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Abstract 

Meta-evaluation can be seen as a quality control measure of policies or programs. For that purpose, a formal methodology is used when assessing the quality of an evaluation work. The presented meta-evaluation is based on an adapted version of the evaluation standards used by DEGEVAL (German evaluation society). The well-balanced design of the DEGEVAL standards makes them widely applicable and useful also for conducting meta-evaluations. This paper presents the results of a meta-evaluation undertaken on the evaluation of the German Federal Organic Farming Scheme. Concerning most sections the quality of the underlying study is excellent.
Introduction 

Evaluations have become an expected part of the policy cycle and are a well established technique to solve the problems that arise when implementing programs. However, it is crucial to question the way in which these evaluations are conducted. With this in mind, it could be helpful to take a look at the meta-level and to that effect, conduct a meta-evaluation. According to DEGEVAL (2003) the use of general standards can “help to raise transparency of evaluation as a professional code of practice vis-à-vis the general public“. This paper presents the results of a meta-evaluation undertaken on the evaluation of the German Federal Organic Farming Scheme (FOFS). 

Meta-evaluation in the political field of organic farming policy has not been applied up until now and this study can therefore be considered to tread on entirely new ground, scientifically speaking. The aim of conducting this meta-evaluation is to assess whether the evaluation of the FOFS is done in accordance to broadly accepted professional standards (in this case according to the adapted DEGEVAL-Standards, referred to here as general standards) and whether the findings follow a logical order. According to Widmer (1996), the outcome of a meta-evaluation can provide insights into the design and methodological configuration of evaluation studies (“How is the evaluation study constructed?”), as well as into the classification or the indexing of the standards (“Do the study evaluated meet the criteria?”). The main aim of this study was to investigate the specific methods used in the evaluation study, in order to improve upon future evaluation studies in the field of organic action plans. 

Materials and methods 

The meta-evaluation presented was conducted between October 2006 and February 2007, and was based on the official evaluation report (Becker et al. 2004). The general standards used are the “Standards for Evaluation” of the “Gesellschaft für Evaluation” (DeGEval; German evaluation society, 2003), with some adaptations (Stufflebeam 1999 and Stufflebeam 2001)
. The DEGEVAL standards are based, in principle, on the standards of the U.S. Joint Committee on Standards for Educational Evaluation. The well-balanced design of these standards makes them applicable in a wide range of situations and useful in conducting meta-evaluations. The general standard set is divided into four main categories: Utility Standards are intended to ensure that the evaluation is guided by both the stated objectives of the evaluation and the information needs of its intended users. Feasibility Standards are intended to ensure that the evaluation is planned and conducted in a realistic, thoughtful, diplomatic, and cost-effective manner. Propriety Standards are intended to ensure that in the course of the evaluation all stakeholders are treated with respect and fairness. Accuracy Standards are intended to ensure that the evaluation produces and discloses valid and useful information and findings pertaining to the evaluation questions (cp. DEGEVAL 2001). The underlying study was then analysed by the author of this paper with respect to the adapted set of standards. 

As this meta-evaluation is planned as a desk study, not all general standards and sub-standards listed could be classified. Some of the valuations were not possible due to limited data. Regrettably, several interesting points e.g. concerning reliability and financing could not be evaluated in detail. In any case, the meta-evaluation helped to shed some light on the evaluation method used and accordingly improve the evaluation methodology in the field of organic farming support schemes. One important criterion is the analysis of stakeholder integration in the planning, implementation and assessment of an evaluation. 

Every standard listed in Tab. 1 is itemized into some (3 to 22) sub-indicators. To provide an example, for the case of the standard Stakeholder Identification these ten sub-indicators are: (1) Clearly identify the evaluation client, (2) Engage leadership figures to identify other stakeholders, (3) Consult potential stakeholders to identify their information needs, (4) Use stakeholders to identify other stakeholders, (5) With the client, rank stakeholders for relative importance, (6) Arrange to involve stakeholders throughout the evaluation, (7) Keep the evaluation open to serve newly identified stakeholders, (8) Address stakeholders’ evaluation needs, (9) Serve an appropriate range of individual stakeholders, and (10) Serve an appropriate range of stakeholder organizations. If all 10 sub indicators are quoted positive, the general standard would been quoted with 10 (. 

Results 

The meta-evaluation shows that the evaluators
 have followed most of the applied standards. Concerning the section of Utility, Feasibility and Propriety standards, the quality of the study is excellent. 

Looking at some of the shortcomings, one can point to the fact that not all points regarding valid and reliable information and analysis of qualitative and quantitative information were observed when preparing and conducting the evaluation study. 

Tab. 1: Meta-evaluation of the FOFS according to the prescribed set of standards

	
	
	(
	≈

	U1 Stakeholder Identification (max. 10 Pts.)
	1
	8
	1

	U2 Clarification of the Purposes of the Evaluation (max. 3 Pts.)
	1
	2
	

	U3 Evaluator Credibility and Competence (max. 10 Pts.)
	
	8
	2

	U4 Information Scope and Selection (max. 10 Pts.)
	
	10
	

	U5 Transparency of Values (max. 13 Pts.)
	3
	10
	

	U6 Report Comprehensiveness and Clarity (max. 14 Pts.)
	1
	13
	

	U7 Evaluation Timeliness (max. 10 Pts.)
	
	6
	4

	U8 Evaluation Utilisation and Use (max. 13 Pts.)
	1
	10
	2

	F1 Appropriate Procedures (max. 11 Pts.)
	1
	6
	4

	F2 Diplomatic Conduct (max. 3 Pts.)
	
	3
	

	F3 Evaluation Efficiency (max. 13 Pts.)
	1
	10
	2

	P1 Formal Agreement (max. 11 Pts.)
	1
	10
	

	P2 Protection of Individual Rights (max. 12 Pts.)
	
	11
	1

	P3 Complete and Fair Investigation (max. 10 Pts.)
	
	10
	

	P4 Unbiased Conduct and Reporting (max. 2 Pts.)
	1
	1
	

	P5 Disclosure of Findings (max. 11 Pts.)
	2
	7
	2

	A1 Description of the Evaluand (max. 11 Pts.)
	1
	8
	2

	A2 Context Analysis (max. 11 Pts.)
	2
	9
	

	A3 Described Purposes and Procedures (max. 12 Pts.)
	1
	8
	3

	A4 Disclosure of Information Sources (max. 11 Pts.)
	1
	10
	

	A5 Valid and Reliable Information (max. 22 Pts.)
	6
	12
	4

	A6 Systematic Data Review (max. 1 Pt.)
	
	
	1

	A7 Analysis of Qualitative and Quantitative Information (max. 20 Pts.)
	10
	9
	1

	A8 Justified Conclusions (max. 11 Pts.)
	1
	10
	

	A9 Meta-Evaluation (max. 11 Pts.)
	10
	
	1

	Total
	45
	191
	30

	%
	16,9
	71,8
	11,3

	Appraisable (in %)
	88,7


Codes:  = No (evaluation study is missing the standard), ( = Yes (evaluation study fits the standard), ≈ = No answer (No data available to evaluate that standard)

Discussion and Conclusion
The general standards (like the ones established by DEGEVAL) are in fact not precise enough to measure a specific program or project. These need to be supported and concretized by specific, tailored standards, such as those used in the FOFS evaluation. Nevertheless, these general standards could be seen as a tool for evaluators when preparing an evaluation. The consideration of such standards could help to ameliorate evaluation studies and safeguard utilization of the results by means of a more user friendly (or in the words of an evaluator - stakeholder oriented) format. 

The standards used for this meta-study can be considered as very suitable for this sort of evaluation and can therefore be recommended for other evaluation studies in the field of organic action plans (e.g. the European Action Plan of Organic Food and Farming). In order to achieve transparency and guarantee a complete assessment of all standards and sub-standards, it is important to choose an evaluation scheme that includes these considerations. Furthermore, for a complete assessment of a study it is necessary to make sure that all documents and reports prepared during the evaluation (financing, treaties etc.) are accessible and analysed by the meta-evaluators. 

As a final recommendation for designing future evaluations, it can be stated that a specific and deliberate set of evaluation standards (“tailored standards”) has to be adapted and calibrated in accordance to the examined topic (such as organic action plans). However, it is helpful for evaluators and can furthermore greatly facilitate a worthwhile evaluation study if a set of established and accepted standards (e.g. DEGEVALs general standards) are consulted when preparing the evaluation. Such improvements would increase the likelihood that evaluation results will be utilised, encourage greater acceptance of the outcomes and thus justify evaluation itself. 
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