
be needed, but the data cleaning will still be necessary to ensure that
the collected data have not been corrupted between when informa-
tion was obtained and when analyses were started.

Data from surveys and formalized coding sheets like those used
for file extractions should be relatively simple to enter into the com-
puter, since the codes typically can be included on the sheets. Often,
data entry can be done by in-house clerical personnel who are not
part of the evaluation team or by external data-entry services. This
process can be facilitated further by having a team member review
each data form and reconcile any coding problems before the form
is provided to the data-entry personnel. While this review by a team
member might seem like a needless step, it enhances data quality by
lessening the odds that data-entry personnel who are less familiar
with the data codes will attempt to interpret non-coded data.

Like data coders, the data-entry personnel need to be trained.
After the data-entry personnel have been instructed on how to enter
the data and have finished inputting their first five or ten forms, it is
useful for a team member to review the quality of the data entry. This
involves a 100 percent comparison of the entered data to the infor-
mation in the source document. Feedback from the quality check
then helps the data-entry personnel to (a) correct consistent prob-
lems that appeared on more than one record in the database and (b)
obtain feedback on the overall quality of the entered data. If the over-
all quality is too low, the team member working with the data-entry
personnel might require additional samples of ten cases from the per-
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sonnel whose work was deficient until sufficient quality (for example,
95 percent, 99 percent, or 100 percent accuracy) has been achieved.
Sufficient quality is in the eye of the beholder and may vary accord-
ing to the type of data and how central the data are to the purpose of
the evaluation. Even when double key entry (that is, one person en-
ters the data and another person subsequently enters the same data,
with any differences reconciled) is used for 100 percent of the cases,
data quality cannot be assumed. Unclear instructions to data-entry
personnel, among other things, can still result in inaccurate informa-
tion being added to a database.

Additional data checks can be done after the database has been
created. For example, the data analyst can create a frequency distribu-
tion for every variable in the database and then look at the distri-
butions to determine whether some of the values were not included
as possible codes. Impossible codes found in distributions might in-
clude having a code of “N” for gender when only “M,” “F,” and “U”
were allowed, or having a numerical value that is likely too high or
too long (for example, 22 for the number of dependents covered by
the employee’s health insurance policy). Similarly, other inaccurate
information might be found in the database by crossing two vari-
ables. For example, if age were crossed with organizational level, it
might reveal a record that needed to be reexamined because a per-
son was identified as being twenty years old and a vice president of
the company. (Nothing would be changed in the database if it were
accurate information about one of the owner’s children!) Whenever
potentially inaccurate data entries are found, they should be checked
against the original source documents. Then data-entry errors should
be corrected in the database.

Decide What, If Anything, 
Needs to Be Done About Missing Data

Missing data are facts of life in almost any data collection effort, and
they may even be more so with surveys than with other data collec-
tion methods. After reviewing the database for the extent of missing
data, the evaluation team must decide how to address the concern.
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At an extreme is the situation in which so much data are missing
that findings from the database could cause erroneous generalizations
to the population of interest.

In all probability, some data will be unavailable despite an HR
program evaluation team’s best efforts to gather all of the desired in-
formation. Missing data can cause major problems for evaluation
teams if (a) a large amount of data is missing from a sample or popu-
lation or (b) a lesser amount of data is missing, but the missing data
are concentrated in certain subgroups or variables representing par-
ticular content areas. During data cleaning, the evaluation team can
determine where missing data are clustered, an important first step in
identifying what, if anything, extra needs to be done about the miss-
ing data. To gain a better understanding of missing data, let’s look at
two types of missing data and the resulting consequences.

Table 4.1 shows how part of a database might look for an evalua-
tion of a health benefits program. It shows that (a) the external con-
tractor received 2,207 surveys from company employees and (b) each
employee’s survey is represented by a separate record (also commonly
called a case or line) in the database. (Other people who did not re-
turn a survey are not in this database, but they will be considered
when the analyst computes overall and subgroup response rates and
compares the demographic characteristics of the respondents to the
demographics for the whole company.) To facilitate this discussion,
we have shaded the variables for which respondents did not provide
an answer despite returning a survey. Records 2 and 3 show that one
or more questions were left unanswered. For Record 2,205, the re-
spondent returned the survey but did not answer any of the questions.

In these types of situations, the data analysts are faced with the
question of how to treat records with missing data. They have at
least three options: deleting records on a variable-by-variable basis,
deleting records on a case-wise basis, or using advanced procedures
to estimate the missing data.

Delete Records on a Variable-by-Variable Basis. Typically, data
analysts will want to use all of the information available. For example,
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Record 3 in Table 4.1 might be dropped from the analyses when ex-
amining the relationship between the number of sick leave hours used
in the last year and whether the employee used the on-site health
club, since information on health club use was not available for the
employee documented by Record 3. In contrast, Record 3 would be
included in an analysis examining the relationship between the num-
ber of persons on the employee’s insurance policy and the number of
sick leave hours used last year because both pieces of needed data are
available.

This common decision to delete a record from a specific analysis
that uses a variable whose value is missing, rather than delete the
record from all analyses (even those for which the record contains
other information of interest), is logical when the records have al-
most all of the desired data. This option for dealing with missing data
has the major advantage of maximally using all of the available data.

Delete Records on a Case-Wise Basis. This method of dealing
with missing data might be used when the HR program evaluation
team is unable to obtain any information or obtains only limited in-
formation from an employee. For example, the evaluation team
might not have any survey data from an employee because the sur-
vey was not returned or was returned blank. Similarly, an employee
may not have been available for an interview at the required time,
or the employee’s paper personnel file may have been unavailable at
the time because a selection or termination board was using it to
make its decision.

If only records with complete data are included in a statistical
analysis, the effective sample size will be smaller, leading to larger
standard errors for estimates of the population values (for example,
means or correlations). This is generally not considered a serious
concern if the percentage of records with missing data is small and
the number of records with available data is large. The generaliz-
ability of the estimates, however, becomes a serious problem when
the proportion of records with missing data is substantial or when a
subgroup with a large amount of missing data is no longer a repre-
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sentative sample of all relevant members of that population or pop-
ulation subgroup.

Use Advanced Procedures to Estimate the Missing Data. If
the reasons for missing data are known and can be (statistically)
modeled, then one can use some statistical software packages that
contain advanced data analysis techniques to obtain unbiased esti-
mates of the population values of interest.

The use of these advanced statistical techniques would require
some specialized professional knowledge that may not be readily
available among the HR program evaluation team members. There-
fore, the team should plan for outside professional help if this situa-
tion arises. Even if the HR program evaluation team gets outside
statistical help to deal with its missing data problems, it is important
that the team be knowledgeable
about the assumptions underlying
these advanced techniques. If the
team cannot conceptually under-
stand what the statistical experts
did or advised, they should think
seriously about whether or not 
to use the techniques. After all,
someone from the team will later
be responsible for explaining tech-
niques, assumptions, and findings
to stakeholders who are possibly
less methodologically sophisticated
than the team evaluation members.

Anticipate and Monitor the Consequences of Missing Data.
Evaluation teams often assume that the missing data are distributed
like the obtained data. For example, a team interpreting survey data
might assume that if 7 percent of the respondents were found to be
dissatisfied with supervision, that 7 percent of the non-respondents
would also be dissatisfied with supervision. However, higher and
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higher levels of missing data make this assumption more and more
tenuous. At the extreme, missing data can lead to biased findings
because the analytic results do not reflect aspects of the full popula-
tion. There is no set level to say that, once that point has been
reached, there is too much data missing to have meaningful find-
ings or that advanced procedures for dealing with the missing data
are no longer advised.

To some extent, the availability of corroborating data from other
sources can lessen the effect of missing data obtained with a differ-
ent method or from a different source. Even if corroborating data are
not available, the HR program evaluation team may find it neces-
sary to use a database with more missing data than the team would
like to use. Sometimes, a team will be forced to decide whether pro-
viding findings from a database with many known problems is better
than saying that the information in the database was not of sufficient
quality to analyze. In either situation, the team should be very ex-
plicit in warning stakeholders about the data limitations and how
they could affect the findings and conclusions.

If the team elects to report it could not use a database that was
needed to answer an important question, the team should recognize
that the key stakeholders may still make needed decisions—possibly
in the total absence of data. For example, key managers in an organi-
zation that is moving rapidly towards a merger decision may not be
able to wait six months to gather more complete data, even if the wait
means they could base their decision on better information about
whether or not employees say they would opt for early retirement if
downsizing were necessary. Even though this information on retire-
ments would be useful in determining the future financial condition
of the potential merger partner, it is unlikely that the key managers
would want to wait the extra time to make their decision or possibly
tip their hands and let other companies learn of the potential merger.
In such a situation, some information—with appropriate limitations
discussed—can be better than none. It is in everyone’s best interest to
figure out a workable solution to a less-than-perfect database and pro-
vide information that can be of some use for decision making.
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Take Full Advantage of Descriptive Statistics

Once the data have been coded, entered into the electronic data-
base, and cleaned for errors, the team members are poised to begin
receiving the fruits of their data analyses. Data analysis is a process
of summarizing information with statistical methods. This summa-
rization provides an evaluation team with a bigger-picture view of
what the data say. The downside of the bigger-picture view is that
the analyses may result in some loss of the specifics for each case,
subgroup, or another unit of analysis. The key for the HR program
evaluation team is to determine the point at which the summary
statistic conveys optimally useful information about the data being
discussed. To do this, the team may determine that descriptive and
possibly inferential statistics would be useful.

Descriptive statistics merely summarize information from the
population or subgroup being studied, with no attempt to determine
the probability with which the findings generalize beyond the groups
being studied. In some cases, it is a moot issue because the data will
have been gathered on the full population. In contrast to descriptive
statistics, inferential statistics are concerned with determining the
probability that the findings (for example, a difference between two
groups or the relationship between two or more variables) are reli-
able or generalizable beyond the group(s) being studied. Let’s explore
more about descriptive statistics in the remainder of this section be-
fore addressing inferential statistics considerations and tests in the
next two sections of this chapter.

Consider the Many Types of 
Descriptive Statistics Available to the Team

For many HR program evaluations, the team may determine that it
will use nothing other than descriptive statistics. This decision may
be the result of not needing to generalize the findings any further than
the applicability of the findings to the group of employees from whom 
the data were collected. In other cases, the decision to use only
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descriptive statistics might be the result of (a) team members’ limited
expertise with the more complex inferential statistics or (b) other

concerns such as some of the extra
considerations and assumptions
confronted when using inferential
statistics. Although the context is
a bit different—guidelines and ex-
planations for statistical methods
in psychology journals—than HR
program evaluation, the advice
offered by Wilkinson and the Task
Force on Statistical Inference
(1999, p. 7) is applicable here.

Using only descriptive statistics still provides evaluation teams
with numerous ways to summarize the data. Many of the most com-
mon descriptive statistics used in HR program evaluation are pre-
sented in Table 4.2. For each of the cited types of statistics, we have
provided an example of the type of statement that an HR program
evaluation team might make. The use of descriptive statistics has
an important side benefit—the statistics should be easy for stake-
holders to understand when the findings are briefed because the sta-
tistics are the types of indices that appear in newspapers and other
mass media. The example information on twenty-five employees
(see top of right-most column in Table 4.2) provides a simple data
set that team members can use to see whether they can derive the
statistical findings described for each type of statistic.

Evaluation teams may want to compare some organizational sub-
groups, even though they are using only descriptive statistics. In such
cases, we suggest that program evaluators give serious attention to how
much numerical difference would need to be present for that differ-
ence to be meaningful from a practical standpoint. For example, if the
data were expressed in percentages calculated from the analysis of sur-
vey data, a team might say that it would talk about only those differ-
ences of at least 3, 5, or some other number of percentage points. One
of the authors used such a rule when comparing many subgroups in

164 EVALUATING HUMAN RESOURCES PROGRAMS

“Do not choose an ana-
lytic method to impress
your readers or to deflect
criticism. If the assump-
tions and strength of a
simpler method are rea-
sonable for your data and
research problem, use it.”

147-180.c04.qxd  4/7/07  2:32 PM  Page 164



ANALYZE AND INTERPRET DATA 165

Table 4.2 Descriptive Statistics Often Cited in HR Program Evaluations

General Example Statements Derived from the Sick 
Type or Leave Days Used by 25 Marketing Division 
Specific Operational Definition Employees: 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 1, 1, 1, 2, 2, 2, 3, 
Statistic of the Statistic 4, 5, 5, 5, 6, 6, 7, 8, 8, 8, 8, 8, and 9

Total

Total The sum for all scores Marketing Division employees used a total of
for the group 99 sick leave days in 2005

Measures of Frequentness

Frequency The number of scores • Five of the 25 employees used no sick leave
for a group • in 2005

• Nine of the 25 employees used six or more
days of sick leave in 2005

Proportion The ratio of scores for • One-fifth of the employees used no sick 
a group, a value, or set • leave in 2005
of values divided by the • Over one-third of the employees used at 
total number of scores • least six sick leave days in 2005

Percentage A proportion multiplied • Twenty percent the employees used no sick
by 100 • leave in 2005

• Thirty-six percent of the employees used
six or more days of sick leave in 2005

Measures of Central Tendency

Mean Arithmetic average • The 25 Marketing Division employees used
for all values • an average of 3.96 days each

• The Marketing Division averaged about
four days of sick leave for each employee

Mode The value or group of • The most often numbers of sick leave days
values that occurs • used in 2005 by Marketing Division em-
most often • ployees were 0 and 8

Median Value at which 50 • The median number of sick days used by 
percent of the scores • Marketing Division employees was four
are below and above • About 50 percent of Marketing Division em-
that point • ployees used four or fewer days of sick leave

Measures of Variability

Range Number of scale • The range of sick leave days used by Mar-
values between the • keting employees was ten days
smallest and largest • Marketing employees took from zero to 
scores, plus 1 • nine days of sick leave in 2005

Standard A measure of the • The standard deviation of the sick leave 
deviation variability of values • used by Marketing Division employees in

around the mean •2005 was 3.2 days
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hundreds of analyses. Similarly, a team might decide to establish base-
line criteria for when it is meaningful to evaluate other types of group
differences. For instance, in evaluating differences among groups in
the average number of continuing professional education hours taken,
a team may say differences are meaningful only if they exceed ten
hours. As will be seen later in our discussion of statistical power and
sample size considerations, adoption of these meaningfulness-based
rules might also be beneficial when using inferential statistics.

Well-regarded statisticians and researchers have offered similar
perspectives on the usefulness of descriptive statistics. For example,
Cohen (1990) noted that the emphasis on inference in modern sta-
tistics has resulted in a loss of flexibility in data analysis. Similarly,
Wilkinson and his colleagues (1999) reminded readers that tables
can be improved by performing such actions as sorting rows and
columns by marginal averages, rounding to a few significant digits,
and avoiding decimals when possible.

Look for Opportunities to Use 
Descriptive Statistics with Qualitative Data

The applicability of descriptive statistics goes beyond their use with
just quantitative data, and includes methods for making better use
of qualitative data. Descriptive statistics also can be used once cod-
ing has been done for qualitative data such as narrative responses to
survey questions, answers provided during individual and group in-
terviews, and comments offered during focus groups. Qualitative
data can put meat on the bare bones that come from the quantita-
tive data. For example, qualitative data provided in interviews can
be used to illustrate specific reasons why the organization’s em-
ployee turnover rate was 22 percent last year, and those reasons can
be phrased in the interviewees’ own words.

Care should be used in choosing the narrative information that
will be used to illustrate and clarify quantitative findings. An HR
program evaluation team may be tempted to select narrative re-
sponses that agree with a point that it would like to make, even if
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the response is not typical of views that others offered regarding the
same issue. Instead, the team should more often use their quantita-
tive analyses of qualitative information to clarify and enrich the
more prevalent points of view.

The key to developing descriptive statistics from qualitative data
is to develop and refine a process for coding the narrative informa-
tion. Exhibit 4.1 illustrates how one of the authors was able to quan-
tify a large amount of narrative data and then order the information
by the frequency with which particular themes were voiced. Quan-
tification and ordering by frequency can help to identify consistent
themes that occur in qualitative data. The frequency, along with the
significance or importance, of a theme can be a useful index for pri-
oritizing which problem areas should be addressed first—or at all—
in the briefings and reports.

As a warning, developing descriptive statistics from qualitative
data is very labor intensive. If sufficient planning was not given to how
many days it would take to develop the descriptive statistics from the
qualitative data, the team might lose valuable insights because of a
need to curtail or abandon its coding and quantification efforts in
order to keep the overall evaluation on the timeline that was promised
to stakeholders. Although there are computer programs that assist
teams in content-analyzing qualitative data, use of those aids can still
require much time before the data are summarized into meaningful
points that can be used to supplement other types of findings.

Address Additional Concerns in Deciding
Whether Inferential Statistics Are Appropriate

At some point in the analyses, an HR program evaluation team may
want to advance from merely describing the data in general quanti-
tative terms to conducting statistical tests to determine whether
means are reliably different or two or more variables are reliably re-
lated. While computer-based statistical programs have made it very
easy for people with little statistical or computer programming
knowledge to perform the procedures required to conduct such tests,
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Exhibit 4.1 Quantifying Narrative Information 
and Developing Descriptive Statistics

How the Qualitative Data Were Gathered

We held focus groups sessions at thirteen military installations to obtain perspec-
tives on a broad range of personal finance topics. Service members who partici-
pated in the focus groups were divided into three types of groups: junior enlisted
personnel, mid-grade and senior enlisted personnel, and junior officers. At some
installations, we also held separate focus groups with spouses of service members.
Typically, focus groups consisted of six to twelve participants.

The moderator led the focus group sessions with a standard protocol that
contained seven central questions and several follow-up questions. During each
focus group session, the moderator posed questions to participants who, in turn,
provided their perspectives on the topics presented. An observer recorded the
participants’ comments using paper and pencil.

How the Data Were Coded

The write-up for each session was broken into separate statements for each quali-
tatively different issue or position discussed in a focus group. Evaluation team
members read through the comments and developed themes for grouping the
statements. The team then content analyzed the 2,090 statements obtained from
the sixty focus groups. Specifically, two staff members independently assigned the
statements to the previously identified themes. A third staff member resolved any
discrepancies.

How the Qualitative Data Were Described Statistically

A theme and the number of installations at which the theme was mentioned are
provided below in a partial example of the comments generated for the first ques-
tion. In the full analysis, the team provided two examples of the statements cate-
gorized for each of the reported themes.

Question 1. How has deployment affected military 
families’ financial conditions in your unit?

Theme 1.a. Other reason deployment affects families financially (N=13 installations).
Example: Financial problems stem from relationship problems. Many Marines

file for divorce when they return from a deployment.
Example: Another sailor said they have to buy a lot of supplies, such as stocks

of deodorant and other toiletries, to take on the deployment. The government
does not pay for those supplies.

Only those themes cited at a minimum of three installations were presented
in the report. The number of installations—rather than the number of state-
ments—is provided because (a) the focus of the engagement was on Department
of Defense-wide issues, rather than installation-specific concerns and (b) a
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obtaining a printout with an answer is much different from under-
standing whether or not a particular statistical test is appropriate and
what the findings on the printout really mean.

Statisticians and others have offered even stronger cautions
about the use of inferential statistics. Cohen (1990, p. 1,310) stated,
“I believe, together with such luminaries . . . that hypothesis testing
has been greatly overemphasized in psychology and in other disci-
plines that use it. It has diverted our attention from crucial issues.
Mesmerized by a single all-purpose, mechanized, ‘objective’ ritual
in which we convert numbers into other numbers and get a yes-no
answer, we have come to neglect close scrutiny of where the num-
bers came from.” Some researchers have even questioned whether
significance testing should be abandoned. While it is beyond the
scope of this book to settle this debate or to provide the team with
a thorough coverage of statistical considerations, we are reviewing
some basic concepts to help teams understand that many factors
can influence whether they should advance from descriptive statis-
tics to inferential statistics and will test whether a finding is statisti-
cally significant.

Prior to, during, and after the data analysis phase, the evaluation
team must address and document its decisions regarding major statis-
tical considerations that can affect the meaning and interpretation
of its findings. In interpreting both statistically significant (that is,
concluding that the results are not due to chance alone) and non-
significant findings, the evaluation team should pay careful attention
to Type I and II error rates and statistical power, which, among other
things, depend on sample sizes. Finally, the evaluation team should
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lengthy discussion in a single focus group may have generated numerous com-
ments. The number of installations where a theme was cited could then also be
used to rank-order the themes so that stakeholders could determine how wide-
spread a theme was, regardless of whether the perception was true or not.

Adapted from U.S. Government Accountability Office. (2005). Military personnel: 
More DOD actions needed to address service members’ personal financial management issues
(GAO-05–348). Washington, DC: Author. Additional details are available by down-
loading the full report from www.gao.gov.
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be concerned about the practical significance of the statistically sig-
nificant findings.

Balance the Concerns for Type I vs. Type II 
Error Rates When Using Statistical Tests

An HR program evaluation team uses a statistical test to help it ar-
rive at a conclusion about when a real difference or relationship is
present in the data, but there is always a possibility of error any time
that a team concludes that a finding is or is not statistically signifi-
cant. For example, when evaluating a performance appraisal pro-
cess, an analysis of mean differences in performance ratings between
subgroups (for example, males versus females) is frequently con-
ducted to assess the program’s fairness. Tests of significance are run
to determine whether reliable differences exist between the groups
of interest. Findings of significant differences may lead to a conclu-
sion that the performance appraisal is biased and that sensitivity
training or some other intervention is warranted. The key for the
evaluation team is to balance the probability that it will make a
Type I or Type II error. A Type I error occurs when a null hypothe-
sis (for example, a belief that the mean scores for males and females
are not different on the performance rating scale, or that the per-
formance appraisal is fair) is rejected, but the assumption of no dif-
ference or no relationship is actually true. A Type II error occurs
when a null hypothesis is retained as being true, but it is actually
not true. Figure 4.1 illustrates these points with a concrete example
of the four situations that might occur if a statistical test were per-
formed to determine whether training improved performance.

When conducting a statistical analysis, the likelihood that a Type
I versus a Type II error will occur can be manipulated by adjusting the
probability or alpha level for the statistical test. The most typical
value for alpha is .05. With a .05 alpha level, our rate of committing
a Type I error is five times per one hundred independent samples that
we might draw from the population and compare. If the team chooses
a smaller value for alpha (for example, .01), the team has decreased
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its likelihood of committing a Type I error but has increased the
likelihood that a Type II error will occur. Interestingly, probabilities 
are based on assumptions about
findings from infinite numbers of
independent samples and tests.
Therefore, an evaluation team can
never be sure which of its specific
statistically based conclusions are
correct.

Other alpha levels may be
considered for adoption if deemed
appropriate. For example, if an
organization wanted to look at
whether a new safety procedure
would be worth implementing, it
might adopt a .10 or a .15 alpha
level to increase the likelihood
that the new procedure would be
adopted if there were even a small
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Figure 4.1 Type I and Type II Errors 
in an Evaluation of a Training Program

What Is the Actual Effect
of the Training Program?

Training Program Training Program 
Improved Did Not Improve 
Performance Performance

What Is the Training Program Correct Decision Type I Error 
Evaluation Team’s Is Useful (p = 1 –  ß) (p =  �)
Conclusion About
the Training Training Program Type II Error Correct Decision 
Program? Is Not Useful (p =  ß) (p = 1 –  �)

Note: The letter p stands for the probability of a correct decision, a Type I error, or a
Type 2 error. This probability depends on either � (Type I error) or ß (Type II error).

There is nothing really
unique about the com-
monly used .05 and .01
alpha levels. In fact, it has
been said that the great
statistician R.A. Fisher
decided on these two
levels for his 1932 book
on statistical methods
because he could not get
the data for all probability
levels from Karl Pearson,
and Fisher did not want
to compute them himself.
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chance that some deaths or injuries could be prevented. Conversely,
an organization might adopt a .001 alpha level if it were considering
replacing its current selection program with only a slightly more
valid program that would cost much more to administer. In both
cases, the practical consequences (deaths, injuries, and monetary
costs) of being right or wrong about a conclusion would be impor-
tant considerations when choosing an alpha level. An evaluation
team should also take into account anticipated effect sizes (discussed
later) in choosing alpha levels. Thus, blindly adopting an alpha of
.05 or .01 may not be in the HR program evaluation team’s or the or-
ganization’s best interests.

Determine Whether You Are Really Using 
the Alpha Level That You Said You Would Use

Often, data analysts violate the alpha level that they stated they
would adopt when they analyze a large number of variables, with
each analysis at the stated alpha level. For example, teams com-
monly compare two or more subgroups for every item from the data
collection instrument. When this happens, the alpha level (Type I
error rate) set at .05 or .01 is expected to inflate. For example, when
two groups are compared on each of ten items with an alpha of .05
for each item, the overall (family-wise) alpha for all ten statistical
tests could be as high as .50 (Winer, Brown, & Michels, 1991). That
is, the probability of finding a statistically significant difference in the
ten comparisons is almost 50 percent—not 5 percent as would be as-
sumed from adopting a .05 alpha level.

There are advanced statistical techniques (for example, Bonfer-
roni adjustments) that an evaluation team could use to retain its
overall adopted alpha level when multiple comparisons are being
made. For example, if the evaluation team wants the overall alpha
level to be .05 for ten comparisons, it might use an alpha level of
.005 (.05/10) for each individual comparison. This would ensure
that the overall or family-wise alpha is not greater than .05. One
negative consequence of such advanced statistical techniques is that
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they make it very unlikely that any analyses will reach the adopted
alpha level. In other words, a program evaluation team using these
types of adjustments might incorrectly conclude that a difference (or
relationship) is not statistically significant, even though it can be re-
liably found. Again, evaluation teams must be aware of the tradeoffs
that they make when using one statistical procedure to lessen a prob-
lem experienced with another statistical procedure. Even when the
team has an example that shows that someone else used the proce-
dure in a similar situation, caution is warranted because all of the de-
tails for why the procedure was appropriate may not have been
conveyed in the other example.

Be Clear in Understanding What 
Statistical Significance Is and Is Not

In addition to the Type I and II error rates and inflated alpha level
problems mentioned above, there are other important issues that an
HR program evaluation team has to consider when evaluating or in-
terpreting findings obtained with inferential statistics. Some of these
issues: practical versus statistical significance, small samples and sta-
tistical power, and differences in populations versus samples, are ad-
dressed below.

Distinguish Between Practical and Statistical Significance.
Pedhazur and Schmelkin (1991, pp. 202–203) said, “The point we
wish to stress is that tests of statistical significance have become a
blind ritual. . . . The idea that findings be examined in light of their
substantive importance and meaningfulness is so self-evident that
one cannot help but wonder why various authors find it necessary
to remind researchers of it. What may be even more puzzling is that
most researchers do not heed exhortations to be concerned primar-
ily with magnitudes of effects or relations, and they instead persist
in relying almost exclusively on significance testing.”

When is a statistically significant mean difference not practically
significant? This is an age-old question in data analysis. One of the
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popularly cited recommendations for partially answering the question
is to look at the effect size rather than the simple mean difference. An
effect size is a standardized mean difference, which is expressed in the
z-score metric. There are designations that an HR program evalua-
tion team can use to classify an effect size as small, medium, or large
(see Cohen, 1988). The effect sizes and their designations can be
helpful to practitioners in assessing the practical utility of statistically
significant mean differences as well as relationships, especially when
large samples are involved.

While Cohen’s guidelines help to characterize the quantitative
size of a statistical effect, they still may not fully address the practical
significance of a difference or relationship—a much more subjective
issue, but one of importance. Moreover, differences or relationships
that are judged to be statistically significant may not be judged to be
of practical significance, and vice versa. Using the examples of re-
ductions in deaths, injuries, and costs that we provided earlier could
provide critical contexts for judging whether the size of an effect is of
practical importance. It may be the case that an effect size labeled
small using Cohen’s guidelines would be judged to be of large practi-
cal significance if a change in a safety training program were predicted
to cost two fewer lives during a major construction project. Con-
versely, an effect size labeled large using Cohen’s guidelines might be
judged as having little practical significance if, for example, a group
participating in a before-and-after study of the effects of exercise dur-
ing the work day showed that amount of sick leave decreased by ten
days from last year, but the employees were away from their work for
around an hour each day (around 250 hours or about thirty days each
work year) for the exercise program. While other positive effects may
result from the workplace exercise program, even a large effect size for
decreased days absent could not be judged to be of practical signifi-
cance if the number of days absent were the only criterion measure
used to judge the success of the exercise program.

In conclusion, data analysts should be able to help the evalua-
tion team define when things are statistically significant. The more
subjective determination of practical significance will require re-

174 EVALUATING HUMAN RESOURCES PROGRAMS

147-180.c04.qxd  4/7/07  2:32 PM  Page 174



flection on the situational context and the importance of increas-
ing or decreasing values of the criteria. Subject-matter experts for
the HR programs being evaluated can often help the evaluation
team to understand the practical impact of findings.

Recognize When Statistical Findings Merely Reflect Sample Size
and Statistical Power. Statistical power refers to the probability of re-
jecting a false null hypothesis (for example, no difference in means) at
a given Type I error rate, effect size, and sample size. Because we have
already discussed the Type I error rate and briefly mentioned effect size,
let’s look at how sample size affects whether an evaluation team con-
cludes something is or is not statistically significant.

Other things being equal, small samples have lower statistical
power than do larger samples for detecting a statistically significant
mean difference or relationship. That is, if the sample size is small,
the statistical test may not be able to detect a true (non-zero) differ-
ence or relationship when one exists. This situation is particularly
easy to discern when looking at tables of critical values for statistical
tests such as t tests. In general, as the sample size gets larger, the crit-
ical value gets smaller until it finally levels off at the point at which
there are about two hundred cases. To illustrate, if a company’s East
and West divisions had mean job satisfaction scores of 3.5 and 3.8,
respectively, on a 5-point scale, a statistical test comparing the scores
would probably not result in a statistically significant finding if only
twenty of the five hundred people in each division were included in
the samples. The same difference of 0.3 would, however, probably be
found statistically significant if each division’s mean score were based
on information from samples of 250 people.

A basic understanding of the relationship between statistical
power and sample size is especially useful in applied research such
as HR program evaluation. When the groups being compared have
few observations or members, very large differences may need to be
present before the obtained statistical test values equal or exceed
the critical values required to conclude that the differences (or rela-
tionships) are statistically significant. Very large organizations may
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face the opposite situation—almost any comparison might result in
a conclusion of statistical significance because thousands of cases
are being compared, even for subgroup analyses. The point is that
the program evaluation team should interpret findings from infer-
ential statistics with due consideration to the statistical power it has
for detecting statistically significant findings.

Differentiate Between Analyses That Use Populations Versus
Samples. Strictly speaking, there is no need to perform statistical tests
when data are available on all cases in the population (for example,
everyone in the organization was surveyed, or the HR information sys-
tem was used to derive values on all employees). All observed differ-
ences in population values (sometimes called population parameters)
are real, and there is no sampling error involved in identifying the
population value overall or for subgroups of the population for which
all cases in that subgroup are used to derive the values for populations.
The population values may, however, have other types of error (cov-
ered earlier in Table 2.2) associated with them.

In contrast, inferential statistics are used with samples when it is
important to know whether we could expect similar results if we ob-
tained other samples from the population. Conceptually, it is a little
like playing the children’s game of twenty questions. If we get to gather
data/ask a question from only one person, we probably do not have a
very good idea of what we want to know. If we ask twenty-five people
the question, we stand a much better chance of having a true picture
of what we want to know. And if we can ask hundreds of people, we
can be fairly confident that we have a true picture of a particular sub-
group or the population, even if the overall or subgroup population has
tens of thousands of people in it.

Use Inferential Analyses If Warranted 
and Underlying Assumptions Can Be Met

Our discussion of the aforementioned considerations should not be
taken as a blanket recommendation to avoid using inferential sta-
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tistical tests. Rather, the considerations are merely reminders that
there are many factors that influence the decision about whether to
use such tests. Like any other research method, each type of infer-
ential statistical test has situations for which it is ideally suited and
other situations for which it should not be used.

The specialized skills and years of experience to really understand
what the findings from the tests mean cannot be taught in a portion
of this chapter. This conclusion is based on our years of having taught
graduate-level statistics and using a wide range of inferential statistics
in our HR program evaluations and academic research. Any cover-
age here would not be adequate to teach team members how to be ef-
fective users of the tests and interpreters of the results. Therefore, we
strongly urge HR program evaluation teams contemplating the use of
such statistics to have a person with in-depth knowledge and experi-
ence with the statistical tests. We do not want to sound like a bad
television commercial warning an audience, “You should not try this
at home without sufficient training because great harm can result.”
At the same time, it is important to emphasize that if inferential sta-
tistics are used, the analyst will have to help the team to develop ef-
fective methods for presenting the complex statistics in meaningful
ways to possibly statistically unsophisticated stakeholders.

Look for Areas in Which Findings Support 
and Conflict with Other Findings

Regardless of the types of statistics used in the analyses, the team
must begin to organize the descriptive and possibly inferential sta-
tistical findings to determine where the findings support and con-
flict with one another. The data collection and analysis plans are
one source for looking for overlapping findings. Other overlapping
findings will become apparent as the team sifts through the results
from other data sources such as narrative comments from surveys,
interviews, and focus groups. This organization of findings will sug-
gest additional data analyses that are needed but could not have
been anticipated when the analysis plan was developed earlier. By
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this point in the program evaluation, the team will have a greater
understanding of how the various pieces of the program fit together,
where its strengths and weaknesses lie, and unexpected but impor-
tant issues that require extra exploration with available data.

One way for the HR program evaluation team to organize the
findings is to construct a findings-confirmation matrix (Silverstein
& Sharp, 1997). Table 4.3 shows how a portion of a confirmation
matrix might look when organizing findings from an evaluation of a
recruiting program. Although it would be too complex for presenta-
tion to most stakeholders, this type of matrix serves as a nice sum-
mary for the team to show how the evaluation questions aligned
with the project goals, what techniques were used to answer these
questions, and what resulted from the data collection effort. While
our example uses only a few findings, an evaluation team might find
it advantageous to use an even more elaborate process for determin-
ing how its various findings support or conflict with one another. In
addition to leading to more analyses that could not have been an-
ticipated in the planning phase, this step in the analysis phase begins
the interpretation and feedback of findings that are the topics cov-
ered in our next chapter.

Conclusions

Data analysis is an integral part of HR program evaluations but can
be intimidating to team members who have limited statistical skills.
This chapter described some of the major steps involved in analyz-
ing and interpreting the data collected during the evaluation proc-
ess. It is only with the effort that comes from sometimes laborious
data coding, entry, and cleaning that the team will be able to gener-
ate meaningful findings. Although descriptive statistics offer the ad-
vantage of being easily calculated and understood by stakeholders,
inferential statistics may provide additional insights into the findings
if the evaluation team (a) determines that the latter type of tests are
warranted and (b) has someone skilled in using such advanced sta-
tistics. Regardless of the types of statistics used, organization of the
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findings into content areas can provide insights into how much sup-
port is present for drawing conclusions about the strengths and weak-
nesses of key portions of an HR program.

Suggested Resources

Bourque, L.B., & Clark, V.A. (1992). Processing data: The survey example. Thou-
sand Oaks, CA: Sage.
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Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Dollinger, S.J., & DiLalla, D.L. (1996). Cleaning up data and running prelimi-
nary analyses. In F.T.L. Leong & J.T. Austin (Eds.), The psychology re-
search handbook: A guide for graduate students and research assistants (pp.
167–176). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Pedhazur, E.J., & Schmelkin, L.P. (1991). Measurement, design, and analysis: An
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181

Phase 5

COMMUNICATE FINDINGS 
AND INSIGHTS

“Don’t cram fifteen minutes of findings and

recommendations into an hour-long briefing.”

—Adage from an otherwise forgotten briefing

Chapter Objectives

• Demonstrate how to craft communications to target stake-
holder issues and address bottom-line concerns

• Present how to visually depict findings that will facilitate
stakeholder interpretation of statistics and complex concepts

• Assist evaluation team in leveraging their oral and written
communication of results to promote stakeholder action

Each stakeholder group involved in an HR program evaluation will
likely have its own set of questions and criteria for judging program
effectiveness. As such, it will be necessary to engage these groups in
discussions about how and when to best communicate the progress
and findings of the evaluation. Gaining a commitment to ongoing
dialog with stakeholders will increase ownership of and motivation
to act on what is learned. Nurturing this relationship through the
project will also help the evaluation team in making timely and ap-
propriate refinements to the evaluation design, questions, methods,
and data interpretations. This communication must, however, oc-
cur within the parameters that top management approved early in
the program evaluation.
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Communicating findings and insights should not be treated as a
one-time event occurring at the culmination of the evaluation. Rather,
information should be exchanged throughout the evaluation process
so that there are no surprises when the final presentation and report are
delivered. The extent and nature of this information exchange should
be established during the planning phase of the evaluation, and an
agreed-on communication plan with timelines and milestones should
be followed throughout the evaluation.

While information must flow to stakeholders throughout an eval-
uation, it is also important to manage this process carefully and to
avoid communication of results that have not been properly vetted.
For example, it is not uncommon for stakeholders to periodically ap-
proach evaluation team members with requests for preliminary find-
ings, particularly when high-exposure programs are being evaluated.
While this sort of informal request is to be expected, a hurried re-
sponse, often motivated by a desire to promote goodwill between the
evaluation team and stakeholders, can do more harm than good if it
turns out that the information provided was incorrect or prematurely
released. If such an unfortunate event were to occur, it could lead to
a loss of credibility and jeopardize the overall impact of the evalua-
tion. Therefore, it is important that the communication plan devel-
oped during Phase 2 include ground rules that specify not only how
and when information should be delivered, but the roles and respon-
sibilities of various team members in the delivery of the information.
Moreover, the team leader will probably want to coordinate and ap-
prove the release of any information by team members.

This chapter will present a number of established techniques and
practical strategies for ensuring the successful communication of HR
program evaluation results. These techniques should be adapted as
necessary to address the unique perspectives and concerns of the var-
ious stakeholder groups. In the first section, we will review the basics
of separating the wheat from the chaff by delivering evaluation find-
ings that address bottom-line concerns and target key stakeholder
questions. Next, we will present approaches for visually depicting
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findings and facilitating stakeholders’ interpretation of statistics and
complex concepts. In the final section, we provide practical guide-
lines for the delivery of both oral and written presentations that fa-
cilitate stakeholder action.

Stick to the Basics Found in 
Any Good Communication Strategy

Whether the effort invested in an HR program evaluation bears the
fruit of corresponding actions is heavily dependent on how effectively
the evaluation team communicates its findings and insights to the pro-
gram’s primary stakeholders. Program stakeholders will expect evalu-
ation results to be communicated in a timely, logical, and interpretable
manner so that decisions about the program are appropriately in-
formed. While the nature and medium of this communication will
vary based on the evaluation’s focus and stakeholder requirements, the
overarching goal is always the same: well-timed and targeted dissemi-
nation of evaluation results, conclusions, and recommendations. The
key challenge for the evaluation team is to distinguish between what
is essential to communicate and what is nice to know. As Chelimski
(1987, p. 15) noted, “To its author all of the evaluation’s findings seem
important. It is painfully difficult to trim surgically what is not rele-
vant, to condense, to rank, to decide not only which finding is most
important, but which is most important that is also manipulable by
policy.” The evaluation team’s success at accomplishing this task may
literally mean the difference between results that are acted on versus
those that are placed on a shelf.

Before proceeding with a discussion of effective communication
strategies, it is necessary to review an important and sometimes
challenging issue—keeping confidentiality promises in HR program
evaluations. After which, we will cover a variety of communication
strategies: adapting communications to the audience, getting to the
bottom line, determining what to do with findings that do not fit,
and tying everything together.
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Maintain Confidentiality When It Was Promised

During the planning in Phase 2, the evaluation team was cautioned
that it had to resolve whether or not interviewees and survey re-
sponders would be promised confidentiality. At that time, the team
may have obtained buy-in from top management and other key
stakeholders that the greater honesty from confidential responses
would be a worthwhile tradeoff for a decrease in information about
who said what.

Despite this buy-in, an HR program evaluation team is occasion-
ally faced with a dilemma—some stakeholders in positions of power
want access to the interviewee- or respondent-identified information
that was collected with a pledge of confidentiality. In such cases, the
decision-makers may be truly interested in taking steps to correct a
serious or egregious situation (for example, people who said that they
had observed drug use at work or were sexually harassed). In other
cases, decision-makers may want to know who said something so that
they can take action against the person supplying the information.
Exhibit 5.1 provides a brief case example of an HR program evalua-
tion team that was pressured to break a promise of confidentiality.
Notably, the exhibit highlights that the situation does not necessar-
ily have to be an all-or-nothing conclusion. Instead, an alternative
source of data provided some empirical insights to address the stake-
holders’ concerns. This case brings home the point that concerns
raised about confidentially promises and the desire for more informa-
tion need not escalate into an us-versus-them situation. It should be
approached as a cooperative exploration of what more can be offered
without real or perceived compromises of confidentiality.

The reason for wanting access to the confidential information
should not influence the decision about whether or not the pledge
will be violated. The team leader might short-circuit the request for
confidential information by informing the requestor of the long-term
consequences of violating the pledge. Specifically, the leader may
note that once the pledge is broken—regardless of good or bad in-
tentions—(a) important information-collection strategies like con-
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fidential surveys and interviews may be rendered useless in the future
and (b) the short-term gain of additional information in the current
HR program evaluation can deepen suspicion of management and
its intentions. These effects are too great a price to pay for violating
the pledge.

That being said, there may be occasions (hopefully rare) in which
confidential evaluation findings surface legal, ethical, or safety issues
that could put the organization or its employees at risk. In these in-
stances, the findings may have to be brought to the attention of the
organization’s internal or as-needed external legal counsel so that a de-
cision can be made about how to appropriately handle them. While
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Exhibit 5.1 A Case of Confidentiality

In a recent evaluation of a succession management process, several claims surfaced
that the organization’s leadership team was biased against women. Specifically,
some employees alleged that all of the “plum” developmental assignments were
given to men and that women were relegated to less distinctive, low exposure as-
signments. As part of the data collection phase, explanations were offered for why
this may be the case, most centering on a perceived paternalistic culture that had
been established by the owner. During an early briefing in which these preliminary
findings were being presented, it became very clear that the organization’s leader-
ship wanted to know specifically who was making these statements. The evaluation
team pushed back by stating that participants in the evaluation had been informed
that their responses to both a survey and an interview would be aggregated and not
reported out at an individual level. This did not satisfy the leadership, despite the
reminder that they had agreed to the confidentiality provision before the evalua-
tion began. To head off this escalating situation, the evaluation team convinced the
stakeholders that, before breaching the promised confidentiality, they should first
determine whether there was any merit to the claim. As it turned out, differences
were found between the assignments provided to men and women, but not as dra-
matic as originally suggested. This finding was presented in the next briefing, along
with recommendations for addressing the situation. This seemed to satisfy the
stakeholders, and they no longer called for the identification of those who had
raised the issue.

While this outcome could have been different, the point here was that the eval-
uation team stood its ground while seeking a solution that would keep the confi-
dentiality provision in place. Assuming that the leadership team had pushed for
disclosure of individual names, the next likely path would have been to pursue the
issue with the organization’s legal counsel and gain their support and advice on how
to appropriately address the situation.
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the collective judgment of the evaluation team could supply alterna-
tive strategies for balancing confidentiality against potentially larger
concerns, when in doubt, it is best to begin formulating a strategy to
address the information sooner rather than later. The legal counsel
may want the information restricted until it can further investigate the
situation and determine how best to proceed. If the program evalua-
tion team already includes legal counsel, that attorney would likely be
able to advise on the appropriate approach in these situations.

Adapt Communications 
to the Audience’s Skills and Needs

The key to effective oral or written communication of findings,
conclusions, and recommendations is knowing your audience and
adjusting the dissemination of information to their skills and needs.
As we have implied before, communicating findings to audiences
with limited methodological and statistical skills is not a time for an
evaluation team to try to impress others with their ability to use
complex statistics and methods. Instead, the briefings and reports
(except perhaps for a technical appendix) should be prepared at a
level that is understandable to all or almost all stakeholders who
have a need to know the evaluation team’s findings, conclusions,
and recommendations.

Much of the oral or written communication will likely involve
basic statistics such as means and percentages, even if the findings
were derived from advanced inferential statistics. In general, discus-
sion of the methods should arise only when it is necessary to establish
the credibility of the findings, set the context for other information,
or cite important limitations to the data and findings. Professional jar-
gon such as “quasi-experimental design,” “hypothetical constructs,”
and “factor loadings” rarely have a place in communications to stake-
holders in applied settings, even if they were central to the research
design and analyses that the HR program evaluation team actually
used. These terms should be reserved for discussions with professional
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colleagues and in technical documentation that could later be im-
portant for a legal challenge to the HR program.

This does not mean that the evaluation team should not have
used optimum evaluation design or complex statistics in gathering and
analyzing the data. Rather, it suggests that the team must translate
those complexities into readily understood information. For example,
an HR program evaluation team still has to compute the very complex
statistics used to assess personnel selection and compensation systems
for potential racial and gender bias, but the team must translate their
procedures and findings into something that the stakeholders can use.
Effectively translating the complex statistics into more understandable
concepts and findings will help stakeholders to perceive that (a) the
HR program evaluation was thorough and (b) the conclusions and
recommendations were based on sound findings. The team should
have the more complex information available if someone in the audi-
ence (such as engineers or quantitatively oriented personnel in the
marketing or financial departments) suggests that other statistics or
methods would have been more appropriate. In general, we prefer to
err on the simple side during our communication preparations. All of
this is not to imply that the stakeholders are “too dumb to under-
stand.” Rather, it merely acknowledges that their professional experi-
ences and education have centered on other issues, and that the
members of the evaluation team are to use their professional experi-
ences and education to find ways to translate their findings into infor-
mation that can be readily grasped.

Get to the Bottom Line Early

Key stakeholders for the HR program evaluation will want to know
the primary findings and recommendations very early in the team’s
oral or written presentation. This is one of the reasons that many re-
ports start with an executive summary or other type of synopsis, so that
executives as well as other key stakeholders have a general framework
upon which they can organize their thoughts about the subsequent
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specifics that led to the bottom line message. This orientation often
stands in stark contrast to an academic publication or presentation
that may emphasize an in-depth literature review and description of
methods before even beginning to cover the findings and recommen-
dations. That is not to say that applied stakeholders do not care about
what others have found in prior HR research, what methods were
used, and the contextual factors that influenced the findings. Getting
to the bottom line early emphasizes business constraints placed on key
stakeholders who have myriad issues competing for their time and
their need to delegate methodological responsibilities and duties to
those most qualified to evaluate them—the HR program evaluation
team. Royse and his colleagues (2001, p. 382) described the ten-
dency and possible reason why evaluators often overwhelm their
audience with too much information: “Wanting the sponsor to feel
that the contract amount was truly earned, evaluators may compile
such an awesome assemblage of tables, charts, and dry, boring para-
graphs that only the boldest of academics would attempt to wade
through that portion of the report.”

Determine What to Do with Findings That Do Not Fit

Regardless of how vigilant a team is with regard to staying on course
and answering the assigned evaluation questions, the team will al-
most always identify important or provocative findings that are only
tangentially related to the evaluation questions. Decisions about
whether or not these issues are communicated to key stakeholders
are influenced by a variety of factors, two of which are described in
more detail below.

Consider the Amount of Information Substantiating the Issue.
The HR program evaluation team may have only one or two in-
stances when the provocative issue surfaced. These may have been
identified in off-handed remarks made by participants during inter-
views, or the team may have inadvertently discovered something in
its review of documents or other archival materials related to the
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program. More preparatory information might have to be gathered
before the organization would choose to devote resources to check-
ing on the prevalence of the issue. The decision to raise an issue that
has not been fully checked out should be driven by its perceived im-
portance to the evaluation at hand and couched with the need to in-
vestigate further. The risks are that the issue may not turn out to be
that prevalent and its discussion could divert the stakeholders from
those findings that are central to answering the evaluation questions
and have been fully researched. HR program evaluation teams must
remember during their preparation and presentation that their time
with key stakeholders is limited and that presentation of the addi-
tional issues could limit the thoroughness of the case that they can
make for their primary findings, conclusions, and recommendations.

Take into Account the Relevance of the Issue to the Stake-
holder Groups. The stakeholder groups may not contain the cor-
rect people to address the tangentially related issue, even if the issue
merits further discussion. For example, interviews conducted dur-
ing an evaluation of training for administrative personnel could
have contained allegations that some administrative staff did not
have the credentials claimed when they were hired. The allegations
surfaced when two interviewees discussed the wide variation of per-
formance among clerical personnel (one of the HR program evalu-
ation’s outcome measures). The training evaluation team might not
brief the issue in-depth because background checks were tangen-
tially related to the training evaluation, were not a core responsi-
bility for any of the key stakeholders, and were mentioned by only
two interviewees late in the evaluation. In this case, valuable brief-
ing time would be lost raising an issue with people who could not
take the actions necessarily to address the issue appropriately. The
evaluation team will need to judge how relevant and important an
“outlying” issue is in this context.

Provocative but tangentially related findings can be raised with
key stakeholders in one-on-one or small group meetings that are held
independent of the dissemination of the program evaluation findings,
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conclusions, and recommendations. With the limited time available
to cover what are often months of work to answer the evaluation ques-
tions, HR program evaluation teams cannot afford the possibility of
being sidetracked and using valuable time on important, but extrane-
ous issues that stakeholders cannot or will not chose to address.

Tie It All Together: 
Findings Conclusions Recommendations

Stakeholders will expect evaluation briefings and reports to provide
a direct link between their questions and the evaluation’s findings,
conclusions, and recommendations. Each conclusion and recom-
mendation that makes it into the briefing or report should be tied
to an original evaluation question and findings. This can be orga-
nized relatively easily by presenting each question or issue, followed
by the relevant key findings, conclusions, and resulting recommen-
dation(s) (Morris, Fitz-Gibbon, & Freeman, 1987).

The foundation and justification for the conclusions reached
from an evaluation should also be clearly presented. This step to tie
together the various parts of the communications will ensure that
stakeholders can independently assess the correctness of each con-
clusion and trace the evaluation team’s logic and procedures for
reaching these conclusions. Conclusions that are based on hard
data should be distinguished from those that are more speculative.
In addition, alternative conclusions that are plausible but have
been rejected might also deserve presentation after an appropriate
explanation.

The credibility of the conclusions and recommendations will
also be enhanced to the extent that the context (for example, orga-
nizational culture, competing program demands, staff, and politics)
within which the HR program was evaluated has been taken into
account and described. This step will (a) assist stakeholders in in-
terpreting the findings, (b) increase the likelihood that the conclu-
sions are realistic, and (c) produce recommendations that can be
implemented in the conditions surrounding the HR program. The
Joint Committee’s (1994, p. 49) professional standard on report clar-
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ity stated, “Evaluation reports should clearly describe the program
being evaluated, including its context, and the purposes, procedures,
and findings of the evaluation, so that essential information is pro-
vided and easily understood.”

Depict Findings and Recommendations Visually

Visual depiction of findings, conclusions, and recommendations can
help the team distill months of work into the hour or less allotted for
conveying all of the key information. As part of determining the
evaluation team’s composition during the planning phase of the eval-
uation, due consideration should have been given to ensuring that
someone on the team had the requisite skills needed to develop
visual aids. Alternatively, a team in a large organization may have
arranged to obtain assistance from
other organizational personnel
such as graphic artists or market-
ing specialists.

As Royse and his co-authors
(2001, p. 174) stated, “many
agency directors and advisory
board members’ eyes will glaze over
when you start talking about t-tests
and chi-squares in the analysis 
of evaluation data, but they will
quickly perk up at the sight of a
crisp, clean graph showing things
clearly going up or down.” In this
section, we explore four of the
more common types of visual aids
that might supplement the bullet-filled and other word-intensive
slides or pages appearing in project presentations and reports. These
supplemental visual aids include pictures to document a situation,
schematics to show processes that are followed in an HR program,
graphs to depict numerical findings from the evaluation, and tables or
arrays of findings.
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Excusing the cliché, often
a picture is worth a thou-
sand words. And the
greater speed and ease with
which visual aids can be
developed, the more op-
tions an evaluation team
has to construct alterna-
tive pictures of the same
information so that mem-
bers can determine which
version contributes best to
the story that is to be told.
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Picture the Situation to Let Stakeholders 
See How It Really Is or Might Be

Just a few years ago, we rarely used pictures for our HR program-eval-
uation reports or presentations. Pictures printed in our reports could
be expensive and were often of poor quality. Our oral presentations
with pictures from a camera or graphic arts professional sometimes ne-
cessitated either capturing the entire presentation on slides or switch-
ing back and forth between overhead and slide projectors. Moreover,
the pictures sometimes limited us to black-and-white representations.

Digital cameras and computers have greatly enhanced the abil-
ity of program evaluators to document their findings with pictures
and discuss their points concretely with their audiences. Digital cam-
eras provide for a quick and easy process of visually capturing a situ-
ation and transferring it to a paper or electronic image. The ability
to see immediately whether or not the situation was captured in a
desired way allows the picture-taker to continue taking pictures until
a satisfactory visual aid has been produced. Similarly, the capabili-
ties and ease-of-use of computers, image scanners, and graphic arts
programs offer many possibilities to HR program evaluation teams
wanting to add other types of pictures.

Pictures can be useful to document the situations found in a
wide range of HR programs. For example, Figure 5.1 shows a mildly
humorous picture appropriate for the beginning of a presentation de-
tailing the evaluation of a performance appraisal program. The sub-
sequent presentation could then be organized around the positive
effects derived from a web-based system for eliminating much of the
displayed paperwork. Additionally, the mound of paperwork and 
the winsome smile of a well-known and well-liked employee could
subtly show that each stakeholder needs to find ways to achieve
greater efficiency in managing and coaching their employees.

Other types of pictures that might be found in HR program eval-
uation briefings and reports might include an organizational chart
depicting positions and reporting relationships for the staff of the
program being evaluated, proposed physical security measures to
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limit access to the organization, past and recommended changes to
increase safety in the manufacturing plant, potential barriers to or
implemented enhancements for physically challenged staff, physical
layout of a work team (for example, a customer-service call center),
and pictures of computer screens to show employees how to use on-
line training aids or communications technologies. Such pictures
can be enhanced with software to include pointers to and annota-
tions for special points of interest depicted in an image. Moreover,
the use of before pictures contrasted with the proposed ways that the
situation might be changed are particularly useful in providing con-
crete information to stakeholders who may not be familiar with spe-
cific situations relevant to the HR program or able to visualize the
current and proposed future conditions mentally.
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Figure 5.1 An Example of an Electronic Picture
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Show Stakeholders a Path Through the Process

Many HR programs use multi-step processes that are difficult to ex-
plain in words alone. Conveying this type of information can be
particularly difficult if there are many steps within the larger or
longer stages of the process. The explanation often becomes much
easier when the audience can be referred to a schematic that allows
the reader or listener to think about the current step while seeing
the prior steps and anticipating the steps that are yet to be ex-
plained. Nearly ten years ago, one of the authors saw a particularly
memorable schematic depicting the retention of U.S. military offi-
cers. The schematic used an oil pipeline as an analogy for how the
officer pipeline refines the person (through a military academy,
ROTC, or officer candidate school) and then brings all commis-
sioned officers through each hierarchical level, with no lateral hir-
ing. The leaks in the pipeline showed the percentage of officers lost
at each step in the officers’ generalized career cycle.

An evaluation team might also use schematics to show timelines.
For example, organizations generally have a set of escalating steps
that are followed to resolve labor grievances or equal employment op-
portunity complaints, with each step tied to a deadline and the entity
that would work with the parties to the grievance or complaint. Fig-
ure 5.2 shows a four-stage appeals process, with each stage having
three or four steps. The process shows the order in which the stages
and steps occur, the prescribed actions within each stage, the em-
ployees involved in the steps, and time limits if certain types of ac-
tions are taken. Also, the bottom portion of the schematic provides
a caution about a prohibited action that might otherwise be violated
by employees who have never or infrequently used this process.

The purpose of this schematic is to describe a formal appeals pro-
cess for handling all employee objections related to the performance
management process in a fair, objective, and consistent manner.
This process applies to all salaried employees who participate in the
performance management process.
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Clarify Numerical Findings with Graphs

Graphs are visual depictions commonly used to convey quantitative
HR program evaluation findings. They can communicate complex
ideas and summarized information from large databases effectively.
While a graph can help the audience to grasp many individual find-
ings at once, it is important to recognize when graphs either may be
misleading or display the wrong types of data. Even though there are
exceptions to almost every graphing guideline, we will offer some
general guidelines that we have used successfully in our work.

Ask, “Is That Graph Misleading?” A graphing problem nearly
made one of the authors late for his briefing on the evaluation of a
developmental program for new professionals. The author’s assistant
graphed numerous employee survey findings for the briefing but
failed to recognize the perceptual problems that resulted when the
software automatically adjusted the percent depicted on each graph’s
Y axis. The author had to quickly re-work all of the graphs and then
print new copies of the report, just in time for the briefing. The key
takeaway from this experience was to remind staff that they should
not unconsciously allow a computer program to decide how best to
convey the information from an HR program evaluation.

Figure 5.3 illustrates five ways that a single set of data might be
displayed. Figure 5.3.a is the graph that we would typically use to pres-
ent percentage-based findings. The graph’s Y or vertical axis is about
three-fourths as high as its X or horizontal axis is long, a scaling pro-
portion that some statisticians have long advocated. Although it
would be nice if software programs kept the ratio constant except
when the evaluation team consciously chose to modify the ratio,
many programs vary the ratio from graph to graph. This seemingly in-
nocuous change in the ratio of X-axis to Y-axis is another situation
that can inadvertently lead to over- or under-emphasis of differences.
This situation is especially evident when looking at a series of graphs
that depict related findings (for example, for three separately graphed
items showing subgroup differences in satisfaction with pay, supervi-
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sion, and working conditions) using perhaps one inch to display ten
percentage points on the Y axis for one chart and one inch to display
twenty-five percentage points on another chart. In such graphs, the
software is attempting to emphasize just the portion of the 100-point
percentage scale that is “relevant” to each graph.

In contrast to Figure 5.3.a, Figure 5.3.b depicts the same data
using an X-to-Y-axis ratio that far exceeds the three-quarters high
rule. Elongating the X-axis without also changing the Y-axis can eas-
ily mislead readers. If most of the graphs in a briefing or report are
done with a smaller X-to-Y-axis ratio, the audience could misperceive
that the differences are less than they actually are. In a visual com-
parison of the two graphs at the top of Figure 5.3, the five percentage-
point differences between the bars in Figure 5.3.b look half as large as
the same differences shown in Figure 5.3.a. Hopefully, a decision to
change the ratio is not a conscious effort to mislead readers into be-
lieving that a difference was smaller than it actually was (such as for
a selection ratio that shows equal employment opportunity concerns).

Figure 5.3.c depicts the opposite problem of that shown in Fig-
ure 5.3.b. This opposite effect was obtained by magnifying the dif-
ferences in Figure 5.3.c so that they appear to be larger than those
in Figure 5.3.a. This type of change to the ratio could mislead the
audience into believing that a difference in, say, before- versus after-
training scores was larger than it actually was.

Figure 5.3.d magnifies the group differences much more than
even Figure 5.3.c, but it does so by graphing only a small range of the
possible values on the Y axis. In contrast, the graph in Figure 5.3.a uses
the full range of the 0 to 100 percent scale—something we typically do
in graphing percentages. If a difference is so small that it can be seen
only when a small portion of the scale is graphed, it may not be iden-
tifying a sufficiently meaningful difference to warrant discussion.
Our advice is to make a conscious determination about whether a
portion of the full scale (for example, 100 percent or a 1-to-5-point
scale) provides a more meaningful depiction than the full scale. Let-
ting a graphics program determine the best way to display data can re-
sult in confusion for stakeholders when the findings are presented and
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possibly the loss of both credibility and valuable briefing time if such
confusion occurs and the briefer must take the additional time to ex-
plain findings that could have been graphed more clearly.

Finally, we heartily agree with Wilkinson and his colleagues’
(1999, p. 12) advice to “Avoid complex figures when simpler ones
will do.” Some evaluation teams add more visually complex features
such as using shadow boxes in their bar charts. Although some
members of the audience may find the shadow boxes and 3-D look
shown in Figure 5.3.e more aesthetically pleasing than the graph in
Figure 5.3.a, we are proponents of keeping the message as simple as
possible by avoiding ornate graphs with “enhancements” that can
be difficult to read and understand. For example, it is difficult to tell
whether the reader should be paying attention to the front or the
back of the bars in Figure 5.3.e. The first priority for an evaluation
team should be to advance an understanding of the findings, where
the design features of the graph seamlessly facilitate this objective.

Ask, “What Types of Graphs Can I Use to Display My Find-
ings?” Among other things, the choice of design for displaying quan-
titative results will be based on the nature of the findings, amount of
data to be presented, and labeling requirements. Since the number 
of pieces of information can be a major determinant of the types of
graphs that will be appropriate for displaying the information, we will
explore that issue further by discussing some of the graphs that we
have used most often.

Single Variable Findings. Evaluation findings that involve single
categorical variables are often presented as bar charts because these
graphs are particularly easy to interpret. Means, percentages, or other
data can be presented above each bar to increase the precision de-
picted in the graph. While pie charts are also used to facilitate inter-
pretation of single variable data involving percentages or proportions,
there is some question as to how useful pie charts actually are in the
interpretation of findings. One graphics display author (Tufte, 2001,
p. 178) exclaimed, “the only worse design than a pie chart is several
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of them.” He stated, along with others (Bertin, 1981), that pie charts
are confusing and should never be used due to their (a) low “data-
density” (number of entries in data matrix/area of the graph) and (b)
failure to order data along a coherent visual dimension.

Two Variable Charts. A stacked, or the more common side-by-
side, bar graph is a useful way to show two or more categories of re-
sults at once. The length of the bar graph represents one hundred
percentage points, which is subdivided to allow comparison of in-
dividual category percents. Figure 5.4 presents an example of a
stacked bar graph, showing the percent of survey participants who
reported being very dissatisfied/dissatisfied, neither satisfied nor dis-
satisfied, or very satisfied/satisfied with the complaint process. More
specifically, respondents who reported one or more situations of
racial/ethnic harassment or discrimination by civilian(s) or military
personnel in a 1996 survey were asked to answer six items for only
the situation that they considered most bothersome. This type of
graph might be particularly useful when presenting two years of sta-
tistics—survey findings, budgets, staffing, or other variables—side
by side. Also, the graph displays another way to enhance commu-
nication when constructing a graph or table. Here, the evaluation
team ordered the findings within the graph to allow the audience to
easily see which aspects of the complaint process were rated most
favorably by the largest percentage of respondents and which were
rated least favorably. Finally, collapsing the five survey response al-
ternatives into three graphed categories of responses gives the stake-
holders a clearer view of the big picture about satisfaction versus
dissatisfaction.

Trends and Patterns. Line graphs are particularly useful for com-
paring two or more groups across time. The amount of the effect,
funding, or some other aspect of the HR program evaluation is plot-
ted on the vertical axis and time periods are plotted on the horizon-
tal axis. Tufte (2001) suggested that line graphs should be greater in
length than height (by about 50 percent), in contradiction to the
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earlier cited three-fourths rule advocated by others. It is his con-
tention that, particularly for trends or time-series displays, a wider
base is more accessible to the eye, allows for easier reading of labels,
and facilitates the interpretation of the causes. Another result of in-
creasing the length is that changes from year to year do not appear
to be so abrupt because there is more space between units on the
horizontal axis.

Use a Table to Convey 
Easily Misunderstood Information

Many people first think of columns and rows of numbers when ta-
bles are mentioned as a way to display information in evaluation re-
ports. As we have shown in numerous exhibits in this book, tables
are also a useful method for organizing narrative information. A pri-
mary strength of both numerical and narrative tables is that they
allow stakeholders to view the most salient HR program evaluation
factors in an organized manner and with the least amount of irrele-
vant information. The stakeholders are then free to compare and
contrast one row to another or to focus on multiple findings such as
cost or employee attitudes in a single column. The focus on a par-
ticular column or row occurs, for example, when the information
carries more weight with top management stakeholders or it indi-
cates a situation that needs immediate attention.

Tables may be preferable to graphs when discussion of the find-
ings will highlight differences of more than one type. The informa-
tion shown in Table 5.1 shows findings that might benefit from
separate points about (a) the overall finding that more than two-
thirds of the employees said they took pride in working for the orga-
nization, (b) large percentages of both males and females expressed
this feeling, and (c) males were somewhat more likely—than were
females—to say that they take pride in working for the organization.

Tabled values should be rounded off so that there is a balance be-
tween precision and readability. Cohen (1990, p. 1,305) noted that
findings are sometimes reported to unjustifiable numbers of decimal
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places. He also stated, “These superfluous decimal places are no bet-
ter than random numbers. They are actually worse than useless be-
cause the clutter they create, particularly in tables, serves to distract
the eye and mind from the necessary comparisons among the mean-
ingful leading digits. Less is indeed more here.” In our HR program
evaluations and academic research, we rarely present survey-derived
percentages with decimal places because the decimals suggest a level
of precision that does not exist or is irrelevant (see Table 5.1). For
instance, getting a few more people to respond to a survey might
change a finding from, say, 72.6 percent to 72.8 percent, but any rec-
ommendation made about 72.6 percent would be the same as that
made about 72.8 percent. Similarly, other HR program data such as
dollars in budgets can be rounded to much larger units such as thou-
sands or tens of thousands to make it easier for stakeholders to see
the bigger picture. Keys to providing successful HR program evalua-
tion briefings and reports are knowing the stakeholder audience and
presenting the level of precision needed for that audience.

Tables also present a way to display several important qualitative
characteristics that include multiple conditions, settings, or alterna-
tive actions. We have most commonly used tabular presentations of
qualitative information to display advantages, benefits, or strengths
versus disadvantages, costs, or weaknesses. For example, Table 1.1
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Table 5.1 An Example of Numerical Information Displayed in a Table

Survey item: “I take pride in working for this organization.”

Employee Gender

Response to Item Males Females All Employees

Strongly Agree/Agree 72% 65% 69%

Neutral 18% 24% 20%

Strongly Disagree/Disagree 10% 11% 10%

Total 100% 100% 99%

Note: Columns may not total to 100 percent because of rounding.
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shows the relative advantages and disadvantages of using three types
of evaluators against each of eight criteria. And Table 2.2 shows six
types of error that might be present as well as an example, the cause,
and a method for lessening the error. HR program evaluation teams
should find it particularly useful to create tables when they are

• Comparing alternatives (for example, an alternative health
insurance plan versus the current plan),

• Showing how different units have instituted a program 
(for example, the performance appraisal system for the parent
company versus the one in a company that has just been
acquired), and

• Contrasting characteristics of the organization undergoing the
HR program evaluation and characteristics for similar bench-
marked organizations (for example, the organization’s execu-
tive compensation system versus that of industry leaders).

Deliver the Product Orally and in Writing

In most cases, the HR program evaluation team should have planned
to provide one or more briefings and a written report of the full eval-
uation. While the two types of products may be delivered at the same
time, some organizations may desire briefings on the findings, con-
clusions, and recommendations as soon as the information becomes
available. Such organizations may view the written product as some-
thing for the archives, which will not be needed until the program is
evaluated again. At any rate, the timing of the products is but one of
many differences that we cover in this section that first outlines the
requirements for briefings and then outlines those for a report.

Share Findings When the Promise Has Been Made

During the planning in Phase 2, the program evaluation team should
have held discussions with top management to determine the types
of information that would be fed back to organizational members
after the program evaluation was over. This decision should have
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been made before interviews, focus
groups, and surveys started because
the individuals providing the re-
quested information will have in-
evitably asked questions about
whether or not they would be able
to see the findings. Typically,
decision-makers would have told
the HR program evaluation team
that the findings would be shared
with organizational members.

Use Briefings to Put the
Word Out Quickly and
Answer Questions

The evaluation team should ne-
gotiate a realistic timeline for dis-
seminating briefings to meet the
information and decision-making
needs of the program’s stakehold-
ers. Briefings can serve as a power-
ful tool for ensuring ongoing
stakeholder engagement and sup-
port for the evaluation and its
findings, conclusions, and recom-
mendations. The briefings may be
used as both interim and end-of-
evaluation communication tools.
As with any other successful com-
munication strategy, the evalua-
tion team should prepare their
briefings to take into account the
composition of its stakeholder
audiences, the audiences’ priorities, and what findings or issues are
most likely to spark debate or resistance. Regardless of the medium
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Once the earlier phases of
the evaluation have been
completed and top man-
agement has been briefed,
management may want
the HR program evalua-
tion team/contractor to
renege on the promise of
feedback. The reasons 
or excuses given for this
change of heart might be
due to the perception that
the results (a) are too neg-
ative, (b) could open the
organization up to law-
suits, (c) could provide
competitors with too
much information, or (d)
are too politically sensi-
tive. As with the confi-
dentiality pledge, serious
harm can be done if the
promise of feedback is bro-
ken. Moreover, all but the
most closely held informa-
tion seems to have a way
of leaking out, and rumors
about what the findings
revealed are often wrong
and possibly worse than
the actual findings.
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(including verbal, written, or multi-media) used for disseminating
the information, the briefing should be succinct and easy for the au-
dience to understand.

Adapt the Presentation to Different Audiences. There are a
number of factors to consider when preparing for a briefing, from the
specific preferences of the audience to the physical layout of the room.
In part, the success of a briefing will depend on how thoroughly the
evaluation team considered the format and context of its communi-
cation (Joint Committee, 1994).

Perspective of the Audience. Representatives of a stakeholder
group might be consulted prior to the briefing to ensure that the
presentation is tailored to their informational needs and preferred
style of communication. For example, a briefing provided to top
management will almost surely be different from the briefing that is
given to other stakeholder groups. Executives will more than likely
expect a briefing to get to the bottom line early and quickly surface
any critical issues for discussion. Other stakeholder groups such as
the HR program staff may wish to focus more narrowly on a specific
set of issues or to drill into the data when attempting to discredit
findings and recommendations that might disadvantage their group.

Separate the “Have to Know” from the “Nice to Know.” It will be
important to assign priorities to information that is to be communi-
cated so that the briefing meets the audience’s needs and can be
modified “on-the-fly.” This level of preparation allows the briefer to
skip over results if, or when, the initial discussion unexpectedly uses
a disproportionate amount of the allotted presentation time on a few
initial issues. The briefer must get the presentation back on track
without the audience feeling that the presentation has been very un-
even. Back-up information on the HR program evaluation should be
available just in case an issue arises that requires presenting infor-
mation from a more in-depth analysis. A clear understanding of the
audience’s priorities—before the briefing—will help the evaluation
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team determine which issues are likely to require a “deep dive” into
the bases for findings and conclusions during the presentation.

Use a Murder Board—Anticipate the Worst. Murder boards
are often used when advocates of a person or position want to do
their utmost to prepare for those who would like to kill a high-
stakes HR program, idea, or recommendation. The members of the
murder board attempt to antici-
pate and ask the tough questions
that stakeholders might later raise
during the briefings.

This process can be a particu-
larly useful preparation technique
when the HR program findings,
conclusions, and recommendations
(a) are controversial, (b) are not
supported by all key stakeholders,
or (c) will likely result in expensive
or disruptive changes. The idea is
to grow used to the questions and
pressure, develop a logical presen-
tation of the facts, and make sure
that the message does not become
diluted. Preparation is a key ele-
ment in minimizing the chance
that others will later be able to gain
the momentum and take the pre-
sentation in a way that would not reflect favorably on all of the work
that led to the findings, conclusions, and recommendations.

In situations in which the stakes are not so high and the findings,
conclusions, and recommendations are likely to be acceptable, a
murder board may not be needed. It is, however, still a good practice
to try to anticipate the questions, verbalize the answers, and seek
feedback from other evaluation team members on how to improve
the presentation.
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Practicing answers aloud
and in front of a murder
board allows the presenter
to gain feedback from
multiple perspectives re-
garding what was good
and bad about the organi-
zation of the presenta-
tion, answers to expected
and unexpected ques-
tions, and the presenter’s
communication style. In
some cases, the presenter
might want to videotape
the practice sessions and
watch the sessions to gain
additional insights.
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Select Feedback Mechanisms. There are a variety of media
through which information can be communicated, and a mix of two
or more of these media may be needed to deliver an effective mes-
sage. The choice of media should be based on the target audience
and timed according to their information requirements. Some com-
mon formats for conveying HR program evaluation information in-
clude PowerPoint presentations, informational question-and-answer
sessions, an intranet-based presentation or document containing an-
swers to frequently asked questions, summary reports, articles in the
organization’s newsletter, and videoconference or videotape.

Determine Who Will Disseminate Information to Which Stake-
holder Groups. The evaluation team will have to designate who
will brief evaluation results to which stakeholder groups. As previ-
ously mentioned, a set of ground rules should be established early in
the evaluation and integrated into the overall communication plan.
Among other things, it should outline team members’ roles. The
choice of which team members will be the primary briefers should
be based on their role on the team, influence within specific stake-
holder groups and the organization as a whole, and interpersonal
and communication skills. The organizational level of the stake-
holder audience is another key concern when deciding who will
brief evaluation results.

Top Management. When it is time to review the findings, con-
clusions, and recommendations with these stakeholders, the team
leader is often the logical choice for presenter. Her experiences in
earlier meetings with top management, gaining their buy-in and giv-
ing updates, should provide insights into this stakeholder group’s pri-
orities, biases, and other potentially sensitive concerns. While it
might be tempting to allow several members of the team to present
portions of the briefing, we suggest that no more than two team
members provide the briefing. In the short time that will be allotted
for the briefing, more than two presenters would inhibit the flow of
the presentation as well as the answers to any questions that might
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arise. The team leader can acknowledge the other key team mem-
bers’ contributions in a brief opening remark.

Other Key Stakeholder Groups and the Organization as a Whole.
During the briefing to top management, certain executives may con-
vey their desire to communicate evaluation findings to other stake-
holder groups within the organization. Top leaders may decide that
they are in the best position to provide evaluation results to other
groups, particularly their own departments. If this is the case, the
evaluation team will almost surely still be asked to prepare each
leader’s script and accompanying slides, and to be on hand should as-
sistance be needed answering questions during the briefings. As was
the case in preparing the briefing for top management, the evaluation
team members will want to make sure that they clearly understand
the perspective and informational requirements of the target audi-
ence, since most groups will be asking slightly different questions,
even for the same general issues. If,
on the other hand, the evaluation
team is responsible for presenting
the information to the other types
of stakeholders, team members
other than the leader could share
the responsibility of providing feed-
back and answering questions.

Be Ready to Deal with Possi-
ble Hurdles. It is not unusual for
an evaluation team to be faced
with ethical or professional dilem-
mas during the communication
phase of an HR program evalua-
tion. This is particularly true when
program evaluation findings are
unexpected, are negative or do not
support a key stakeholder’s specific
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While organizational real-
ities will at times dictate
how certain information
is shared, the integrity of
the evaluation team must
not be compromised. 
The use of common sense
and negotiation will gen-
erally result in a middle
ground that allows the
team to present the con-
troversial finding(s) if
they are central to the
HR program evaluation’s
findings, conclusions, and
recommendations.
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point of view. The dilemma about what the team should do in such
situations has been addressed by others. According to an inscription
on the National Academy building in the U.S. capital, Albert
Einstein said, “The right to search for truth implies also a duty; one
must not conceal any part of what one has recognized to be true.”

Write a Report to Preserve Information 
and Organize Documentation for Storage

In addition to providing briefings, most evaluations will involve
writing a formal report and organizing and storing supporting doc-
umentation that does not appear in the report. This report should
document the purpose of the study, describe the methods, present
results and conclusions that are tied to each evaluation question,
and finally, provide recommendations. The report should also de-
scribe the context within which the study was conducted, explain
the study’s limitations, offer appropriate caveats for interpreting the
results, and provide insights to a future program evaluation team.

Organize the Report for the Quick Location of Information.
A report can be organized into any number of components. We tend
to prefer seven components—executive summary, background (the
program’s objectives and activities), evaluation questions, methods for
data collection and analyses, findings, conclusions and recommenda-
tions, and appendices—for such things as supporting materials and ex-
panded analyses. While one or more of the outlined actions within the
seven components are probably missing from every research project
report that we have prepared, we work within the constraints of doing
research in dynamic, real-world settings and strive toward these ideals.
(Readers are referred to the American Psychological Association
[2001] and Morris and his associates [1987] for more detailed instruc-
tions on writing a program evaluation technical report.)

Executive Summary. The executive summary is probably the most
crucial component of the report because it is likely to be the one sec-
tion of the written report—if any—that key stakeholders read, due
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to their hectic schedules. This section should provide a concise (often
one-to-four pages) summary of the full report. It should address why
the evaluation was conducted, highlight the methodology and find-
ings, and present the recommendations. The executive summary is
typically written last, after the full report has been assembled (Morris
& colleagues, 1987).

Background. The background section should provide an over-
view of the program’s key objectives and activities, including such
information as why and when the program was started, how it was
implemented, what its stated goals are, who participates in the pro-
gram, who manages the program, and any other relevant descriptive
information. Internal documents that describe the program, such as
the program proposal, prior evaluations or studies, program policies,
criteria and procedures, strategic plans, or staffing charts, can be ref-
erenced in this section and either included as appendices or in other
supporting documentation that is otherwise stored with the report.

Purpose. This section outlines the objectives of the evaluation
and describes considerations that may have influenced the decision to
conduct the HR program evaluation. The stakeholders who requested
the evaluation should be identified, along with the evaluation con-
cerns that led to the HR program evaluation. It is also important to in-
clude the procedures used for generating the evaluation questions and
to indicate whether all key questions were addressed and, if not, why
(for example, limited resources or outside of the research scope). This
section should provide an indication of the extent to which stake-
holders agreed with the relevance and importance of the final set of
evaluation questions.

Methods. This section describes the procedures used for answer-
ing the evaluation questions. It should detail the overall evaluation
design, data collection methods, instruments (including surveys and
interview protocols), criterion measures, sampling design and char-
acteristics, steps taken for ensuring measurement accuracy (includ-
ing measurement qualities or psychometric characteristics of the
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data collection instruments), and factors that could limit how much
the findings can be generalized. It is very important that this section
provide full details regarding how the study was conducted and how
the particular evaluation design was executed. The credibility of the
findings and recommendations will rest on sound methods and full
descriptions of those methods. All instruments and materials (such
as interview and focus group protocols, surveys, training materials)
created for the HR program evaluation should be included in an ap-
pendix to this report. Also, as we mentioned in Phase 3 on data col-
lection, this type of information can be extremely important to a
future HR program evaluation team. It can save the future team time
and money and can provide insights into potential reasons why re-
sults were different in a subsequent program evaluation.

Findings. This section provides the answers to each of the evalu-
ation questions. An attempt should be made here to organize the sta-
tistics into simple-to-interpret tables and graphs and organize the
qualitative information into meaningful categories. The goal is to
translate complex statistics and potentially voluminous qualitative
data into understandable findings. When both qualitative and quan-
titative data have been collected, it is important to synthesize these
two types of data into an integrated picture. The rich qualitative data
can bring the numbers to life and answer evaluation questions with
greater impact than can either type of data on its own. The tables and
graphs that were produced for the briefings can typically serve as the
foundation for organizing the findings in the final report. There should
also be a clear link established between each evaluation question and
its corresponding findings. Each question can be presented as a header
in this section of the report and the relevant findings presented below
each header. To the extent possible, we attempt to incorporate table
and graph exhibits into the text, rather than placing them in the ap-
pendices or at the end of the section. This integration makes it much
easier for the reader to absorb the results and tie the findings to the
evaluation questions. If the text is separate from the tables and graphs,
many busy readers may be tempted to review only the former or latter.
Inconsistent or contradictory findings should be presented and inter-
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preted within the context of the study and further dealt with in the
next section.

Conclusions and Recommendations. Prior to writing this section,
it is necessary to consider what the findings mean in relation to the
evaluation questions and the organization as a whole. It is essential
to determine whether the data are credible and able to withstand
alternative explanations. The readers will not be at a loss to offer up
alternatives, particularly if a result deviates from their point of view.
Inconsistent or contradictory findings have to be considered and
explanations presented as to whether, and how, they impact the
general results. The credibility of the conclusions will be driven, in
large part, by the extent to which the report presents a balanced ac-
counting of the strengths and limitations of the entire HR program
evaluation. The recommendations will generally focus on improv-
ing various aspects of the program, but may also suggest additional
research that should be conducted. A word of caution is needed
here about recommending additional research because that is likely
to be the last thing that key stakeholders will want to hear!

Appendices. Appendices may contain supporting materials and
documents, along with expanded findings from the analyses. Docu-
ments used to support each phase of the evaluation can be included
in a separate appendix.

Store Documentation Supporting the Briefings and Report.
Some of the documents and analyses from the evaluation may be
better preserved and accessed using storage that is separate from that
for the report and the most relevant supporting materials. Initial
general decisions about the storage of the technical documentation,
as well as a copy of the briefings and report, should have been made
at the beginning of the evaluation. Changes to the methods and
other unexpected events may, however, result in a need to revisit
those initial decisions.

The following questions should be posed to the evaluation
sponsor(s) and/or the legal counsel so that the evaluation team and
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stakeholders have a common set of expectations when it comes time
to store the documentation: (a) Who owns the documentation, par-
ticularly if the evaluation was performed partially or wholly by exter-
nal contractors? (b) What should be kept and by whom? (c) How long
should it be kept? (d) What types of storage will be used (especially
when confidential information is stored)? and (e) Should a “lessons
learned” be performed and documented for the program evaluation?

Conclusions

The overall success of an HR program evaluation may well hinge on
how effectively the communication plan is designed and executed.
We have discussed a number of practical strategies for ensuring that
evaluation results are meaningfully communicated. These strategies,
which are common to all good communications, are most influential
and consequential when adapted to the particular needs and bottom-
line concerns of the key stakeholders. Each stakeholder group will
have a preferred means for receiving communications regarding the
evaluation’s progress and its findings. It is incumbent upon the eval-
uation team to disseminate information in a medium that not only
targets each group’s unique set of needs, but that engenders owner-
ship of the results and motivation to act on the findings. The next
chapter will further detail how the evaluation findings and insights
can be converted into relevant, meaningful action.

Suggested Resources

Chelimski, E. (1987). What have we learned about the politics of program evalu-
ation? Evaluation Practice, 8, 5–21.

Joint Committee on Standards for Educational Evaluation. (1994). The program
evaluation standards: How to assess evaluations of educational programs
(2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Morris, L.L., Fitz-Gibbon, C.T., & Freeman, M.E. (1987). How to communicate
evaluation findings. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Royse, D., Thyer, B.A., Padgett, D.K., & Logan, T.K. (2001). Program evaluation:
An introduction. Belmont, CA: Brooks/Cole.

Tufte, E.R. (2001). The visual display of quantitative information. Cheshire, CT:
Graphics Press.
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Phase 6

UTILIZE THE RESULTS

“Never underestimate just how much human beings

are willing to change if you only engage them the

right way.”

—Mahatma Gandhi

Chapter Objectives

• Develop awareness of the skills and techniques needed to
implement useable evaluation results

• Present the various forms and underlying causes of resistance
to change

• Illustrate how to overcome resistance by leveraging organiza-
tional politics and stakeholder input

• Demonstrate proven strategies for implementing results

Any of us who have conducted program evaluations can readily pro-
vide an example when methodologically sound study findings were
disregarded or recommendations failed to be implemented. In re-
viewing the history of program evaluation, the chief criticism that
emerges is that evaluation reports frequently go unread and findings
are rarely used (see Fetterman, 2001; Torres & Preskill, 2001). This
situation can be frustrating, particularly given the time and resources
expended in the design and execution of an evaluation. While logic
would dictate that the presentation of credible findings addressing the
evaluation questions should be enough to drive action, this is rarely
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a sufficient condition. Being allowed to put data-driven knowledge to
use is one of the most important yet intransigent challenges facing an
HR program evaluator.

Resistance to change is not unique to the practice of HR program
evaluation. It is a recurring dilemma for organizational change efforts
that, if not properly addressed, can undermine any program recom-
mendation. Program implementers can be blindsided by this resis-
tance, which can take many forms and originate from varied sources.
Michael Beer and Russell Eisenstat (2000) identified six “silent
killers” that they believe exist in most organizations and that serve to
block organizational change and strategy implementation. These
killers of change are depicted as silent because they are rarely discussed
openly, much less addressed, despite being known to everyone in the
organization. Anyone attempting to effect organizational change will
likely be challenged by one or more of these six barriers: (1) a top-
down or hands-off senior management style, (2) unclear organiza-
tional strategy and priorities, (3) an ineffective top management team,
(4) poor vertical communication, (5) poor coordination across func-
tions and businesses, and/or (6) inadequate down-the-line leadership
skills and development (p. 31). It is not particularly surprising that the
silent killers are not openly addressed, as they primarily emanate from
the top managers themselves. This raises the stakes for the imple-
menter of the HR program changes, who will need to ensure that she
is positioned to effectively interact with top management throughout
the evaluation to appropriately diagnose and address these barriers and
navigate through the accompanying politics.

Since the results of program evaluations are likely to impact the
interests of one or more parties, it is natural to assume that resistance
and politics will play roles and have to be addressed when attempting
to act on evaluation results. Smith (2001, p. 287) characterized the
politics of evaluation as inevitable and not necessarily negative. 
He stated, “The push and pull between the needs of stakeholders and
the ‘flush’ of political adversaries do not make evaluation neutral but
rather compels it to be more relevant to the situation under study.”
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The program evaluation and organizational change literatures
suggest that any planned intervention or change within an organi-
zation will likely be met with opposition in one form or another.
The exact nature and source of this resistance will depend on the
particular program, stakeholders
involved, leadership capabilities,
and culture of the organization.
By understanding that resistance
to change is a natural state for
individuals and organizations, the
program evaluation team can
better anticipate and address this
challenge to the use of evaluation
results and recommendations.

Much debate and research
have focused on understanding
what conditions are necessary for
ensuring effective implementa-
tion of evaluation results. The
accumulation of general program
evaluation experiences, research,
and theories has produced insights
that bear directly on the effective
implementation of HR program evaluation results. We will address
some of these insights and outline specific actions for optimally im-
plementing program evaluation results and recommendations. First,
however, we will review some of the variables of concern when de-
ciding to adjust, replace in-house, or outsource an HR program.

Adjust, Replace In-House, 
or Outsource the HR Program

Recommendations about whether to adjust, replace, or outsource an
HR program will be driven by a variety of considerations. The nature
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A basic premise of Phase 6
in our approach is that an
HR program evaluation
should produce useable re-
sults. Useable results refer
to meaningful actions that
directly address the stake-
holders’ original research-
able questions and the
subsequent evaluation
findings. Meaningful ac-
tions in this context may
refer to targeted adjust-
ments, full-scale in-house
replacement, or outsourc-
ing of an HR program.
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of the stakeholder questions and resulting findings will heavily influ-
ence how recommendations are formulated. In addition, the evalu-
ation approach (for example, formative versus summative) will
influence the focus of the recommendations. Formative evaluation ap-
proaches that are designed to identify how a program can be improved
on an ongoing basis will generally lead to recommendations that focus
on program adjustments. Summative evaluation approaches that are
designed to examine a program’s overall worth may often lead to keep-
or-replace (including outsourcing) recommendations. We (Scott,
Edwards, & Raju, 2002) have argued that HR program evaluation
should be an ongoing event and not one that occurs only at the end
of a program. Furthermore, while demonstrating effectiveness and
efficiency is critical, equally important is the need to focus on how to
improve a program. That being said, there are situations that call for
program replacement either in-house or through outsourcing.

Some decisions to replace a program or major components of a
program are easy because of major program deficiencies. However,
most such decisions will be more difficult because of the need to
weigh multiple strengths and weaknesses of the program as well as
other considerations. In addition, recommendations to replace a
program are often revisited in light of resource constraints.

A primary consideration in the adjust-or-replace decision is cost.
In most cases, the short-term costs will probably favor modification
of the existing program, and the long-term costs will probably favor
replacement. Table 6.1 illustrates this point by showing the cumula-
tive return on investment calculations associated with replacing a
paper-based selection system with a web-based process. After con-
siderable up-front investment, the replacement system more than
paid for itself in the first three years. With organizations continually
facing the need to be good stewards of their financial assets, building
a business case for a large financial commitment to replace a func-
tioning—even if non-optimal—program might be a non-starter.

It should be noted that replacing an HR program is almost always
more disruptive than adjusting an existing system. Program staff
members as well as key stakeholders often prefer workarounds and
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Table 6.1 Cumulative Return on Investment (ROI) Associated 
with Selection Program Replacement

Project Outcome ROI—Years 1 & 2 ROI—Year 3 ROI—Year 5

Reduced turnover1 $250,000 $375,000 $625,000

Automated pre-screen2 $108,150 $162,225 $270,375

Elimination of 
second interview3 $200,000 $300,000 $500,000

Automatic reporting4 $4,988 $7,482 $12,470

Company owns 
selection process5 $90,000 $135,000 $225,000

Replacement of pre-screen 
phone calls with interactive 
voice response6 $47,930 $71,895 $119,825

Costs of purchasing, customizing, 
and maintaining web-based 
selection system –$750,000 –$40,000 $40,000

Cumulative ROI –$48,932 $1,011,602 $1,712,670

Key assumptions:

1Assumes a very conservative reduction in annualized turnover of 5 percent from the new
selection system. The average cost to terminate a non-exempt employee has been calcu-
lated to be approximately equal to six months of pay and benefits. These figures are con-
servative, as they do not include secondary costs associated with the loss of customers and
other market consequences associated with the departure of experienced employees.

2Reflects the estimated labor cost savings that would result from automating the pre-screening.
The estimate assumes HR will review the pre-screen information of approximately 30,000
candidates a year and the review will take approximately five minutes per candidate. The
median salary of employment specialists in the company is $45,000 annually or $21.63 per
hour. 30,000 reviews x 5 minutes x .3605 per minute in HR salaries = savings of $54,075
annually.

3Assumes an annual savings of $100,000 based on company cost per hire data detailing labor
costs of conducting the second interview.

4Assumes a company statistician would spend approximately eight hours per month to
compute adverse impact analyses. The median salary of the statistician is $54,000 annually
or $25.98 per hour. 8 hours x $25.98 per hour in statistician salaries x 12 months = savings
of $2,494 annually.

5Assumes company spends $45,000 per year on test materials and scoring.

6Assumes that the interactive voice response pre-screen will eliminate the need for pre-
screen phone calls such as those handled by outside vendor. Elimination of these phone
calls will result in an annual savings of $23,965 based on company cost per hire data.
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other inefficiencies associated with the current program, rather than
the uncertainty that comes with replacing a program. Outsourcing an
HR program or function may also be disruptive, as the HR program
staff may accurately perceive that their jobs are in jeopardy. In ad-
dition, other key stakeholders—for example, users and program
sponsors—may resist outsourcing due to concerns about loss of con-
trol, return on investment, quality, and vendor capabilities. These
concerns are most likely present when a program such as succession
planning or compensation is high exposure and linked to the stake-
holders’ performance accountabilities in the organization. As we
have stated, change is often resisted and can result in people simply
sticking with what is familiar, even though it is not ideal.

Adjust the Existing Program

When stakeholder questions center more on a program’s strengths
and weaknesses and how to improve the program, the focus of the
evaluation is likely to be more on adjustments that can be made,
rather than program replacement. The goal of this type of evaluation
(for example, formative) is to improve the program, and HR pro-
gram evaluation findings should support decisions and actions about
how best to do so. The specific findings might be used to identify
program challenges and opportunities and provide strategies for con-
tinuous improvement. Most formative evaluations seek to improve
efficiency and ensure that the program is responsive to changing
needs. Formative evaluation is equally applicable to either an inter-
nal or outsourced HR program or function.

Make an Effective Program Even Better. The premise for an
evaluation that focuses on improving instead of replacing an HR
program is that, at its core, the program is worthwhile. There is a be-
lief that the HR program just needs to be reviewed and tweaked—
sometimes quite a bit—to ensure that it is operating optimally and
meeting stakeholder requirements.

As an example of this approach, consider an evaluation of a
web-based selection system that is used to assess candidates for cus-
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tomer call center positions. Over 30,000 candidates are assessed each
year and the system appears to be screening in high-performing new
hires. The three-year-old system has had minimal adverse impact,
but this has not been regularly monitored. The positions have re-
cently been redesigned to accommodate newly introduced technol-
ogy, and the scope of responsibility has been expanded to cover sales
activities. The vice president of HR and the organization’s legal
counsel requested an evaluation to determine how well the existing
selection program covered the new position responsibilities, the ex-
tent to which adverse impact was present, and ways to both reduce
testing time and eliminate proctoring.

In reviewing the evaluation objectives, the stakeholders seemed
to be satisfied with the overall selection system but wanted to ensure
that it was performing both effectively and efficiently in the chang-
ing environment. The evaluation team was charged with identifying
program strengths and areas of opportunity in which the program
should be enhanced, while keeping in mind stakeholder, professional,
and legal guidelines. Potential adjustments that were reviewed with
the stakeholders and ultimately implemented included adding a test
to cover sales ability, lowering the cutoff score to deal with mounting
adverse impact issues, incorporating a mechanism to monitor pass
rates and adverse impact, and creating an up-front screening test to
reduce the volume of applicants who had to take the full selection
test battery. By reducing test volume, on-site proctoring of the test-
takers could remain in place and ensure quality control over the as-
sessment process.

By adjusting rather than replacing a well-accepted system, there
was less disruption to the business and staff, and the focus on con-
tinuous improvement was more widely embraced by the selection
program staff.

Engage Program Staff and Users When Recommending and Im-
plementing Program Adjustments. One of the biggest mistakes an
evaluation team can make when attempting to implement program
changes is to minimize the input and expertise of program staff. As
Posavac and Carey (2003, p. 273) have stated, “Working at a distance
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without close contact with stakeholders who administer and provide
the services will be an obstacle to
full utilization when an evaluation
is completed. When people are
involved with an evaluation, uti-
lization of recommendations to
effect program improvements is
more likely.”

It is important to remember
that program staff live with the pro-
gram, understand its subtleties and
why previous decisions were made,
and can ultimately make or break
the success of any recommended
changes. It is therefore critical that
the program staff and end users (for
example, hiring managers) be so-
licited for input regarding the pro-
posed changes and be engaged in
planning, communicating, and ex-
ecuting the recommendations.

Follow Up on the Change Effort. A mechanism and an expec-
tation also must be established for periodic follow-up on the change
effort to ensure that the newly adjusted program is operating as de-
sired. While this applies to adjustment, in-house replacement, and
outsourcing situations, it is sometimes more difficult to convince
stakeholders of the need to follow up on a program that has just been
evaluated and adjusted, unless a formative evaluation design had al-
ready been integrated into the HR program. Cost and resource re-
quirements usually make their way into the argument against adding
formative evaluation, and a business case to justify the inclusion of
more program evaluation may be needed at this point.

Objective data as well as qualitative reports should be gathered
and interpreted against the criteria established for determining 
the success of the HR program. These resulting data may indicate the
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Because the program staff
is not necessarily the spon-
sor of the evaluation, there
may be a tendency to over-
look their opinions or
ignore the impact of their
resistance. This issue tends
to show up more in pro-
gram adjustment situations
than with program re-
placements. This may be
due, in part, to the percep-
tion that program adjust-
ments are less intrusive
and the tacit assumption
that surely everyone would
be on board with making
“obvious” improvements.
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need for further adjustments to the program once the changes have
taken effect. For example, in reference to the selection program eval-
uation presented above, it is possible that the cutoff score would need
further adjustment after collecting sufficient applicant data on the
new sales test. Or it may turn out that the new screening test is elim-
inating too many candidates and will have to be adjusted accordingly.
It is therefore important to convince stakeholders that follow-up
evaluation (that is, formative evaluation) is necessary when making
adjustments to an existing program—much the way the initial eval-
uation was necessary—to ensure that the change had the desired ef-
fect and to build a sustained focus on continuous improvement.

Replace the Existing Program

When the evaluation questions focus on issues of accountability or
the overall merits of the program, stakeholders are likely to consider
decisions around continuing or replacing, rather than improving, an
HR program. These assessments, usually called summative evalua-
tions, are designed to provide data that will assist in making decisions
about the program’s worth (Patton, 1997). Some examples of the
sorts of events that will stimulate a summative evaluation include
staff transitions, new technology, and changing strategic plans. As
with formative evaluation, summative evaluations are equally appli-
cable to outsourced HR programs.

Use Staff Transitions as an Opportunity to Consider HR Pro-
gram Replacement. Sometimes, a key component of the decision to
replace a program is the hiring or the recent or eminent departure of
key program staff. New staff with their content-matter knowledge 
of best practices may have been part of the impetus for conducting the
program evaluation. Sometimes, it takes someone from outside the or-
ganization to recognize all of the inefficiencies of an existing program.

Similarly, the natural transition that occurs when employees de-
part the organization offers a chance for a clean break from the old
HR program to the new one. In some cases, the departing individual
was able to help a program limp along because of his knowledge
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about every detail of the software and other procedures used to ad-
minister the program. If the procedures, assumptions, and other keys
to the software and procedures have not been well-documented, it
would be easy for errors to occur in the future and for the program
performance to degenerate.

Reap the Benefits of New Technology. Technology improve-
ments are another prime reason for replacing an existing HR program.
While the existing program may serve most of the organization’s needs
pretty well, it might limit the HR program—and even the organiza-
tion as a whole—as attempts are made to move both to the next level
of performance and efficiency.

Revolutions in information technology such as computer en-
hancements and telecommunications are two such areas that are
having greater and greater influence on HR programs (for example,
see Craiger, Collins, & Nicoll, 2003). Replacement of some parts of
a traditional training program with computer-based training is a
prime example of this change. Instead of having employees travel to
a single location—possibly at an inopportune time—for training, the
training can be delivered to desktops via the web, CDs, or even
streaming video. Similarly, video communications offer organizations
with multiple locations flexibility that they never had before. Orga-
nizations can construct virtual teams using the most appropriate peo-
ple throughout the organization. In the past, team composition was
sometimes limited by the ability to send faxes and emails, conduct
conference calls, or occasionally take days from one’s schedule to go
to another location for meetings. An HR program evaluation that
embraces these technological changes could also help to identify the
portions of the old program that might have to be kept, contracted
out, or otherwise taken into account for situations in which in-person
training might be advantageous.

Rapid advancements in HR information systems (for example,
see the writings of Stanton and his colleagues, 2003) suggest an-
other type of program for which a summative evaluation might be
appropriate. New HR information systems with their seamless in-
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tegration of information from multiple programs can provide an or-
ganization with capabilities that allow it to function more smoothly
and with lower personnel and maintenance costs, once the initial
investments are made. For example, the organization could quickly
search its HR database, locate all members who have a unique set
of skills (for example, proficiency in a given foreign language and
knowledge of a particular production line), and dispatch a team to
meet a crisis or unforeseen opportunity. We have all been associated
with organizations that had HR programs and program staff that
could not talk to one another. The inefficiencies that come with re-
quiring organizational members to supply and update the same in-
formation for multiple HR programs (for example, both the locator
system and health care benefits program) can be eliminated, but the
financial cost of replacing an existing system(s) can be significant.
Still, organizations may find the resulting benefits well worth the
expenses, especially over the long term.

Realign HR Programs as
Strategic Plans Change. Orga-
nizations might alter their HR
programs and practices as they re-
examine their vision and strategic
plans. Rapid changes in workforce
demographics, marketplaces, and
technology compel organizations
to increasingly rely on their HR
programs to play key roles in ad-
dressing these challenges, since
their people are a primary determi-
nant of the organization’s level of
success. It is not unusual in today’s
rapidly evolving climate for whole-
scale program changes to occur
based on the emerging needs of
the organization. As HR plays an
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placement of a program is
usually more disruptive 
to the organization than
is the improvement or
adjustment of an existing
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new course. As such, the
strategies for implement-
ing change and ensuring
that the results of the
evaluation are used will
take on more significance
under these conditions.
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increasing role in supporting the strategic direction of the organiza-
tion, HR programs are increasingly called upon to demonstrate a mea-
surable return on investment and link to the organization’s bottom
line. As a result of this focus on value, HR programs may be replaced,
even treated as a commodity, if they are not perceived to be fulfilling
the talent acquisition and management needs of the organization.

Outsource the Existing Program

The decision to outsource an HR program or function may be based
on a variety of factors, not the least of which will include the capa-
bilities of internal staff, effectiveness of the existing program, and the
impact that the program has on the organization’s business operations
(Holincheck, 2003). While the Gartner Group estimated that HR
outsourcing will be a $32 billion business by 2010 (Brown, 2006),
Sullivan (2004) has cautioned that it may not be the cost-saving,
business-performance-enhancing solution that organizations believe
it to be. He pointed out that when an organization outsources its HR
programs, HR is less likely to function as a strategic, innovative leader
in the organization. He asserted that outsourcing minimizes opportu-
nities for HR’s ongoing contacts with stakeholders, which can help
build and sustain a strong HR function. In addition, he noted that
HR outsourcing (a) minimizes the organization’s competitive advan-
tage by handing the program to a vendor who may also be working
with the organization’s competitors, (b) limits the growth and capa-
bility of the HR function, (c) may result in increased costs, and (d)
potentially puts company secrets and data security at risk.

There are, however, proponents of HR outsourcing who argue
that outsourcing frees up the HR staff to focus on more strategic issues,
while at the same time gaining access to expert knowledge from the
vendor(s) running the outsourced program(s). The point here is not
to debate whether it makes sense to outsource or not. Rather, this dis-
cussion highlights the need to base HR outsourcing decisions on
the results of a program evaluation. In addition, if an HR program
is outsourced in total or part, it should be evaluated against the same
criteria that would be used for an in-house program. These criteria
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will depend on the nature of the program and stakeholder needs.
The expectations and criteria for success should be specified before
the decision is made to outsource. Once it has been determined that
outsourcing makes economic and practical sense, a service level agree-
ment should be established between the organization and the vendor.
This agreement should specify the metrics and criteria of success, in-
cluding performance, costs, and quality expectations.

For example, if an organization decided to outsource its online
supervisory selection system, the service-level agreement should
specify performance and reliability (“up-time”) levels for the servers,
along with consequences such as reduced per-test fees if the vendor
does not meet these expectations. In addition, turnaround time of
score reports, adverse impact reporting, and schedule for software up-
grades would be examples of other components that should have
performance expectations specified in ways that can be objectively
measured and tied to consequences. The service-level agreement
helps ensure that the outsourced HR program and the buyer-vendor
relationship are managed appropriately and that performance met-
rics and service-delivery levels are clearly spelled out and understood
by both parties. This sets the stage for ongoing evaluation and ad-
justments to the program.

Leverage Insights Relevant to Evaluation Use

Numerous insights have been offered by authors and experienced
practitioners from many professional disciplines for overcoming the
challenges faced when attempting to translate the evaluation results
into viable recommendations for program adjustment or replacement.
Most relevant to our purposes are those that address the relationship
between evaluation use and the (a) evaluation team’s accountability
and skill set and (b) extent of stakeholder participation.

Build Team Accountability and Skill

A consistent theme running through the literature on the use of orga-
nizational evaluation (for example, program evaluation, organizational
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change, and balanced scorecards) is that the evaluators are more often
than not held accountable for the impact of their studies. This places
a significant burden on the evaluation team to ensure that they are
proficient enough to meet the individual and organizational chal-
lenges faced when implementing evaluation findings. The more the
evaluation team possesses the required skills and organizational knowl-
edge, the greater likelihood that the implementation of evaluation
findings will proceed as planned.

As the focus begins shifting from the assessment activities in-
volved in the evaluation to the implementation of the recommenda-
tions and organizational change, it may be time for some members to
transition off of the team and new members to be added. This decision
will be based on the scope and complexity of the implementation
plan, experience/expertise of the team members at implementing or-
ganizational change, and the urgency with which team members must
either move to another evaluation or back to their normal job duties.
For some HR program evaluations, there will be times when it makes
sense to fully transition the change effort from the evaluation team
to an implementation team. The skill set, content expertise, and re-
source availability needed to implement large scale or politically sen-
sitive changes may be best found in organizational members outside of
the original evaluation team.

McClintock (2003) believed that the ideal professional in the
field of program evaluation should be a combination of evaluator, or-
ganization development scholar, and practitioner. He asserted that it
would be difficult to facilitate the use of evaluation findings or meet
the full range of professional practice criteria outlined in the profes-
sional standards (Joint Committee, 1994) unless the evaluator un-
derstands and is able to apply organizational theory in the context of
implementing change. He indicated that this hybrid professional
should possess all of the methodological skills required to produce
sound evaluation findings, while being adept at communicating with
all levels within the organization, establishing trusting relationships,
and instituting change dynamics (which could include team-oriented
interventions with the top management). Other researchers have
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added to this list of success factors, but what is clear is that the pro-
gram evaluation team requires a high degree of expertise, both within
and across disciplines, to ensure successful implementation of evalu-
ation recommendations.

Involve Stakeholders Early and Often 
to Increase the Odds That Results Are Used

The relationship between stakeholder participation in the evaluation
study and the likelihood of effective and efficient implementation of
program evaluation recommendations has been well documented. As
we and others have emphasized, increased stakeholder involvement
in the earlier phases of the evaluation results in greater acceptance and
use of the findings, improves decision making, and enhances the cred-
ibility of the results. All of these activities are important to the suc-
cessful implementation of recommendations and ultimately to the
modification, replacement, or outsourcing of an HR program.

Patton (1997) based his utilization-focused evaluation approach
on this participative premise. He contended that, unless the pri-
mary users and other stakeholders of the evaluation results are fully
on board and have had significant input throughout all phases,
there is generally little likelihood that the results will make it off the
shelf. He argued that stakeholders should be identified at the be-
ginning of the evaluation and that they should be able and willing
to use the information generated by the study. Patton advocated
that during the question-generation step (Phase 1 of our approach),
stakeholders should be engaged in framing how they would apply
the answers to the evaluation questions and thinking through the
potential barriers to action. Initial involvement sets the stage for
stakeholder ownership by providing actionable, end-point alterna-
tives for them to envision. In addition, by assessing potential bar-
riers at the outset of the evaluation, a plan can be set in motion
during our Phase 2  to attack the “silent killers” of organizational
change and engage the key players who are most likely to derail the
recommendations.
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This participative approach uses the stakeholders’ expertise and
knowledge of what they need throughout all phases of the evaluation.
Huberman and Cox (1990, p. 165) described this philosophy suc-
cinctly, “The evaluator is like a novice sailor working with yachtsmen
who have sailed these institutional waters for years, and know every
island, reef, and channel.” The evaluator benefits from the stakehold-
ers’ expertise, and the stakeholders feel ownership of the results and
ultimately the outcomes. Widespread use and acceptance of this
and other participative models lend credibility to the involvement of
stakeholders for enhancing the meaning and use of evaluation find-
ings and recommendations.

While many professionals acknowledge that the effective im-
plementation of recommendations requires eliciting the early and
continuing involvement of stakeholders, an evaluation team must
also be vigilant to perceived or actual compromises that this in-
volvement could bring to quality and objectivity. For example, too
much or disproportionate involvement from top management could
result in other stakeholder groups perceiving that the evaluation
team merely found what top management wanted. This situation
can be challenging due to the different levels of influence that vari-
ous stakeholder groups may have in the organization. Overcoming
the challenge requires attention and effort on the part of evaluators
to ensure that no group’s input is ignored. Therefore, while stake-
holder involvement is an essential component toward ensuring ef-
fective implementation of recommendations, the evaluation team
must be aware of any potential compromises to the evaluation effort
resulting from this involvement (or perceived disproportionate in-
volvement), and make adjustments when necessary.

In addition to the challenges of balancing involvement and ob-
jectivity concerns of some stakeholder groups, the evaluation team
may also find that requests for significant involvement throughout
the evaluation may be unwelcome by other stakeholders due to in-
terference with their day-to-day responsibilities. Sensitivity to busy
schedules and awareness of when involvement is essential versus
when it is simply desirable are key antecedents for optimizing stake-
holder buy-in.
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Incorporate Proven Strategies 
for Implementing Results

Regardless of the nature of the barriers to evaluation impact, a good
deal of accountability rests on the evaluators to manage and deal
with resistance to change. This level of responsibility requires a
broad base of knowledge and skill that occurs through both ongo-
ing training and experience. As previously mentioned, depending
on the size, significance, and skill requirements of the implementa-
tion task, the responsibility for action planning may be best transi-
tioned from the evaluation team to an implementation team.

The implementation team is usually comprised of staff and man-
agers who are expected to institutionalize the change and deal with
the operational issues that arise. Gallagher, Joseph, and Park (2002)
argued that the implementation team should be provided with the lat-
itude to decide how change is implemented in order to foster owner-
ship. They stated that “To move forward, staff must leave behind
procedures they created, roles they
developed, skills they mastered,
meaningful relationships, and the
fit they have developed with a
work group or supervisor” (p. 31).
They contended that participation
in the change and decision making
involving implementation will
help ensure a smoother transition
and less resistance.

Build Expertise to Engage
Stakeholders

“Evaluators are credible to the ex-
tent that they exhibit the training,
technical competence, substantive
knowledge, experience, integrity,
public relations skills, and other
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characteristics considered necessary by clients and other users of eval-
uation findings and reports” (Joint Committee, 1994, p. 31). Program
evaluators must wear many hats and be versed in multiple disciplines
in order to be credible to stakeholders and produce evaluation find-
ings that are meaningful and that will be used. Ongoing training,
reading (for example, staying abreast of the research), skill building,
and experience are critical for evaluators as they face the many chal-
lenges inherent in producing useable results from their evaluations.
Evaluators also must proactively learn from other disciplines that
focus on human and organizational behavior and change. These dis-
ciplines and their literature include human resource management, in-
dustrial and organizational psychology, organizational change and
development, business administration, and organizational communi-
cations.

In addition, since stakeholder engagement is so critical to the suc-
cessful implementation of evaluation results, evaluators would do well
to polish their communication, relationship-building, and facilitation
skills. While there are specific strategies for evoking stakeholder buy-
in, these strategies have to be supplemented with sound communi-
cation skills and interpersonal judgment to effectively navigate the
political landscape that is so intrinsic to evaluations and organiza-
tional change efforts. Much of the evaluator’s facility to engage stake-
holders and sustain their buy-in through the implementation phase
will be developed through experience and mentoring. Therefore, it is
incumbent upon evaluators to seek ongoing feedback on these skills
so that they can focus on their development and refinement.

From Beer and Eisenstat’s (2000) point of view, the only real way
to ensure successful, sustainable change is to engage the organization’s
top management in strategies for addressing the barriers to change.
This step involves working with top management to surface unpro-
ductive behaviors and learn how to act in different ways. Since not all
executives involved with the program under study will necessarily be
motivated to change—or even see that agreed-on changes are re-
quired, this step requires skill and finesse on the part of the program
implementer to create a compelling business case, not only for the
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change, but for top management stakeholders to engage in a set of new
behaviors that support the change.
The implementer of the HR pro-
gram changes must therefore pos-
sess considerable business savvy
and strong interpersonal skills to
have the credibility needed to af-
fect a new set of sustainable behav-
iors at this level of the organization.

Leverage Politics

As previously discussed, the politics
of implementing change should be
factored into the implementation
plan as a natural part of any inter-
vention. In attempting to under-
stand the politics of the situation, it
is useful to identify who stands to
benefit from the changes and who
may stand to lose ground (per-
ceived or actual).

Once this dynamic is apparent,
specific steps can be taken to struc-
ture a win-win situation in which
ego-bruising can be minimized or
avoided and the politics can be
leveraged to facilitate successful
implementation (Patton, 1997).
Patton believed that a skillful eval-
uator can negotiate favorable solu-
tions for all of the intended users by
following certain “power rules” that
he adapted from Broom and Klein’s
1995 book, Power: The Infinite
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Each situation will be dif-
ferent, and the politics
will vary depending on
the stakes involved.
Higher-stakes evaluations
(for example, evaluation
of bias in compensation
administration) will prob-
ably result in active at-
tempts to influence the
findings and recommen-
dations. The evaluators
must remain objective
and empirically oriented,
while at the same time
managing expectations
and ensuring that the
recommendations mean-
ingfully address the evalu-
ation questions and can
be supported by all stake-
holders. This juggling act
requires that the evalua-
tors maintain perspective
on the purpose of the
evaluation, be perceptive
to expressed and unex-
pressed stakeholder
agendas, and exercise a
win-win strategy with re-
spect to recommended
interventions.

215-240.c06.qxd  4/7/07  2:33 PM  Page 233



Game. Some of Patton’s rules include: seek to negotiate win-win sce-
narios; help stakeholders detach their egos from evaluation results; help
users focus on the long-term perspective of learning, improvement, and
knowledge use; and affirm over and over that the purpose of the evalu-
ation is to seek what is best for intended beneficiaries. These rules are
designed to keep stakeholders focused on the long-term goals and to
not lose sight of the higher purpose of the evaluation. These strategies
can help keep the stakes and power games under control.

Manage Resistance

We stated earlier in this chapter that resistance is a natural reaction
to change. The HR program evaluation team can expect to experi-
ence resistance at all phases of the evaluation but none more than
during the implementation phase. It is during this phase that re-
sources required for fixing, replacing, or outsourcing the program are
brought to light. Therefore, it is normal for those who were involved
in the original program design to worry that they may be blamed for
the resource drain brought about by the program’s deficiencies and to
rely on various face-saving strategies to protect themselves. Program
evaluators who understand and proactively address this resistance will
face a much smoother transition when translating recommendations
into action.

Donaldson, Gooler, and Scriven (2002) advanced the notion
that much of the source of failed implementations may be explained
by what they termed excessive evaluation anxiety. They defined
evaluation anxiety as “the set of (primarily) affective, and also cog-
nitive and behavioral responses that accompany concern over pos-
sible negative consequences contingent upon performance in an
evaluative situation” (p. 262). While moderate amounts of anxiety
can be motivational, it is when this anxiety becomes excessive that
evaluation efforts can be sabotaged or undermined. They believed
that evaluation anxiety can result in a reduction in the reliability,
validity, and usefulness of findings, specifically deriving from the lack
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of stakeholder cooperation, false reporting of data, and challenges to
evaluation results, just to name a few.

One of the key strategies that these authors presented for man-
aging evaluation anxiety is to anticipate that it is likely to occur and
to prepare accordingly. The more prepared the evaluation team is to
deal with this barrier to effective use of evaluation results and rec-
ommendations, the more likely they will effectively manage it. Once
it is determined that excessive evaluation anxiety is present, the au-
thors advised addressing it head on. That is, the evaluation or im-
plementation team should attempt to understand the source of the
anxiety through active listening and discussion. The team members
also must remain open to the fact that there may be legitimate con-
cerns about the evaluation findings and to be open to making nec-
essary changes or to follow up on the concerns. Regardless, it is
important to not rule out the notion that the resistance may be a
healthy response to real problems related to the evaluation.

Interestingly, the evaluator characteristics—beyond listening and
communicating—needed to manage resistance are to be nondefensive
and open to the possibility that something may have been missed or
overlooked in the evaluation. In a very real sense, this is an opportu-
nity for evaluators to role model the very behaviors they desire from
top management, program staff, program users, and other stakehold-
ers. Defensiveness on the part of the evaluators to concerns that their
findings were wrong must be avoided. Instead, the evaluators must
provide a positive image and communicate objectively why they be-
lieve their findings, conclusions, and recommendations are on target.

Establish Follow-Up Responsibilities

The implementation of any significant change within an organiza-
tion is rarely successful without one or more champions. These are
individuals who have authority or power as well as respect within
the organization and who can deliver results. It is often beneficial
to identify those who may have the strongest initial misgivings or
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resistance to the evaluation and work closely with them to over-
come their concerns and establish roles for them as champions. We
have often found that some of these individuals subsequently be-
come the strongest supporters of the evaluation findings and rec-
ommended actions.

For large, high-exposure, or complex evaluations, we frequently
recommend that an evaluation advisory panel be formed at the be-
ginning of the evaluation that is comprised of stakeholder represen-
tatives with policy-level decision-making power who can serve as
champions of the evaluation decisions. This panel could have
responsibility for overseeing the evaluation process, helping with
needed resources, advocating the results, assigning implementation
responsibilities, removing barriers, and assisting in maneuvering the
political landscape. The advisory panel will also be in a position to
recommend and assign an implementation team that can carry forth
the recommendations of the evaluation team.

The advisory panel and other top management will expect up-
dates on instituting the recommendations. Therefore, it will be im-
portant to establish reporting responsibilities lest the implementation
fall through the cracks without anyone noticing.

Be Timely and Communicate

Evaluators and stakeholders should reach an agreement as to when
the recommendations will be implemented and how the process will
be communicated. Once target dates for the various steps in the im-
plementation process have been established, the team can plan back-
ward in time to ensure that the deadlines can realistically be met.

This planning should allow for unanticipated problems or re-
source issues and actions to mitigate potential risks, if they occur.
Contingency plans should be made around the possibility of delays.
It is better to establish realistic projections than over-promise and
fail to meet important deadlines. The recommendations should be
rolled out in concrete steps, with realistic milestone dates and clear
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responsibilities to ensure that the champions do not move on to
other important issues.

It is also important to adequately communicate the plans for pro-
gram change to all users and impacted parties. This is particularly crit-
ical to ensure that everyone understands why and how the program is
changing or being replaced, what impact it will have on each person,
when the change will take effect, personnel changes (if any), whether
training will be involved, and specifics around how the changes or
replacement program will be rolled out (for example, pilot-testing,
schedules, and time commitment). Depending on the size and num-
ber of individuals impacted by a program change or replacement (in-
cluding outsourcing of the program), it may make sense to involve the
organization’s communications department in fashioning the content
and media by which the information is conveyed.

Follow Up with Hard Data

Finally, any change initiative has to be evaluated with hard data. That
is, measure the results to hold the implementation team accountable
and conduct ongoing evaluation. Evaluators should think of this as an
evaluation of the evaluation and apply the same rigor and design ele-
ments that were applied during the HR program evaluation that had
led to the organizational changes. This follows the old adage that what
gets measured gets done. Figure 6.1 illustrates the ongoing feedback
loops that serve to foster a continuous improvement design.

Conclusions

Resistance to change is an expected and natural consequence of any
organizational intervention, and the implementation of program
evaluation findings is no exception to this rule. We have discussed
the various manifestations that this resistance can take and have of-
fered some practical strategies for effectively anticipating and ad-
dressing the various challenges to the use of evaluation findings,
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conclusions, and recommendations. Stakeholder involvement, eval-
uator expertise, solid planning, common sense, communication, and
follow-up are some of the key components for ensuring that evalu-
ation results will make their way off the shelf and into actionable
recommendations.
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program administration, 16–18; 2: pro-
gram effectiveness is impossible to
measure, 18; 3: there are too many
variables to do a good study, 19–20; 4:
no one is asking for an evaluation, 20–
21; 5: “negative” results will hurt my
program, 21–22; preparing to address,
15–16

HR program evaluation six-phase model:
appropriate deviation from, 26–27;
illustrations of, 23fig, 238fig; overview
of, 23fig–26; phase 1: identify stake-
holders, evaluators, and evaluation
questions, 23–24, 30–69; phase 2: plan
the evaluation, 24, 71–108, 149–150;
phase 3: collect data, 24, 129–145,
150–151; phase 4: analyze and in-
terpret data, 25, 147–180, 151–153;
phase 5: communicate findings and
insights, 25, 153, 181–214, 236–237;
phase 6: utilize the results, 25–26. 
See also HR program evaluations

HR program evaluation strategies: goals-
based, 5, 6t, 7; outcome-based, 6t, 9;
process-based, 6t, 7–9

HR program evaluations: addressing
potential excuses for not conducting,
15–22; building team accountability
and skill through, 227–229; distin-
guishing characteristics of three strate-
gies for, 6t; general philosophy of, 14–
15; HR programs integration of ongo-

ing, 10–13; incorporated as part of
strategic plans, 4; leveraging insights
relevant to, 227–237; matching ap-
proach with objectives of, 5–9; stake-
holder engagement in using results of,
229–231; value of, 3–4. See also HR
program evaluation six-phase model

HR program staff: considering program
replacement during changes in,
223–224; described, 16; engaged in
program adjustments, 221–222; eval-
uators from among, 44–45, 46–47;
expertise from stakeholders of, 34

HR programs: adjusting existing,
220–223; benefits of new technology
to, 224–225; considering replacement
during staff transitions, 223–224; cu-
mulative ROI associated with replac-
ing, 219t; evaluation
recommendations on, 217–220; in-
tegrating ongoing evaluations into,
10–13; outsourcing existing, 226–227;
realigning as part of strategic plan
change, 225–226; replacing existing,
219, 223–226. See also HR (human
resources)

HR staff evaluators: assessing against
criteria, 48t–49t; described, 44–45;
strengths and weaknesses of, 45, 46–47

I

Impact questions, 55–56
Implementation. See Utilizing results
Inferential statistics: issues regarding use

of, 167, 169–170; underlying assump-
tions for use of, 176–177

Institutional review boards, 41
Interest groups, 36–37
Internal documents/files, 111t, 114–115
Internal processes/procedural information,

112t, 117–121
Internal staff evaluators: assessing against

criteria, 48t–49t; described, 44–45;
strengths and weaknesses of, 45, 46–47

Internal stakeholders: demographic groups
more affected than other, 35–36;
expertise of HR program staff, 34; five
types of, 33, 32fig; identification of,
31–37; interest groups, 36–37; legal
department as, 35; value of top man-
agement, 32–34
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Interviews: anonymous individual, 90;
inventory of all, 135–136

J

Job knowledge tests, 121–122
Joint Committee on Standards for Educa-

tional Evaluation, 38, 59, 206, 228, 232

L

Legal department concerns, 35
“Lessons-learned” focus groups, 13
Lessons-learned reports, 129–130
Line graphs, 199–200
Lotus, 154

M

Management: buy-in from top, 103–104;
disseminating findings to top, 208–
209; internal stakeholders among top,
32–34

Measurement error, 92t, 94–95
Methods section (written report), 211–212
Milestone setting: be specific in, 79–82;

example of project plan, 80t–81t;
importance of planning and, 78–79;
updating key stakeholders when, 82

Missing data: advanced procedures to esti-
mate, 161; anticipating/monitoring
consequences of, 161–162; deleting rec-
ords on a case-wise basis, 160–161; de-
leting records on variable-by-variable
basis, 158, 160; evaluation health bene-
fits program example of, 159t; overview
of issues regarding, 157–158

Murder board, 207

N

Narrative information. See Qualitative data
National Academy building, 210
Nay-saying error, 95
Non-response error, 91, 92t, 94
Normative questions, 52–55
Null hypothesis, 170

O

Objectives: goals-based evaluations focus-
ing on, 5, 6t, 7; matching evaluation
approach with, 5–9

Observation tasks inventory, 135–136
Oracle, 154
Oral communication. See Communicat-

ing findings (oral delivery)
Order effects, 95
Organizational change: engaging HR pro-

gram staff in, 221–222; evaluation rec-
ommendations for, 190–195fig, 213;
following up on efforts of, 222–223;
incorporating proven strategies for im-
plementing, 231–237; realigning HR
programs as strategic, 225–226; “silent
killers” of, 216, 229. See also Recom-
mendations; Stakeholder engagement;
Utilizing results

Organizational politics, 69, 233–234
Our Human Resources Program-Evaluation

Handbook (Edwards, Scott, & Raju), 51
Outcome-based evaluations: characteris-

tics of, 6t; focusing on workflow and
procedures, 7–9

Outsourcing HR programs, 226–227

P

Performance simulations, 122–123
Photographic documentation, 192–193fig
Pilot-testing data collection, 137
Pilot-testing instruments, 137
Planning evaluation: anonymity and con-

fidentiality issues, 87–90; avoiding
data collection errors, 91–96; buy-in
from top management, 103–104; code
data during, 149–150; data analysis
procedures, 100–101; data collection,
83, 83–84; data sources/collection
methods available, 86; determining
census or sample to be used, 96–99;
determining desirable attributes for
data collected, 84–85fig; determining
resources needed, 73–78; as evaluation
phase, 23fig, 24; example of evalua-
tion plan organization, 106t–107t;
feedback issues, 101–103; importance
of, 71–72; issues of concern during,
72–73; preparing to defend the budget,
105, 108; providing overview of plan,
104–105; setting milestones with
dates, 78–82, 80t–81t

Planning resources: developing prelimi-
nary budget, 74–78; importance of, 73

Politics (organizational), 69, 233–234
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Populations versus samples, 176
Power: The Infinite Game (Broom and

Klein), 233
“Power rules,” 233
Practicality criterion issue, 68–69
Preliminary budgets: account fully for

staffing costs, 74–75; assessing space
requirements, 77–78; communications
advances to minimize costs, 76–77; de-
termining equipment/supplies needed,
77; projecting traveling costs, 75–76

Primacy effect, 95
Process-based evaluations: characteristics

of, 6t; focusing on results, 9
Program. See HR programs
Purpose section (written report), 211
Purposive sampling, 98–99

Q

Qualitative data: data coding, 168e–169e;
using descriptive statistics with, 166–
167, 168e–169e

Quasi-experimental designs: before-and-
after comparison, 125t, 126–127;
described, 123–124; subgroup compar-
isons, 126, 125t, 126; time-series de-
sign, 125t, 128–129

Questions. See Evaluation questions

R

Rating error, 93t, 95–96
Recency effect, 95
Recommendations: on HR program,

217–227; incorporating proven strate-
gies for implementing, 231–237; sche-
matic showing process to, 194–195fig;
stakeholder engagement in using eval-
uation, 229–231; tie together findings,
conclusions, and, 190–191; visual de-
pictions of findings, conclusions, and,
191–193fig; written report section on,
213. See also Conclusions; Findings;
Organizational change

Relevance: of criteria to stakeholders, 65–
66; determining actionable recommen-
dations, 67–68; focus on value added,
66–67

Reliability, criterion, 61
Resistance to change, 234–235
Retirees, 36

S

Sampling: minimizing costs/disruptions
using probability, 97–98; populations
versus samples, 176; statistical find-
ings reflecting size of, 175–176; tar-
geting particular subgroups using
purposive, 98–99

Sampling error, 92, 92t
Saratoga Institute, 2, 120
SAS, 154
Senior management: buy-in from, 103–

104; internal stakeholders among,
32–34

“Silent killers” of change, 216, 229
Single variable findings graph, 199–200
Six-phase model. See HR program evalua-

tion six-phase model
Skills tests, 122
Socially desirable responding, 94
Space requirements, 77–78
SPSS, 154
Staff. See HR program staff
Stakeholder engagement: building ex-

pertise to encourage, 231–233; com-
munication to facilitate, 236–237;
establishing follow-up responsibilities
for, 235–236; leveraging politics to
build, 233–234; managing resistance
to, 234–235; in using evaluation find-
ings, 229–231. See also Organizational
change

Stakeholder identification: benefits of,
30–31; of external stakeholder groups,
33fig, 38–41; of internal stakeholder
groups, 31–37, 33fig; during phase one
of evaluation, 23fig–24; unions and
their members as stakeholders, 33fig,
37–38

Stakeholders: described, 30–31; deter-
mining which evaluator will dissemi-
nate findings to, 208–209; identify-
ing the, 23fig–24, 30–41; “lessons-
learned” focus groups made up of, 
13; relevance of criteria to, 65–66;
relevance of tangentially related
findings to, 189–190; setting mile-
stones and updating, 82. See also
Communicating findings phase; 
Top management

STATA, 154
Statistic Type II errors, 170–172
Statistical power, 175–176
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Statistical significance: distinguishing be-
tween practical and, 173–175; statisti-
cal power, sample size, versus, 175–176

Statistical Type I errors, 170–172
Statistics: alpha levels, 170–173; descrip-

tive, 163–167, 165t, 168e–169e; in-
ferential, 167, 169–170, 176–177;
supporting or conflicting with other
findings, 177–178; Type I vs. Type II
errors, 170–172

Subgroup comparisons, 126, 126
SUDAAN, 154
Summative evaluations: described, 10;

enhancing HR program performance
through ongoing, 11t, 13

Supply requirements, 77
Surveys: entering data from, 156–157;

keeping inventory of, 135–136

T

Tables: displaying findings using, 202–204;
example of numerical information on,
203t

Tangentially related findings: considering
information substantiating, 188–189;
considering relevance to stakeholder
groups, 189–190

Task Force on Statistical Inference, 164
Technology: data analysis use of software,

154–155; digital photographic docu-
mentation, 192–193fig; HR program
benefits from new, 224–225

360-degree performance feedback, 96
Time-series bar displays, 200, 202
Top management: buy-in from, 103–104;

disseminating findings to, 208–209;
internal stakeholders among, 32–34.
See also Stakeholders

Traveling costs: using communications
advances to minimize, 76–77; padding,
95; projecting, 75–76

Two variable charts, 200
Type I errors, 170–172
Type II errors, 170–172

U

Unions/union membership, 33fig, 37–38
U.S. Department of Commerce’s Safe

Harbor Provisions, 39
U.S. Government Accountability Office,

104
Utilizing results: adjust, replace in-house,

or outsource HR program, 217–227; 
as evaluation phase, 23fig, 25–26; gen-
eral issues of, 215–217; incorporating
proven strategies for, 231–237; lever-
aging insights relevant to evaluation
use, 227–231. See also Organizational
change

V

Validity criterion, 61
Variables: bar graphs comparing two or

more, 200, 201fig; collapsing many
variables into composite, 152–153;
data coding, 149–153; deleting records
on basis of individual, 158, 160; eval-
uation excuse regarding too many,
19–20; graphs showing findings on
single, 199–200; line graphs showing
trends and patterns of, 200, 202; 
re-categorizing existing, 153

W

Written report. See Communicating find-
ings (written report)

Y

Yea-saying error, 95
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