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Abstract 

While many evaluation theorists agree that trust in the evaluation relationship is 

important, none have defined trust or studied the topic in depth.  This grounded theory 

study provides an in-depth exploration of trust in evaluation relationships.  In-person, 

semi-structured interviews were conducted with nine evaluators and nine clients of 

evaluation.  The interviews provided rich data that inform the topic of trust in evaluation 

using the words of evaluators and clients.  The interviews were coded and analyzed in 

two stages, initial coding followed by focused coding.  From this analysis, ten core 

concepts emerged.  These core concepts include personal characteristics, ability, 

disposition to trust, evaluation perspective, contexts, relationships, feelings, actions, 

outcomes, and trust as a topic.  An emergent model was developed that outlines the 

antecedents, processes, and consequences of trust as viewed by evaluators and clients of 

evaluation.  The importance of trust in the evaluation relationship is discussed, and 

further consideration of the topic is encouraged. 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 

1.1  Problem Statement 

Ask almost anyone, and she or he will agree that trust in interpersonal 

relationships is important.  The problem is that for many of us, trust is an essential 

concept that we think we understand, but can have a difficult time defining.  When we 

are prompted to think about our trust relationships, we might have a desire to improve 

them in order to enjoy the benefits that improved trust can offer us.  However, it is hard 

to improve on something when we do not have a solid understanding of what it means.  

Therefore, the questions of how we define trust and the role that trust plays in our lives 

are important to consider.  This dissertation was undertaken with the goal of examining 

trust in the evaluation relationship.  Given the special nature of evaluation relationships, 

in which one party is often required to pass judgment over a program, and so indirectly 

over another person, trust is of special importance.  In evaluation relationships, often 

times technical competencies may be taken for granted, perhaps given some combination 

of the reputation and credentials of the other.  While this kind of confidence in the other 

might encourage us to trust, trust is not only about technical competencies.  The 

interpersonal relationships and the trust, or lack of it, that evaluators and clients 

experience help shape not only interactions between individuals, but may also shape the 

evaluation work being done, and even whether or not the evaluation gets used.   

In order for trust in evaluation to be given the consideration it merits, it must 

become a topic of discussion.  The ability to develop and maintain trusting relationships 

may be a skill that evaluators need in order to be able to best practice evaluation, and 

skills need to be developed.  Creating a dialog within the field of evaluation will prompt 
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practitioners to think about the meaning and role of trust in their evaluation 

relationships.  Only when individuals are able to articulate what trust means to them will 

they be able to fully appreciate its importance to their evaluation relationships, and to be 

able to act on that knowledge in a worthwhile way.    

1.2 Purpose of the Study  

The purpose of this study was to explore and describe the meaning and 

development of trust in the evaluator-client relationship.  Using grounded theory 

methodology, the concept of trust was made more understandable through the words of 

evaluators and clients of evaluation.  The study will be of interest to practicing 

evaluators, evaluation theorists, and those who are interested in trust as a concept, in that 

it will add to the cumulative theoretical perspective on trust. 

There is currently much interest in trust across the social science disciplines, 

most notably in management and organization studies and in sociology.  There seems to 

have been a particular resurgence of interest that began in the 1990s.  While the 

literature on trust in other fields is vigorous and might serve to help inform trust in 

evaluation, it is difficult to ascertain how relevant this work is to evaluation when little 

has been done in the field to examine the special role that trust might play in it. 

The Program Evaluation Standards (Joint Committee on Standards for 

Educational Evaluation, 1994) speak strongly about trust in the chapter on the Utility 

Standard of Evaluator Credibility, stating, “If the confidence and trust of these audiences 

[the client and other users] cannot be secured, the evaluators should seriously consider 

not proceeding” (p. 31).  While evaluators seem to agree that trust is important in 

evaluations, trust is not defined and studies are not being done to explore trust in 
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evaluation.  Such prominent names in evaluation as Patton (1997), Fetterman (2005), 

and House (2006) all have written about the importance of trust in their various 

approaches to evaluation.  However, no evaluation theorist has dedicated significant 

attention to the concept of trust in evaluation, and very little empirical work on trust in 

evaluation has been done. 

Studies designed to explore and define trust are being done in other fields, for 

example, sales relationships (Möllering, 2006) and close relationships (Weber, 2003).  

These fields may help inform evaluation to the extent that the trust relationship is 

generalizable across populations and types of relationships.  The disparate state of the 

empirical field has been acknowledged in the trust literature by authors who conclude 

that competing definitions and conceptualizations of the studies can be a problem in 

sharing the findings across fields (e.g. Lewicki & Bunker, 1996).  Trust relations may be 

significantly influenced by the setting in which they occur, so to understand trust in 

evaluation, evaluation relationships must be studied directly. This study provides an 

important contribution to the evaluation field by exploring and building theory on the 

trust relationship as it relates to evaluation specifically.   

1.3 Research Questions  

 This research was guided by three main questions: 

1. What is the meaning of trust in the evaluation relationship as perceived 
by both evaluators and clients? 

 
2. How do evaluators and clients develop trust and determine 

trustworthiness? 
 
3. What are the mechanisms and language of trust, as they exist in the 

context of evaluation? 
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1.4 Overview of the Paper 

 This dissertation contains five chapters.  This chapter provides an introduction to 

the study.   Chapter 2 provides a review of the related literature.  Chapter 3 describes the 

research design and methods used.  In Chapter 4, the results of the study are presented.  

Finally, in Chapter 5, the results are discussed in relation to the research questions that 

guided the study, and implications and limitations are considered. 
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review 

There is currently much interest in trust across the social science disciplines, 

most notably in management and organization studies and in sociology.  An indication 

of the interest in trust has been the recent publication of several literature reviews in 

various fields, for example: in business (Kramer, R.M., 1999; McKnight, D.H. & 

Chervany, N.L., 1996; and Bigley, G.A. & Pearce, J.L., 1998), in the medical health 

field (Connell, N.A.D. & Mannion, R., 2006), in education (Tschannen-Moran, M. & 

Hoy, W.K., 2000), and in negotiation/conflict studies (Ross, W. & LaCroix, J., 1996).   

Another indication of current interest is that, in the last few years, several journals have 

dedicated a special issue to the topic of trust, just three of which are; the Journal of 

Health Organisation and Management (2006), the European Journal of Marketing 

(2007), and the International Journal of Networking and Virtual Organisations (2008).  

There seems to have been a particular resurgence of interest that began in the 1990s, and 

it is from this time forward that this literature review focuses.  

2.1 Definition of Trust 

 This section attempts to provide an overview of the published definitions of trust 

in the social science literature.  Definitions were selected to be included based on four 

criteria: trust must be the central focus of the article or work, the level of analysis of the 

work must be interpersonal (as opposed to being intrapersonal, or dispositional), a 

definition of trust must be explicitly stated, and the work must be published in a refereed 

journal, an edited volume, or as a stand-alone book published during the 1990s or more 

recently. 
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 For each definition of trust in Table 2.1, the following is provided: the name of 

the author(s), the year of publication, each author’s orientation/field of study, and the 

level of analysis of the article or book from which the definition was taken.   

Table 2.1  Definitions of Trust in the Literature 
 
Author Year Field Definition Level of 

Analysis 
Boon, S.D. & 
Holmes, J.G.  

1991 Social 
Psychology 

Trust is a state involving confident 
positive expectations about 
another’s motives with respect to 
oneself in situations entailing risk.   

Micro 

     
Fukuyama, 
F.  

1995 Sociology Trust is the expectation that arises 
within a community of regular, 
honest, and cooperative behavior, 
based on commonly shared norms, 
on the part of other members of 
that community.  (p. 26) 

All 

     
Hosmer, L.T.  1995   Management Trust is the expectation by one 

person, group, or firm of ethically 
justifiable behavior-that is, morally 
correct decisions and actions based 
upon ethical principles of analysis-
on the part of the other person, 
group or firm in a joint endeavor 
or economic exchange.  (p. 399) 

Micro 
and 
Meso 

     
Mayer, R.C., 
Davis, J.H. & 
Schoorman, 
F.D.   

1995   Management, 
Organizational 
Behavior 

Trust is the willingness of a party 
to be vulnerable to the actions of 
another party based on the 
expectation that the other will 
perform a particular action 
important to the trustor, 
irrespective of the ability to 
monitor or control that other party.   
(p. 712) 

Micro 
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Table 2.1  Definitions of Trust in the Literature (Continued) 
     
Author Year Field Definition Level of 

analysis 
Cummings, 
L.L. & 
Bromily, P.   

1996 Management Trust is an individual’s belief or a 
common belief among a group of 
individuals that another individual 
or group (a) makes good-faith 
efforts to behave in accordance 
with any commitments both 
explicit or implicit, (b) is honest in 
whatever negotiations preceded 
such commitments, and (c) does 
not take excessive advantage of 
another even when the opportunity 
is available.   
(p. 4) 

Micro 
and 
Meso 

     
Mishra, A.K.  1996 Management Trust is one party’s willingness to 

be vulnerable to another party 
based on the belief that the latter 
party is (a) competent, (b) reliable, 
(c) open, and (d) concerned. (p. 
265) 

Micro 
and 
Meso 

     
Rousseau, 
D., Sitkin, 
S.B., Burt, 
R., & 
Camerer, C.  

1998 Organizational 
Behavior/ 
Public Policy, 
Management, 
Sociology, 
Economics/ 
Psychology 

Trust is a psychological state 
comprising the intention to accept 
vulnerability based upon positive 
expectations of the intentions or 
behavior of another. (p. 395) 

All 

     
Messick, 
D.M. & 
Kramer, 
R.M.  

2001 Management, 
Organizational 
Behavior 

Trust involves taking the risk that 
the other person will follow more 
or less simple moral rules.  If the 
other follows the rules, you stand 
to profit; if her or she does not, the 
costs can be great  
(p. 90) 

Micro 
and 
Meso 
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Table 2.1  Definitions of Trust in the Literature (Continued) 
     
Author Year Field Definition Level of 

analysis 
Hardin, R.   2002   Economics Trust is a three-part relation that is 

grounded in the truster’s 
assessment of the intentions of the 
trusted with respect to some 
action.  Typically, the intentions of 
the trusted will be based in self-
interest (as in the account of 
encapsulated interest), moral 
commitment, or idiosyncratic 
character.   (p. x) 

All 

     
Weber, L. R. 
& Carter A. 
I.  

2003  Sociology Trust is an orientation between self 
and other whose object is the 
relationship.  Trust’s premise is the 
belief that the other will take one’s 
perspective into account when 
making a decision and will not act 
in ways to violate the moral 
standards of the relationship.  (p. 
3) 

Micro 

     
Möllering, G.   2006 Organizational 

Studies 
Trust is an ongoing process of 
building on reason, routine and 
reflexivity, suspending irreducible 
social vulnerability and uncertainty 
as if they were favourably 
resolved, and maintaining thereby 
a state of favourable expectation 
towards the actions and intentions 
of more or less specific others” (p. 
111) 

All 

 
 The definitions come from authors working in diverse fields.  The fields 

represented are: social psychology, sociology, management, organizational behavior, 

public policy, economics, and psychology.  Although every attempt was made at 

providing multi-disciplinary coverage, the majority of the authors work in management 

or sociology.  For comparison, the heuristic of levels of analysis is used.  This 
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information provides important perspective to the reader of the definition.  The micro 

level of analysis consists of the study of individuals or interpersonal relationships.  The 

meso level consists of the study of groups of intermediate size, ranging from small 

groups to entire professions.  The macro level of analysis has a focus of entire societies 

or global systems (Möllering, 2006).  As stated earlier, each of the studies must focus at 

least on the interpersonal, dyadic level.  Few of the definitions were developed for the 

macro level, and those that were also include lower levels of analysis.  Each of the 

definitions includes at least some focus on micro level/interpersonal trust, even if the 

meso level or higher is also considered.  The overlapping level of analysis is 

understandable and even expected in the study of trust.  Rousseau et al. (1998) state that 

in some cases “trust may be a "meso" concept, integrating microlevel psychological 

processes and group dynamics with macrolevel institutional arrangements” (p. 393). 

While the eleven definitions of trust in the table show variety in the concepts 

represented and the terms used in the definition of trust, clear commonalities can be 

identified.  Most notably, the vast majority (nine) of the definitions include the term 

“expectation” or “belief”.   Many (seven) of the definitions move beyond simple 

expectation or belief to include an element of risk or vulnerability in the trust situation.  

Lastly, it is common for the definitions to include some element of an assessment of the 

trustworthiness of the person to be trusted (ten definitions).   

The goal of this review of the definitions of trust has not been to find the one 

“best” definition of trust, but rather to show the variety of definitions and the common 

threads among them. 
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 Vulnerability is a key issue in trust and trust studies.  It must be included in any 

definition of trust, because without the element of vulnerability to someone or 

something, trust is not necessary.  Nine of the eleven definitions in the table refer to it 

directly, and in the other two it must be assumed.  Often called willingness to risk 

vulnerability, or just risk, vulnerability is tied to the social-psychological concept of 

interdependence.  Mayer, et al (1995) state “Making oneself vulnerable is taking a risk.  

Trust is not taking a risk per se, but rather it is a willingness to take risk” (p. 712).  

“Where there is no interdependence, there is no need for trust” (Tschannen-Moran & 

Hoy, 2000).  

2.2 Trustworthiness 

The discussion above and in Table 2.1 provide definitions of trust.  This section 

considers trustworthiness as opposed to trust.  Möllering (2006), in his discussion of 

trustworthiness, makes the argument that the key to all rational approaches to trust is that 

“people look for good reasons to trust” (p. 46).  In their review, Möllering, Bachmann, 

and Lee (2004), note the variety of indicators of trustworthiness in the literature, but 

state that commonalities can be found.  They state that “competence, benevolence, 

integrity and predictability represent recurrent and generic themes for indicators of 

trustworthiness” (p. 562).  Trust and trustworthiness are different but necessarily related 

concepts.   In an important work modeling trust, Mayer, et al (1995) conceptualize the 

relationship between trust and trustworthiness.  In this and other trust models that follow 

it, perceived trustworthiness is seen as an antecedent to trust. 

Many authors focus on trustworthiness in their work, sometimes to the neglect of 

the rest of the trust process.  In their quest to outline the “good reasons to trust”, authors 
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have compiled lists of indicators of trustworthiness but not always by that name.  Hardin 

(1993) states “surprisingly, much of the literature on trust hardly mentions 

trustworthiness, even though much of it is primarily about trustworthiness, not about 

trust” (p. 512).  

Perhaps most notable in the work on trustworthiness are Mayer, et al (1995) who 

list ability, benevolence, and integrity under the heading of trustworthiness.  Mishra 

(1996) followed with competence, openness, concern, and reliability as the core 

components of trustworthiness.  Table 2.2 provides an overview of 14 works from the 

trust literature that include indicators of trustworthiness in a theory or model.  The 

articles were selected based on the fact that they are current (1990 or more recent) and 

they discuss indicators of trustworthiness (by any name).  The list may not be completely 

exhaustive, but every attempt was made to include the broadest sample to insure that the 

diversity of indicators of trustworthiness is shown. 

Table 2.2 Trustworthiness Indicators in the Literature 
 
Author Term* Indicators 
(1991) 
Boon & Holmes  

Bases of 
confidence 

Benevolence 
Honesty 
Cooperation 
Concern 

   
(1991) 
Butler  

Conditions of 
trust 

Availability 
Competence 
Consistency 
Discreetness 
Fairness 
Integrity 
Loyalty 
Openness 
Promise fulfillment 
Receptivity 
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Table 2.2 Trustworthiness Indicators in the Literature (Continued) 
 
Author Term* Indicators 
(1995) 
Mayer, Davis & 
Schoorman  

Trustworthiness 
 

Ability 
Benevolence 
Integrity 

   
(1995) 
Hosmer  

none Morally correct decisions and actions 

   
(1996) 
Mishra  
 

Dimensions 
 

Competence 
Openness 
Concern 
Reliability 

   
(1996) 
Cummings & 
Bromiley  

none Good faith effort 
Honest 
Doesn’t take advantage 

   
(1999) 
Dirks  

Beliefs 
 

Dependability 
Extent to which partner cares 

   
(2000) Tschannon-
Moran & Hoy  

Facets 
 

Benevolence 
Reliability 
Competence 
Honesty 
Openness 

   
(2001) 
Messick & Kramer  

Moral rules Truth-telling 
Avoidance of harming others 
Keeping promises 

   
(2003)  
Weber & Carter 

Premises 
 

Other will take one’s perspective into 
account 
Other will not violate moral standards of 
relationship 

   
(2003) 
Abrams, Cross, 
Lesser & Levin  

Trustworthiness Discretion 
Consistency 
Collaboration 
Rich Communication 
Fair and transparent 
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Table 2.2 Trustworthiness Indicators in the Literature (Continued) 
   
Author Term* Indicators 
(2004) 
Möllering, 
Bachmann, & Lee 
 

Trustworthiness Able 
Willing 
Consistent 
Won’t Exploit  

   
(2007) 
Caldwell & Hayes  

none Ability 
Benevolence 
Integrity 

   
(2008) Viklund & 
Sjoberg 

Determinants of 
trust 

Acting in Self-Interest (negative) 
Being Part of a Power Elite (negative) 
Commitment to a Goal 
Competence 
Concern-Care 
Consistency 
Credibility- Promise Keeping 
Efficiency 
Fairness 
Honesty 
Openness 

 
* Author’s term for indicators of trustworthiness 

 
The number of indicators of trustworthiness provided by the authors ranges from 

one to 11.  Looking at the indicators together, and consolidating categories by type, a 

total of 15 different indicators can be found.  The indicator mentioned by the most 

authors is Honesty/Integrity (nine authors).  The next most frequently cited indicators are 

Ability/Competence and Consistency/Reliability (eight authors).   Benevolence is the 

next most cited indicator (five authors).  Openness, Concern, Willingness, Avoidance of 

Harm, Cooperation, Discretion, Fairness, Moral Correctness, Promise Fulfillment, Rich 

Communication, Loyalty, the negatively worded Acting in Self-Interest, Being Part of a 

Power Elite (negative), Efficiency, and Commitment to a Goal are the remaining 

indicators.  This synthesis has provided evidence that Honesty, Ability, Consistency, and 
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Benevolence are the most commonly cited indicators of trustworthiness in the trust 

literature. 

2.3 Trust in Specific Evaluation Approaches 

In his text on utilization-focused evaluation, Patton (1997) argues throughout that 

trust is a necessary part of the evaluation process.  He speaks of trust and trustworthiness 

interchangeably, and doesn’t define either.  Patton stresses that trust is one of the most 

important aspects of a valid evaluation, stating “trust, believability, and credibility are 

the underpinnings of overall evaluation ability” and that “both the evaluation and the 

evaluator must be perceived as trustworthy for the evaluation to have validity” (p. 251).    

In their volume on empowerment evaluation, David Fetterman and Abraham 

Wandersman include trust as part of the role of the empowerment evaluator (Fetterman, 

2005) and claim that empowerment evaluation methods may lead to greater trust in the 

evaluation (Wandersman, et al. 2005). 

Hallie Preskill and Tessie Tzavaras Catsambas mention trust throughout their 

text on appreciative inquiry in evaluation (Preskill & Tzavaras Catsambas, 2006).  While 

they do not offer a definition of trust, they maintain that following the tenets of 

appreciative inquiry in evaluation may lead to increased trust in the evaluation.  They 

state that this increased trust “means greater honesty about issues and concerns, higher 

quality data, and increased buy-in to the evaluation process” (p. 136).   

In his text on program impact theory, Donaldson (2007) mentions trust as an 

important factor in evaluations throughout the book in examples given of successful 

evaluation.  In the introductory chapter, he states that program impact theory has an 

emphasis on helping evaluators and stakeholders come to a common understanding of 
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the program, and that developing a common understanding helps to build 

communication and trust. 

Mentions of trust exist in the literature on other approaches to evaluation as well, 

for example, in evaluation as social justice (Mertens, 2007), democratic evaluation 

(House, 2006, and Hanberger, 2006), responsive evaluation (Abma, 2006), and 

evaluation as dialogue (Greene, 2001, and Rallis & Rossman, 2000).  What these authors 

have in common is that they stress the importance of trust in these various approaches to 

evaluation without making the exploration or definition of trust as a concept a priority.  

With the exception of the work by Abma, who provides an analysis of two case studies, 

none of these articles contains any empirical evidence to support the assertion that trust 

in evaluation is important. 

Trust is given more serious attention in an article by Rolfsen and Torvatn (2005) 

on formative evaluation.  The authors’ focus is on communication challenges in 

evaluation.  They describe a case study in terms of interventions made at four stages; 

building trust, improving trust, making the most of trust, and finally the ability (based on 

trust) to make judgments without a shared understanding.  They provide an argument for 

“functional argumentation” as the means to build trust in evaluation, defining functional 

argumentation as the use of program goals (as opposed to evaluator values) as the 

starting point in communication. 

2.4 Trust and the Evaluator-Client Relationship 

As noted above, trust as a concept has been studied in various contexts outside of 

evaluation.  Trust between individuals has been studied in close relationships, among 

members of a group, and in hierarchical (e.g. employee-employer) relationships.  Trust 
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has not been studied in an evaluative context, where one individual has the role of 

evaluator while the other is in the position of a client of an evaluation.  Trust, however, 

is important in evaluation, in part because the process of evaluation often results in 

negative reactions on the part of the individual being evaluated.  Donaldson, Gooler, and 

Scriven (2002) put it this way: “whether evaluations are formal . . . or informal . . . the 

experience of being evaluated, critiqued or judged commonly results in an emotional 

reaction of uneasiness, uncertainty or apprehension” (p. 261).    

In a recent book intended to prompt discussion and analysis about important 

topics in evaluation, Spaulding (2008), speaks directly of the topic of trust.  In a 

discussion on the role of an external evaluator, someone outside the immediate program 

setting, he stresses that trust is an important concern.  He states that “stakeholders may, 

and often do, see the evaluator as a threat – someone whose job it is to find ‘holes’ in the 

program” (p. 12).  While Spaulding argues that trust between the evaluator and client 

and other stakeholders is important and necessary, he does not explain or define trust, 

and gives only minimal advice on how to enhance trust relationships – that one include 

multiple stakeholders in the planning for an evaluation, and that one then creates a 

careful evaluation plan, which he calls a “matrix”.   In the 2006 Sage Handbook of 

Evaluation, a chapter is devoted to “contextual challenges for evaluation practice” 

(Stern, 2006).  In this chapter, evaluator-client trust is discussed as an issue.  Stern 

argues that in order for evaluators to be able to successfully navigate a program and 

manage evaluation activity, she or he must be able to employ “client-handling” skills, 

and that “evaluators must be able to build sufficient trust and credibility within the 

contracting/client system to be given the freedom to design and implement evaluations 
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with minimal constraints” (p. 302).  Unfortunately, trust is not explained or defined, and 

no advice is given on how to enhance it.   

Virtually no empirical work on evaluator-client trust has been done.  In 1976, 

Ulschak and Weiss examine the special nature of the evaluator-client relationship and 

the many possible sources of friction.  They go on to conclude that “clearly, the 

interpersonal relationships between the evaluator and the client can have major and 

important effects, in terms of doing and using the evaluation” (p. 19).  The evaluator-

client relationship was not the sole topic of another published journal article until 30 

years later.  Malloy and Yee (1996), in their discussion of the evaluator-client 

relationship, focus only on collaborative relationships and borrow from the 

organizational studies work being done on partnerships.  The authors review the 

literature and offer a model of effective collaborative evaluator-client relationships.  

While not all evaluator-client relationships can be considered partnerships, the article 

does serve to inform the field more broadly given that all evaluator-client relationships 

involve some form of interaction.  The authors argue that viewing the evaluator-client 

relationship as a partnership may build trust and lead to a more satisfying experience for 

both parties. 

One article in the evaluation literature that uses the word trust in the title “Does 

Evaluation Build or Destroy Trust?” (Schartz & Struhkamp, 2007) seems promising.   

However, this article fails to inform on the evaluator-client trust relationship.  While the 

article focuses on two evaluation case studies, the discussions of trust are at the societal 

level, and the authors claim that “trust is part of society’s fabric and evaluation is part of 

the threads of trust” (p. 336).  It is difficult, also, to think about evaluator-client trust in 
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the cases, as exactly who is an evaluator and who a client is not clear, as evaluator roles 

would change and evaluation activities included, in part, self-reflection and “a process of 

finding consensus” for the program participants (p. 330). 

Insight on how the evaluator-client relationship is different from other 

professional or organizational relationships is offered by Symonette (2004).  In this 

article, she shares knowledge gained from her long career in evaluation.  In one 

argument she states that “much evaluation is grounded in social relations, and trust is the 

glue and fuel for cultivating viable and productive social relations.  Evaluators need to 

mindfully attend to trust building as a foundation for quality evaluations because their 

roles and responsibilities often automatically engender fear and mistrust” (p. 100).   

The fear and mistrust engendered by an evaluation relationship may result in 

barriers or resistance to evaluation.  In their empirical study on barriers to evaluation, 

Taut and Alkin (2003) interviewed 18 staff members in an organization to obtain 

information on their perspectives of barriers to evaluation.  The authors found that the 

identified barriers could be grouped into three factors: human, evaluation, and context.  

Human factors were mentioned most often, and, within the human factor, barriers were 

most often related to trust.  In their study on resistance to evaluation, Taut and Brauns 

(2003) first provide a conceptual framework based in the literature, and then report 

findings from an empirical study designed to strengthen that framework.  The empirical 

study involved surveys and interviews of 21 experts – experienced evaluation 

practitioners.  In their theoretical framework on resistance to evaluation, the authors 

consider trust to be an “organizational psychological” construct, and stress its role in the 
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reduction of anxiety in evaluations.  However, in their discussion of the findings from 

the study, trust is not mentioned. 

More support for the special importance of trust in the evaluator-client 

relationship comes from an essay by Norris (2005) who, in speaking of the politics of 

evaluation, states that trust and openness are required in evaluation and that the 

cooperation necessary from participants must not be taken for granted.  Stevahn and 

King (2005), in their theory-based article on conflict in evaluation, argue that some 

degree of interaction between the evaluator and the client is inevitable and that 

cooperative, trusting attitudes should be worked toward through the skilled structuring of 

goals and tasks.   

Most recently, Abma and Widdershoven (2008) discuss the evaluator-client 

relationship.  They argue for careful attention to social relation in evaluation, because 

“interactive processes at least partly influence the quality and effectiveness of the 

evaluated programme” (p. 209).  The authors first mention trust during a discussion of 

the relationships between stakeholders, stating that mistrust between stakeholders is only 

one factor for an evaluator to consider when examining the dynamics of stakeholder 

relationships.  Trust between evaluator and client is considered to be of importance to 

the evaluation.  The authors argue that evaluators carry the responsibility of building 

successful relationships with stakeholders, including a trust dimension, and that these 

relationships “establish particular values” in the evaluation (p. 215).  They go on discuss 

the politics of evaluation, and state that evaluators should invest “a lot of time 

developing conditions of trust and safety” in their relationships with stakeholders (p. 22) 
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when politics are at play, and suggest that one may do so during face-to-face or virtual 

meetings with “various groups of people.”   

2.5 Trust and Evaluator Competencies 

Trust relates to the experiences individuals have with one another.  When making 

a decision on whether to trust, both technical and interpersonal competencies of the 

trustee are considered.  There has been serious consideration given in the field of 

evaluation to the development of complete sets of competencies that an individual must 

have in order to be considered knowledgeable and skilled in evaluation, to be proficient 

in evaluation.  Given that interpersonal competence is central to trust, it is of interest to 

note how various efforts to discuss and compile evaluator competencies deal with the 

issue of interpersonal competence.  This section begins by looking at a selection of 

evaluation texts from approximately 10 years ago and from this year, continues by 

looking at the Program Evaluation Standards and the Guiding Principles for Evaluators, 

and ends by looking at the three formal, published lists of competencies produced by and 

for evaluators. 

2.5.1 Evaluation Texts 

In his influential text Utilization Focused Evaluation, Patton (1997) takes a 

stance on the evaluation field as a profession, stating: “as a professional practice, we 

have reached a level where we know what we are doing” (p. xiv).  While Patton does not 

provide a list of evaluator competencies, throughout the book he stresses the importance 

of factors such as situational responsiveness and creativity, negotiation skills, and 

credibility.  These competencies are essential for establishing the “personal factor” that 

is the grounding force for his Utilization Focused theory.   In defining the personal 
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factor, he states that it “directs us to attend to specific people who understand, value, and 

care about evaluation and further directs us to attend to their interests” (p. 50).   

In her text Evaluation, Weiss (1998) stresses the importance of the evaluator 

having a solid knowledge of the program being evaluated.  She calls this “understanding 

the program”, and believes that this understanding is necessary to be able to be 

competent in the following tasks: developing a good sense of the issues, formulating 

questions, understanding the data, interpreting the evidence, making sound 

recommendations, reporting, and meta-analysis (p. 46-47).   Throughout the book, Weiss 

details the importance of imagination, tenacity, negotiation, humility, and inquiry.  In a 

section on evaluation competence, she cites the Guiding Principles for Evaluators as a 

reference.  In comparing evaluation to other types of research, she states that evaluators 

must know about the fundamentals of research, but that an evaluator must go beyond 

that knowledge such that “she has to know what is in the methodology texts, and then 

she has to learn how to apply that knowledge in a setting that is often inhospitable to 

important features of her knowledge” (p. 18). 

In a more recent text, Evaluation Theory, Models, and Applications, Stufflebeam 

and Shinkfield (2007) explain in a section defining evaluation that evaluators need to be 

competent in both the technical and “interface” steps of an evaluation.  The interface 

steps are described as involving communication with stakeholders throughout the 

planning and implementation of an evaluation.  The authors explain during this and later 

chapters that the most important part of ensuring trust with stakeholders is making sure 

that the evaluation is well planned and communicated with stakeholders, stating, “a 
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delineation process that is carried out thoroughly and professionally establishes a basis 

for essential trust and rapport between an evaluator and a client group” (p. 16).   

2.5.2 Evaluation Standards and Guiding Principles 

Any consideration of the qualifications of evaluators should include the 

established Standards and Guiding Principles, because they have been widely 

disseminated and have greatly impacted the field of evaluation.  The Joint Committee 

Program Evaluation Standards (1994) provide a “definition of the Joint Committee’s 

conceptions of the principles that should guide and govern program evaluation efforts” 

(p. xviii).  While the Standards do not specifically list evaluator competencies, skills and 

knowledge required to meet the Standards may be inferred by a careful reading.  The 

Standards are organized under four attributes of evaluation: utility, feasibility, propriety, 

and accuracy.  While each Standard is placed under only one attribute, standards may be 

relevant to more than one attribute.  Standards that mention the necessity of various 

interpersonal competencies are listed under three of the four attributes, including utility 

(U6 Report Timeliness and Dissemination, stressing the importance of communication 

throughout the evaluation process), feasibility (F2 Political Viability, stressing the need 

for obtaining cooperation from “interest groups”), and propriety (P3 Rights of Human 

Subjects and P4 Human Interactions, which stress respect for others and facilitating 

interactions where participants are not threatened).  

The American Evaluation Association (AEA) has produced a list of Guiding 

Principles for Evaluators. The newest version of the Guiding Principles that is available 

is dated 2004 (American Evaluation Association, 2004).  The Guiding Principles 

represent the official position of AEA on the profession of evaluation.  The principles 
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are “intended to guide the professional practice of evaluators, and to inform evaluation 

clients and the general public about the principles they can expect to be upheld by 

professional evaluators.”  There are five principles: systematic inquiry, competence, 

integrity/honesty, respect for people, and responsibilities for general and public welfare.  

It is noted that the standards overlap, and are not to be thought of as independent.  The 

articulation of three of the five principles identifies the need for elements of 

interpersonal competence: integrity/honesty (elements include integrity, honesty, 

negotiation, and communication), respect for people (elements include respect for 

stakeholders and participants, sensitivity to context, communication, and multi-cultural 

competence), and responsibilities for general and public welfare (elements include 

respect for stakeholders and communication). 

2.5.3 Published Lists of Evaluator Competencies 

King, Stevahn, Ghere & Minnema (2001) undertook the first effort to compile an 

empirically tested list of evaluator competencies called the Essential Evaluator 

Competencies.  Four years after the publication of the Essential Evaluator Competencies, 

King and colleagues (with a change in the order of authorship) published a revised 

version of the competencies (Stevahn, King, Ghere & Minnema, 2005), called the 

Essential Competencies for Program Evaluators.  The list was revised over the course of 

three years through presentation at professional evaluation conferences, discussion 

during a one-credit graduate course, and professional consultation with an expert 

evaluator.  Through these exercises, more than 100 individuals participated in the 

revision of the list. 
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The resulting Essential Competencies for Program Evaluators consists of 61 

competency items in six categories.   The six categories are: Professional Practice, 

Systematic Inquiry, Situational Analysis, Project Management, Reflective Practice, and 

Interpersonal Competence. For this review it is of special significance that, in the revised 

list, interpersonal competencies were moved out from being part of a sub-heading to be 

granted their own place as a major category.  Interpersonal skills listed under the 

interpersonal competencies category are: uses written communication skills, uses 

verbal/listening skills, uses negotiation skills, uses conflict resolution skills, facilitates 

constructive interpersonal interaction, and demonstrates cross-cultural competence.  

Interpersonal skills are also listed under the category professional practice (including 

integrity/honesty and respect for stakeholders), situational analysis (conflict resolution 

skills, skill in political considerations, respect for uniqueness of evaluation site and 

client, openness to input from others, and ability to modify the study as needed), project 

management (negotiation and communication skills), and reflective practice (builds 

professional relationships). 

The Canadian Evaluation Society Project in Support of Advocacy and 

Professional Development (2002) published a list of evaluator competencies while the 

original King list was being revised.  This project resulted in a report 174 pages long, 

and was completed by a three-person team with a seven-person steering committee.  The 

project had three goals: to describe the benefits that stakeholders can derive from 

program evaluation, to explore the evaluation outputs in relation to these benefits, and to 

“investigate the knowledge and skills needed to produce the outputs in a way that makes 

the benefits possible” (p. 2).  The knowledge and skills component is called “knowledge 
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elements” in the report, and can be thought of as a thorough listing of evaluator 

competencies.  There are 23 general knowledge elements under six headings: Ethics, 

Evaluation Planning and Design, Data Collection, Data Analysis and Interpretation, 

Communication and Interpersonal Skills, and Project Management.  Each of the 23 

general knowledge elements contains between zero and 16 items, which are more 

specific examples of the element.   

In the evaluation knowledge elements, interpersonal competencies are found 

under the heading communication and interpersonal skills, and include facilitation, 

negotiation, diplomacy, group processing, collaboration/team player, motivating others, 

conflict resolution, dealing with antagonistic people, political astuteness, perceptiveness, 

ability to work within a multicultural environment, presenting negative/lukewarm 

evaluation results constructively, regular and timely communications, questioning, active 

listening, sensitivity, and probing/obtaining clarification.  Interpersonal competencies 

can also be found under the headings ethics (respect the human dignity and worth of the 

people involved in the program and in the evaluation, behave with sensitivity to the 

cultural and social environment of the program and its stakeholders, and insure the 

honesty and integrity of the evaluation) and evaluation planning and design (analyze the 

social, political, and cultural context of the program, obtain the cooperation of 

stakeholder groups, able to adapt/change study as needed, and attention to cross-cultural, 

gender, or age issues). 

The most recent comprehensive list of evaluator competencies was attempted by 

the International Board of Standards for Training, Performance, and Instruction, which 

goes by “ibstpi”.  Development of the ibstpi standards began in 2004.  The standards 
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were first published in 2006 and were published this year in book form (Russ-Eft, et al. 

2008).  The preface to the book contains an endorsement from the 2007 President of the 

American Evaluation Association.  The standards were validated through a process that 

involved 433 persons world-wide.  The list contains 14 evaluator competencies 

organized under four general headings.   The first general heading is Professional 

Foundations, and contains the following competencies: communicate effectively in 

written, oral, and visual form, establish and maintain professional credibility, 

demonstrate effective interpersonal skills, observe ethical and legal standards, and 

demonstrate awareness of the politics of evaluation.  The second general heading, 

Planning and Designing the Evaluation, contains the following competencies: develop an 

effective evaluation plan, develop a management plan for the evaluation, devise data 

collection strategies to support the evaluation questions and design, and pilot test the 

data collection instruments and procedures.  Implementing the Evaluation Plan consists 

of collect data, analyze and interpret data, and disseminate and follow-up on the findings 

and recommendations.  The last general heading, Managing the Evaluation, consists of 

monitor the management plan and work effectively with personnel and stakeholders.   

The skills listed under the subheading “demonstrate effective interpersonal 

skills” are: be sensitive to cultural norms and organizational practices, establish and 

maintain effective working relationships, use consulting skills to clarify issues, use 

negotiation skills, use conflict resolution skills, and monitor and respond to the dynamics 

of groups and teams.  The authors of this list of competencies are the first to address 

trust directly.  In the 2008 publication of the competencies, they speak of trust not in the 

context of interpersonal skills, but rather when discussing the competency “establish and 
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maintain professional credibility”, stating “only through such credibility can an evaluator 

earn the needed trust to evaluate some program, process, or product” (p. 58). 

Table 2.3 Interpersonal Components of Published Evaluator Competencies 
 
Publication Heading Interpersonal Competencies 
Essential Competencies for 
Program Evaluators, 
Stevahn, King, Ghere & 
Minnema (2005) 

Interpersonal 
Competencies 

-uses written communication 
skills 
-uses verbal/listening skills  
-uses negotiation skills 
-uses conflict resolution skills 
-facilitates constructive   
 interpersonal interaction 
-demonstrates cross-cultural 
 competence 

   
Evaluation Knowledge 
Elements, Canadian 
Evaluation Society Project 
in Support of Advocacy 
and Professional 
Development  (2002) 

Communication and 
Interpersonal Skills 

-facilitation 
-negotiation 
-diplomacy 
-group processing 
-collaboration/team player  
-motivating others 
-conflict resolution  
-dealing with antagonistic people  
-political astuteness  
-perceptiveness 
-ability to work within a 
 multicultural environment  
-presenting negative/lukewarm 
 evaluation results constructively  
-regular and timely 
 communications  
-questioning  
-active listening 
-sensitivity 
-probing, obtaining clarification   

   
Evaluator Competencies, 
Russ-Eft, Bober, de la Teja, 
Foxon, & Koszalka (2008) 

Demonstrate Effective 
Interpersonal Skills  

-be sensitive to cultural norms and 
 organizational practices 
-establish and maintain effective 
 working relationships 
-use consulting skills to clarify 
 issues  
-use negotiation skills 
-use conflict resolution skills 
-monitor and respond to the 
 dynamics of groups and teams  
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Table 2.3 provides a summary of the interpersonal component of each of the 

three published lists of evaluator competencies.  The lists contain anywhere from six to 

17 subcategories.  It is of interest to note that while the lists vary to a certain extent, each 

list considers negotiation skills, conflict resolution skills, and cultural competence to be 

essential evaluator competencies.   

2.6 Trust Research 

2.6.1 Quantitative 

 There are two main types of quantitative work being done with the intent to 

measure trust: laboratory studies using trust games or simulations, which may be too 

lacking in external validity to inform the evaluation field, and surveys which may inform 

the field to some degree.  Some important work has been done on the validation of 

survey inventories, see for example; the “Conditions of Trust Inventory” (Butler, 1991), 

the “Organizational Trust Inventory” (Cummings and Bromily, 1996), and the 

“Behavioral Trust Inventory” (Gillespie, 2003).  See Table 2.4 for examples of items 

from these trust inventories. 

Table 2.4 Example Items from Trust Inventories 
   
Author Inventory Name Examples of Questions 
Butler (1991) Conditions of 

Trust Inventory 
__ is usually around when I need him/her. 
__ does things competently. 
__ does things consistently from one time to 
 another. 
__ keeps secrets that I tell him/her. 
__ treats me fairly. 
__ always tells me the truth. 
__ would not do anything to make me look bad. 
__ tells me what he/she is thinking. 
__ follows through on promises made to me. 
__ readily takes in my ideas. 
I can count on __ to be trustworthy. 
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Table 2.4 Example Items from Trust Inventories (Continued) 
   
Author Inventory Name Examples of Questions 
Cummings & 
Bromiley 
(1996) 
 

Organizational 
Trust Inventory 

People in __ tell the truth in negotiations. 
__ meets its negotiated obligations to our 
 department. 
In our opinion, __ is reliable. 
People in __ succeed by stepping on other people. 
__ tries to get the upper hand. 
__ takes advantage of our problems. 
__ negotiates with us honestly. 
__ will keep its word. 
__ does not mislead us. 
__ tries to get out of its commitments. 
__ negotiates joint expectations fairly. 
__ takes advantage of people who are vulnerable. 

   
Gillespie 
(2003) 

Behavioral 
Trust Inventory 

How willing are you to:  
Follow __’s advice on important issues? 
Rely on __ to represent your work accurately to 
 others? 
Depend on __ to back you up in difficult situations? 
Rely on __’s people skills at work? 
Share your personal feelings with __? 
Confide in __ about personal issues affecting your 
 work? 
Discuss how you honestly feel about your work, 
 even negative feelings and frustration? 
Discuss work-related problems or difficulties that 
 could potentially be used to disadvantage you? 

 
2.6.2 Qualitative 

Qualitative researchers attempt to understand trust, as opposed to measuring it.  

Researchers may start out with the intention of studying trust (e.g. Smeltzer, 1997, 

Atkinson, 2004) or trust may emerge as a concept in a study not initially designed to 

include it (e.g. Uzzi, 1997, Louis, 2007).  For an example of the broad range of 

qualitative studies of trust that have been published in the last ten years, see Table 2.5. 

 



30 

Table 2.5 Examples of Qualitative Trust Studies 
 
Citation Population Method 
Smeltzer, R.  (1997).  The 
meaning and origin of trust 
in buyer-supplier 
relationships.  

Purchasing managers in 
manufacturing, 
telecommunications, 
mining, hospitals, 
government, insurance 

Interviews 

   
Uzzi, B.  (1997).  Social 
structure and competition in 
interfirm networks: The 
paradox of embeddedness.   

CEOs and staff of apparel 
organizations 

Interviews, observations 

   
Liebeskind, J.P. & Oliver, 
A.L.  (1998).  From 
handshake to contract: 
Intellectual property, trust, 
and the social structure of 
academic research.   

Research scientists, 
university staff, corporate 
managers 

Interviews 

   
Weber, L. R. & Carter A. I. 
(2003).  The social 
construction of trust.  

General population (close 
relationships) 

Interviews 

   
Cook, K.S., Kramer, R.M., 
Thom, D.H., Stepanikova, 
I., Bailey Mollborn, S., & 
Cooper, R.M. (2004).  Trust 
and distrust in patient-
physician relationships: 
Perceived determinants of 
high- and low-trust 
relationships in managed-
care settings.   

Physicians and patients in 
family practice clinics 

Interviews, focus groups 

   
Atkinson, S.  (2004).  
Senior management 
relationships and trust: An 
exploratory study.   

Senior managers in retail, 
financial services, 
hospitality, academia, 
manufacturing, not-for-
profit 

Interviews 
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Table 2.5 Examples of Qualitative Trust Studies (Continued) 
   
Citation Population Method 
Barnett, M. (2005).  The 
process of trust building 
between university 
researchers and school 
personnel. 

Science teachers in urban 
schools (elementary, 
middle, and high school 
level) 

Interviews, observations, 
document analysis 

   
Möllering, G.  (2006).  
Trust: Reason, routine, 
reflexivity. 

Purchasing managers of 
printing companies and 
representatives of paper 
suppliers 

Interviews 

   
Davenport, M.A., Leahy, 
J.E., Anderson, D.H., & 
Jakes, P.J.  (2007).  
Building trust in natural 
resource management 
within local communities: 
A case study of the 
Midewin National Tallgrass 
Prairie.  

Forest service personnel 
and community members 

Interviews 

   
Louis, K.S. (2007).  Trust 
and improvement in 
schools.   

High school teachers 
(urban, rural, suburban) 

Interviews, focus groups 

   
Trotter, R.T., Sengir, G. H., 
& Briody (2008).  The 
Cultural Processes of 
Partnerships. 

Research scientists, 
university staff 

Interviews, focus groups, 
observations, document 
analysis 

 
In conclusion, this review began by providing a thorough review of the 

definitions of trust that exist in the literature.  While the definitions of trust that were 

reviewed show variety in the concepts represented and the terms used in the definition of 

trust, clear commonalities can be identified.  Most notably, most definitions include the 

concepts of expectation and risk, and include an assessment of trustworthiness.   Next, 

the concept of trustworthiness was discussed in relation to trust, and the many indicators 
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of trustworthiness in the literature were reviewed and synthesized.  The concepts of 

honesty, ability, consistency, and benevolence were found to be the commonly cited 

indicators of trustworthiness.    

Following the discussions of the meanings and indicators of trust and 

trustworthiness, the concept of trust and its place in various evaluation approaches was 

discussed.  It was found that while some leaders in various evaluation approaches 

mention the importance of trust, an in-depth study of trust has not taken place.  The 

paucity of empirical work on evaluator-client trust was discussed next, and the few 

works available were discussed.    

Next, a review of evaluator competencies with an emphasis on trust was 

presented.  This review included evaluation texts, the Evaluation Standards and Guiding 

Principles and published lists of evaluator competencies.  It was shown that while the 

competencies do not mention trust as a concept, many interpersonal skills are deemed 

essential competencies, and interpersonal skills may be argued to be integral to trust.  

Finally, examples of recent quantitative and qualitative trust research that has been 

published were presented.   It was argued that qualitative studies have more relevance to 

the topic of trust in evaluation, and 11 recent qualitative studies were presented in a 

table.   
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Chapter 3 – Research Design and Methods 

3.1 Rationale for Qualitative Methods 

A grounded theory study was conducted in order to develop a model of trust that 

was built using the language of evaluators and evaluation clients.  The aim of this study 

was richness of information, and it was important that the concept of trust be made 

understandable through the words of evaluators and their clients.  Qualitative methods 

were required to explore trust as a complex concept as experienced and perceived on an 

individual level by persons actively involved in evaluation, thus reflecting the lived 

reality of the participants.  No frame of trust was presented to participants, who were 

allowed to describe trust and trust-related experiences in their own way, using their own 

words.  This allowed participants to make sense of trust themselves.  Evaluators and 

evaluation clients were asked to share their thoughts, feelings, beliefs and experiences in 

relation to the evaluation context.  Since no trust frame was provided to participants, the 

model was derived from the data collected, as opposed to predetermining it from the 

literature.   

3.2 Participant Selection  

In order to understand most completely the trust relationship between evaluators 

and clients of evaluation, evaluators and clients of evaluation were included as 

participants in equal numbers.  To obtain maximum diversity in clients, evaluators and 

clients were sampled using an unmatched design.  The population for the study was 

Minnesota evaluators and individuals in Minnesota who are clients of evaluators.  To 

help define the terms evaluator and client, and to minimize variation in the type of 

evaluators and clients chosen, only evaluators and clients with experience in evaluation 
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that had an educational aspect were included.  Participants were chosen using a sampling 

process that involved purposive, network, and criterion components.   

Three example cases of evaluations were created in an attempt to explicate the 

criteria for defining the terms “evaluator” and “evaluation client” for the purposes of this 

study.     These cases illustrate who eligible evaluators and clients might be.  The cases 

are based on actual education-based programs taking place in Minnesota, but are to be 

considered fictional, as some details have been either changed or created by the 

researcher.  See Appendix A for the example cases. 

The University of Minnesota Institutional Review Board granted approval for 

this study on July 27, 2007.   The first individual invited to participate was contacted 

three days later on July 30.  To begin the sampling process, a small number of evaluators 

and one client were contacted directly, via email, and invited to participate.  See 

Appendix B for an example email invitation.   These participants were chosen in an 

attempt to deliberately select information-rich cases.  The remaining participants were 

chosen through network sampling.  This process involved asking those who agreed to 

participate to identify evaluators and clients of evaluations who meet the criteria and 

who might be interested in participating.  It also involved the researcher asking 

evaluators and others who were not participants to identify potential participants.  This 

combination of sampling methods proved to be very effective, and an ample number of 

evaluators and clients agreed to participate.  Once identified, all participants chosen via 

network sampling were contacted directly by the researcher via an email that was copied 

to and included the name of the individual who gave the referral. 
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The target number of participants was six evaluators and six clients, for a total of 12 

participants.  The actual number of participants was 18, nine evaluators and nine clients.   

Sampling and data collection were concurrent, in order to maximize sample variation 

and to allow the researcher to gauge the volume and richness of the data collected.   

Throughout the sampling and data collection process, the number of evaluators 

and clients was kept equal, and the researcher also attempted to keep gender in balance.  

The researcher also attempted to choose participants with as much variation in age, 

ethnicity, and workplace as possible.  For example, all evaluators chosen could not work 

at a university.  All but one individual who was invited to participate agreed to do so.  

Three individuals who agreed to participate were not able to do so due to scheduling 

conflicts or a full interview schedule.  In addition, unfortunately, a fourth individual first 

agreed to participate three weeks after data collection was completed.   

3.3 Data Collection 

3.3.1 Interviews  

Primary data for this study were collected during in-person, semi-structured 

interviews. The interview procedure was the same for both evaluators and clients, with 

only minor changes in wording made to tailor the questions to either evaluators or 

clients.  Participants were interviewed at the location of their choice.  The majority (12) 

chose to meet at their office, while the others chose to meet at a neutral location (the 

coffee place of their choice).  Participants were asked to allow two hours for the 

interview.  The actual time required for the interview ranged from approximately 45 

minutes to one hour and 25 minutes.  The interviews with evaluators tended to be longer, 

with seven of them lasting more than one hour.  In contrast, only one client interview 
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lasted more than one hour.  The average time across all interviews was almost exactly 

one hour (58.36 minutes).  The interviews took place from August through October, 

2007. 

For this study, it was important to ask interview questions that encouraged and 

stimulated interviewees to think about trust broadly.  Participants were asked as well as 

when things were not going well.  They were asked to share their experiences with new 

and more established evaluation relationships.  They were asked to share their personal 

experiences that inform the antecedents, the process, and the outcomes of trust.   

Throughout the interview, the researcher attempted to provide constant support and 

encouragement for the participant to share as much of her or his personal experiences of 

the trust in the evaluation relationship as was comfortable, and emphasized that she was 

not looking for a particular type of response or “right answers”.  

The interviews were semi-structured, allowing the researcher flexibility to adapt 

to each interviewee in terms of how each question was asked, how it was probed, and 

whether or not it was repeated.  A comprehensive interview schedule was designed and 

each participant was asked and responded to each question on the schedule.  The 

schedule contained 12 questions divided into four sections; defining trust, trust from the 

perspective of the interviewee (the trustor), trust from the perspective of the other (the 

trustee), and the consequences of trust.  For the complete interview schedule, see 

Appendix C.   

3.3.2 Survey of Background Information 

In addition to the main form of data collection, the interview, a paper-pencil 

survey was designed and administered in order to obtain background information from 
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participants.  The survey was substantively identical for evaluators and clients, differing 

only in the wording on some items to make them appropriate for either evaluators or 

clients, and in the presence of a “don’t know” response category on the client version for 

three items that require familiarity with evaluation.  All participants completed the 

survey at the end of the interview session.  The survey took no more than five minutes to 

complete. 

The four-page survey contained 11 individual items and one table of 12 items 

divided into four categories: employment and education information (six items), 

information about evaluation practice (four items), disposition to trust (the table of 12 

items), and demographics (one item for year born).  See below for a description of the 

categories and Appendix D for the complete survey instrument. 

The employment and education information items asked about employment 

setting, with response categories provided by the researcher, and about current job title, 

primary responsibilities, total years working as an evaluator or in education, educational 

degrees held, and other relevant educational experiences as open-ended items.   

The information about evaluation practice items asked about what types of evaluations 

are conducted and which approaches are followed.  These two items were closed-ended, 

with response categories generated by the researcher after a general review of evaluation 

texts and websites.  An item about whether qualitative or quantitative data collection 

practices are used was included.  Lastly, an item asked about views of the evaluator role.  

For this item, a list of 14 “optional primary evaluator roles” from a major evaluation text 

(Patton, 1997) was used for the response categories.   
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The disposition to trust items were from a scale developed and validated by 

McKnight and colleagues (McKnight, et. al, 2002) that contains 12 items designed to 

measure “faith in humanity - benevolence” (3 items), “faith in humanity - integrity” (3 

items), “faith in humanity - competence” (3 items), and “trusting stance” (3 items).  The 

authors provide internal consistency statistics, using Cronbach’s alpha, for each of the 

four scales based on a sample of 724 university students.  Each of the alphas is above 

.80; “faith in humanity - benevolence” (.84), “faith in humanity - integrity” (.82), “faith 

in humanity - competence” (.88), and “trusting stance” (.90).  For this study, the items 

were presented in a table in random order, and, following McKnight, were measured on 

a seven-point response scale with end-point anchors of strongly disagree to strongly 

agree.   

3.4 Data Management 

 All interviews were audio recorded with the permission of the participants.  In 

addition to the audio recording, eight interviews (four evaluator and four client) were 

recorded on video.  Both the audio and video recordings were accomplished digitally 

with minimal invasiveness at the interview setting.   

The interviews were transcribed verbatim from the audio recordings.   The 

researcher then carefully reviewed the transcribed interviews against the audio 

recordings in an effort to make them as exact a representation of the exchange as 

possible.  The video recordings, when available, were used at this stage to help explain 

pauses and noises that occurred during the interview, and to lend meaning to certain 

passages where facial expressions were particularly relevant.  This process was time 
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intensive but proved to be invaluable as the interviews became familiar to the researcher 

in a way that would not have been possible without it.    

The final transcriptions were imported into the qualitative analysis software 

program NVivo.  The use of NVivo greatly ameliorated the tasks of storing, organizing 

and coding the considerable volume (440 pages) of data that resulted from the 

interviews.  The use of heading levels representing interview sections and individual 

questions in the final transcriptions allowed for immediate auto-coding in NVivo, adding 

another level of organization and the possibility of viewing all responses to one item in a 

single view. 

3.5 Data Analysis 

3.5.1 Interviews 

 During data analysis of the interviews, two books proved to be indispensible and 

were turned to repeatedly for guidance; Constructing Grounded Theory, by Kathy 

Charmaz (2006), and Qualitative Data Analysis with NVivo, by Pat Bazeley (2007).  In 

keeping with the grounded theory tradition, the researcher did not wait for data 

collection to end before beginning data analysis.  To the contrary, analysis of the 

interview data began with the completion of the first interview, namely during the 

transcription review process, and data collection and analysis continued to take place 

concurrently until the completion of the last interview.   

After the interview transcriptions were finalized and imported into NVivo, the 

data were coded using a two-phase system, best described by Charmaz as “1) an initial 

phase involving naming each word, line, or segment of data followed by 2) a focused, 
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selective phase that uses the most significant or frequent initial codes to sort, synthesize, 

integrate, and organize large amounts of data” (p. 46).  

3.5.1.1  Initial Coding 

 Initial coding involved scrutinizing each interview for every string of words or 

passage that represented a novel idea, thought, or concept.   Bazeley refers to this type of 

coding as “coding in detail” as opposed to “broad-brush coding”.   As she states, 

“microanalysis of this type generates an awareness of the richness of the data, of how 

many ideas can be sparked by it and of how much can be learned from it, and a coding 

process that involves detailed attention to the text helps you to focus attention on the text 

rather than on your preconceptions” (p. 69).  Far from breaking the text into meaningless 

pieces, this process makes it possible to identify the “finer nuances of meaning” while 

keeping the original words intact.   

During initial coding, whenever a novel idea, thought, or concept was identified, 

it was given a name and a new “free node” was created for it.  In NVivo, free nodes are 

“'stand-alone' nodes that have no clear logical connection with other nodes—they do not 

easily fit into a hierarchical structure”, while tree nodes are “nodes that are catalogued in 

a hierarchical structure - moving from a general category at the top (the parent node) to 

more specific categories (child nodes)” (QSR International, 2006, p. 11).  For this study, 

all nodes began as free nodes during initial coding.  Once a node was created, every time 

a similar idea, thought, or concept was encountered that fit the node, it was “coded to it”.  

In this way, many nodes were created during the coding of the first interviews, but fewer 

new nodes were created as the coding progressed.  A corollary benefit is that initial 

nodes helped inform the coding of subsequent interviews. 
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3.5.1.2  Focused Coding  

When initial coding for all 18 interviews was complete, a self-directed form of 

node clean-up took place.  During this stage, two important tasks were undertaken to 

ensure data quality.  First, the resulting set of nodes was reviewed with the intention of 

reducing or eliminating those nodes with very few “references” or data to back them up.  

This involved combining two or more similar nodes into one cohesive node, a deliberate 

review of all interviews in an attempt to find evidence to “fill out” nodes with few 

references that, though the researcher’s intimate knowledge with the interviews, seemed 

to “have more out there”, and, in rare cases, deleting nodes that not only had few 

references, but proved to be unimportant to the developing findings.  It is important to 

note that there was no attempt made to quantify responses, and that some codes with 

only one reference were retained after this stage because they were important codes that 

just happened to be mentioned by only one participant. 

Next, each remaining node was examined individually.  This step was taken in 

order to make sure that every piece of backing data coded to a particular node was, in 

fact, relevant to it.  This required the re-reading of all data coded to each node, on a node 

by node basis.  Viewing the coded data together by node facilitated the process of 

discerning if  “one of these things is not like the others”, and to recode or delete any 

string of words or phrase that didn’t precisely fit the node.    

The node clean-up that was just described marked the beginning of the focused 

coding phase.  As Charmaz (2006) explains, focused coding takes place after initial 

coding, and is when analytic discoveries are first made.  It is during focused coding that 

one synthesizes and explains the data.  The first step in the focused coding phase was to 
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determine the adequacy of the initial codes.   After this was accomplished, throughout 

initial coding and particularly during clean-up, the next step was to make decisions about 

how to categorize the free nodes in the most direct and useful way, creating a 

meaningful synthesis of the data.  To accomplish this, a categorization system using tree 

nodes was created. 

While tree nodes themselves do not provide an explanation of the theoretical 

relationship between nodes, they are useful for a number of reasons.  Bazeley (2007) 

suggests that there are four good reasons for creating tree nodes: organization, 

conceptual clarity, prompt to code richly, and identifying patterns.  During the latter 

stage of focused coding, all free nodes created during initial coding and refined during 

the early stage of focused coding (a total of 139 nodes) were organized under, or “moved 

into”, one of 10 parent nodes, becoming child nodes.  The resulting tree nodes provide a 

coherent, useful way of thinking about the data.   In Table 3.1, one representative client 

and evaluator passage is shown in order to show how each was coded to both free and 

tree nodes. 

The trust literature was carefully reviewed and consulted during selective coding.  

The literature allowed for a constant comparison of the interview data with existing 

research.  Of particular interest at this stage was trust literature that explicated models of 

trust, as this type of work tended to use succinct terminology for concepts and ideas.  A 

synthesis of these models provided a way to compare, contrast, and hone the current, 

developing theory.  It is important to note that the data, and not existing models, 

ultimately guided the emergent theory. 
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Table 3.1 Coding Example for One Client and One Evaluator Passage 
 
Passage Participant Free Nodes Tree Nodes 
So, when I know I’m being watched, I do trust 
him, but because he wants it by the book, that’s 
what people give him, rather than giving him, I 
think, the most genuine thing they can give him.  
… I think he also wants teachers to be their best, 
but with a little more of an agenda.  And I think 
that then reflects, not that he’s not trustworthy, it 
just changes the evaluation for me.   

Client Agenda, 
Guarded 

Contexts, 
Disposition to 
Trust 

    
Beth was comfortable with me sharing advice at 
her level, the director, which is what I do here.  
So when Lisa came on as the new director, I 
quickly realized that she wanted to be the only 
person giving that kind of advice.  … There was 
so much collegiality before she came, there was 
so much trust with the whole organization, we all 
worked really, really well together, and one 
person came in, and, I don’t know. 

Evaluator Comfort, 
Turnover, 
Collegial 
 

Feelings, 
Contexts, 
Relationship 

 
3.5.2 Survey of Background Information 

 Data from the Survey of Background Information were coded in order to 

numerically represent the open-ended items.  The quantitative analysis software program 

SPSS was used to run descriptive statistics.  The coded data were also imported into 

NVivo where they provided information on each participant as attributes.   

3.6 Reliability, Validity, and Soundness 

3.6.1 Evaluator Check During the Planning Stage 

 Before the study began, the researcher met with a practicing evaluator, “Jane”, to 

discuss with her the plans for the study and to ask for her input as a member of a main 

group of interest for the study.  Jane provided useful feedback on the topic of trust in 

evaluation, but of greater consequence was her feedback on the study design.  It was as a 

result of this meeting that an important decision about the design of the study was made.  

The initial plans for the study involved interviewing matched pairs of evaluators and 
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clients.  Jane felt strongly that a matched design was a poor choice for two reasons.  

First, evaluators would only agree to identify as possible participants clients with whom 

they had a positive, trusting relationship, and so the data collected during the study 

would not inform about less positive or lower trusting relationships.  Second, she felt 

that participants might feel uncomfortable sharing details of their relationship with a 

client knowing that the researcher could reveal information to the other party that might 

be upsetting or incendiary.   It was due to this second concern that Jane said she would 

be unwilling to participate in such a study out of fear of the consequences it might have 

on her evaluation relationship.  When asked if she would be willing to be contacted to 

participate in the study if it used an unmatched design, she said she would.  Interestingly, 

Jane was the only individual invited to participate in the study who declined. 

3.6.2 Pre-Study 

An important step in insuring the soundness of the study was to build into the 

data collection and analysis process a “pre-study”, as suggested during the proposal 

meeting for the study.  A pre-study in the true sense of the word was not undertaken, in 

that the entire process was not completed before the “main” study began.  Instead, two 

interviews, one evaluator and one client, were conducted well in advance of the others.   

These two participants were aware that they were the first in each group to be 

interviewed, and were asked to provide input into the data collection process in addition 

to the responses they provided to the study questions.  This input was given after the 

interview and while the participant completed the survey, and was audio taped.  While 

no substantive changes were made to the interview or survey questions as a result of this 

feedback, it was useful to receive input from the perspective of the participants and the 
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feedback impacted to some degree the stylistic aspects of the interview.  The evaluator, 

when asked for her opinion of the interview process, gave some words of encouragement 

with a twist when she said “you start with hard questions!  I know why you are doing it, 

and I think it is the right thing to do, but it is hard!”  The interview begins with questions 

on the definition of trust. 

In order for the researcher to continue to use the first two interviews to inform 

the rest of the study process, they were fully transcribed, and the transcriptions were 

reviewed, imported into NVivo, and initial coding of them was completed in advance of 

the other interviews.  When the initial coding for the two interviews was complete, the 

researcher’s co-advisor checked the coding and provided feedback that was useful in the 

coding of the remaining interviews. 

3.6.3 Initial and Focused Coding Check 

 When initial coding was completed for all the interviews, the researcher’s co-

advisor reviewed the NVivo file for the project.   The NVivo file was complete with all 

transcripts and early free nodes, giving the co-advisor complete access to the work done 

so far.  At the conclusion of this review, the researcher began the focused coding stage.   

During focused coding, when the tree node structure had been completed, the 

researcher’s co-advisor again reviewed the complete NVivo file. 

3.6.4 Peer Coding Check 

In order to demonstrate the reliability of the researcher’s coding, third-party 

coding was undertaken for one complete interview.  An exemplary interview was chosen 

for its richness and clarity of ideas, thoughts, and concepts.  The coding was completed 

by a peer in educational psychology who had recently completed her Ph.D..  The peer 
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had used NVivo for her dissertation, and so was a skilled user of the software program.  

The peer was sent an NVivo file containing only the transcript she was being asked to 

code.  All identifying information had been removed from the transcript prior to sending 

it to her.  The peer coder was given the instruction that her coding of the file was to be 

completely independent, and that she would not be receiving a list of codes from which 

to base any decisions about coding.   In general terms about the level of coding, she was 

instructed to create a new free node for everything that she found important to the topic 

at hand, which was trust in the evaluation context.  

 The most immediate difference in coding between the researcher and the peer 

was that the peer labeled nodes with a string of words or a phrase, where the researcher 

most commonly labeled nodes with one word, and rarely more than three words.  This 

difference was fortuitous, as it allowed the researcher to more completely understand 

what the peer was intending when creating and using codes.  The peer coder created 29 

free nodes for the interview, with 107 references, or parts of the text, coded to them.  For 

the interview in question, the researcher used 42 nodes, which were categorized under 

one of eight tree nodes, and made 79 references to them.  This seems to indicate that, for 

this interview, the researcher used finer detail in creating and coding to nodes and that 

the peer tended to split passages when coding to a single node.   Of the peer’s 29 nodes, 

all but three of them map onto one or more of the researcher’s 42 nodes.  The three 

unmatched nodes all refer to ideas or topics that are strictly evaluation-related and do not 

directly inform the topic of trust.  The three unmatched codes are; apathy of evaluee 

leads to surface evaluation, evaluations involve resolutions of power, and taking 

responsibility leads to more meaningful evaluation.  Table 3.2 provides three 
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representative, sample passages from the interview along with a side-by-side comparison 

of the free nodes used by the researcher and the peer.   

Table 3.2 Three Examples from Peer Coding Check 
 
 

Passage 
Researcher 
Free Nodes 

Third-Party 
Free Nodes 

1. People already know something about me when they 
hire me.  I don’t find myself in a lot of situations 
where the relationship gets very far and there is 
ongoing, uh, low trust, or distrust, at least not at this 
stage in, uh, in my career.  When I was younger, there 
was, people would be distrustful of the evaluation 
agendas of the people paying for the evaluation, 
rather than of me as the evaluator.   

Reputation, 
Agenda, 
Payment 

Distrust Ends 
Evaluation 
Relationship, 
Evaluator Vs. 
Funder of 
Evaluation, Risk 
of Disclosure, 
Trust Builds 
with Reputation 
or Experience 

    
2. I share information about myself that doesn’t just put 

me in a positive light.  I will share problems I’ve had, 
things that haven’t gone well, tough clients, um, uh, 
personal things, so that they have a sense that they’re 
not the only one who is vulnerable.  If I am willing to 
share things that are personal and um, that involve 
some risk and trust on my end, they are more likely to 
reciprocate that.   

Share Personal 
Information, 
Risk, 
Vulnerability, 
Reciprocal 

Trust is Both-
Sided, Risk of 
Disclosure 

    
3. The new president came in with a gung ho rhetoric 

about achieving outcomes and um, being 
accountable.  And uh, a high, on a clear, high PR 
agenda.  … She announced that she was gonna play 
hardball … She was terminating our contract.  She 
wasn’t, and that she was going to throw out that 
evaluation.  Some of the senior people that I had been 
working with would be fired. 

Agenda, 
Turnover, 
Getting Fired 

Trust Changes 
with Change in 
Administration, 
Risk of 
Disclosure, 
Evaluations 
Involve 
Resolutions of 
Power, Distrust 
Ends Evaluation 
Relationship 

 
This table provides evidence that the coding done by both parties is substantively 

similar.    It is interesting to note that the peer used the code Risk of Disclosure in all 

three passages and the code Distrust Ends Evaluation Relationship in two of them.  The 

only match for these codes on the researcher side is the use of the code Risk in the 
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second passage – part of the second passage was coded to risk because the participant 

spoke directly of it.  It may be that a certain amount of risk in evaluation relationships 

was assumed by the peer, and similarly that a certain amount of trust is required to 

continue an evaluation relationship. 

 3.6.5 Member check 

After a complete draft of the results was reviewed by the researcher’s co-advisor, 

and revisions were made, all participants were contacted via email to invite them to be 

part of a member check.  Since the participants made the results possible, and as 

members of the population of interest have a special position in relation to the results, 

they were given the opportunity to review them to see if they found that they made sense 

and were inclusive.  This check involved asking the participants to review the ten 

conceptual categories, which were attached to the email as an MS Word document 

containing tables of the codes that were developed from the interview data.  The 

document also contained the emergent model showing nine of the ten categories in 

relation to one another. 

Since participants might have been inspired by the interview to think more about 

trust in their evaluation relationships since the time of the interview, they were also 

asked to share any new thoughts on trust.  In addition, they were asked to share any 

important evaluation-related trust experiences that took place since the interview. 

Seven participants, five evaluators and two clients, responded to the first email.  

An auto-reply message from one evaluator indicated that she was out of the country and 

would not be available for several weeks.  Two weeks after the first email request was 

sent, a reminder email was sent to the ten participants who had not yet responded.  Five 
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participants responded to the reminder, one evaluator and four clients.  This resulted in 

an overall response to the member check of 12 of the 18 participants, six evaluators and 

six clients.   

The responses to the core categories and model were overwhelmingly positive, if 

not very detailed.  In speaking of the core categories, most participants commented that 

they were appropriate and comprehensive.  Two participants felt that there might be 

some overlap in some of the categories, but stated that they would need more 

information to know for sure.  As for sharing additional information about trust, no 

participant offered any new examples or more explanation, but three did reiterate an 

example of trust that was particularly salient for them, which they had already shared 

during the interview.   Four participants mentioned that the study raises good questions 

or makes them think more about trust in evaluation.  No changes were made to the 

results based on the member check, however, it was validating to see the positive and 

encouraging nature of the responses to the request for the member check.  In fact, eight 

of the twelve participants who responded to the member check offered an element of 

either praise, well-wishing, or both! 
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Chapter 4 – Results 

4.1  Participant Characteristics 

 Eighteen individuals participated in the study.  Of these, nine were evaluators 

and nine were clients of evaluation.  Participant selection took place through three 

sources; 1) direct contact from the researcher (with no referral), 2) non-participant 

referral, in which the researcher was given a referral to a possible participant from an 

individual who was not eligible to participate (in other words, from someone who is not 

an evaluator or a client of evaluation), and 3) participant referral, in which a 

participating evaluator or client gave a referral to a possible participant.  Evaluators were 

selected evenly from the three sources.  In contrast, the majority of clients were selected 

from participant referrals.  See Table 4.1 for a summary of the sources. 

Table 4.1 Sources of Participants 
   
Source  Number of Participants 
Direct Contact  
 Evaluators 3 
 Clients 1 
Non-Participant Referral  
 Evaluators 3 
 Clients 2 
Participant Referral  
 Evaluators 3 
 Clients 6 
Total Number of Participants 18 
 
 An attempt was made to select equal numbers of men and women for the study.  

The final group of participants was composed of 10 men (five evaluators and five 

clients) and eight women (four evaluators and four clients).  An attempt was also made 

to select as diverse a group as possible in terms of place of age, ethnicity, and 

employment.  The ages of participants ranged from 30 to 64.  The mean age of 

evaluators was 58 and the mean age of clients was 45.  Fifteen of the 18 participants 
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were white, one was African American, one was Asian American, and one was 

American Indian.  Five evaluators indicated that their primary place of employment was 

a research and consulting organization.  Of the remaining four, three were independent 

consultants and one worked at a college/university.  Four clients indicated that their 

primary place of employment was a non-profit organization, three work for a school 

system, one for a state or local agency, and one at a college or university.  See Table 4.2 

for a summary of participant characteristics that the researcher attempted to control. 

Table 4.2 Participant Characteristics – Age, Ethnicity, Place of Employment 
   
Participant Characteristic Number of Evaluators Number of Clients 
Age   
 30s 1 3 
 40s 1 3 
 50s 3 3 
 60s 5  
    
Ethnicity   
 White 8 7 
 African American  1 
 Asian American 1  
 American Indian  1 
    
Place of Employment   
 College/University 1 1 
 State/Local Agency  1 
 School System  3 
 Non-Profit Organization  4 
 Independent Consultant 3  
 Research and Consulting Organization 5  
 
 Participants provided information on their educational and work background.  

This information included job title, years of experience (total years working as an 

evaluator or in education), highest degree earned and major degree area.   A summary of 

this information can be found in Table 4.3. 
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Table 4.3 Participant Characteristics – Job Title, Experience, Degree, Major 
   
Participant Characteristic Number of Evaluators Number of Clients 
Job Title   
 Administrator  1 
 Advisor  1 
 Consultant 1 1 
 Coordinator  1 
 Director 4 3 
 Evaluator 1  
 President 1  
 Professor 1  
 Scientist 1  
 Specialist  2 
    
Years of Experience   
 5-9 1 1 
 10-14  2 
 15-19 2 2 
 20-24 1 2 
 25-29 2  
 30-34 1 1 
 35-39 1 1 
 40-44 1  
    
Highest Degree Earned   
 High School  1 
 Bachelors  4 
 Masters 2 3 
 Doctoral 7 1 
    
Major Degree Area   
 Psychology* 1 3 
 Education ^ 3 2 
 Sociology 3  
 American Studies 1  
 Policy Analysis 1  
 International Relations  1 
 Journalism  1 
 Philosophy  1 
    
Note: The client total for Major Degree Area is eight, since one client did not earn a college 
degree. 
* Including Educational, Social, and Industrial/Organizational Psychology 
^ Including Special and Vocal Education, Curriculum and Instruction, and Administration 
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 Participants were asked evaluation-specific questions, including what types of 

evaluations they conduct or participate in, what evaluation approaches they use or are 

used by the evaluators who conduct the evaluations they participate in, whether the 

evaluators use mostly qualitative or quantitative methods in their evaluations, and their 

view of evaluator role.  Table 4.4 provides a summary of responses to the evaluation-

specific survey questions. 

Table 4.4 Participant Characteristics – Evaluation-Specific Information 
   
 
Participant Characteristic 

Number of 
Evaluators 

Number of 
Clients 

Types of Evaluations Conduct/Participate in Most Often*   
 Needs Assessment 3 8 
 Formative Evaluation 7 5 
 Impact Assessment 6 7 
 Process Evaluation 4 5 
 Program Monitoring 2 7 
 Summative Evaluation 5 6 
 Meta-Evaluation 1 - 
 Other (Specify): Developmental Evaluation 2 - 
 Other (Specify): Research Studies 2 - 
 Other (Specify): Feasibility Studies  1 - 
 Other (Specify): Outcome Studies 1 - 
    
Evaluation Approaches with which You/Your Evaluators 
Identify *   
 Participatory Evaluation 5 4 
 Empowerment Evaluation 2 2 
 Collaborative Evaluation 2 3 
 Utilization-Focused Evaluation 9 3 
 Theory-Based Evaluation 5 3 
 Responsive Evaluation 2 2 
 Evaluation as Social Justice 3 1 
 Objectives-Based Evaluation 2 3 
 Don’t Know^ - 2 
 Other (Specify): Developmental Evaluation 1 - 
    
Practices You/Your Evaluators Use: Mostly Qualitative or 
Quantitative   
 Mostly Qualitative with Some Quantitative 3 4 
 Equally or Almost Equally Qualitative and 

Quantitative 3 3 
 Mostly Quantitative with Some Qualitative 3 2 
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Table 4.4 Participant Characteristics – Evaluation-Specific Information (Continued) 
   
 
Participant Characteristic 

Number of 
Evaluators 

Number of 
Clients 

Evaluator Role Most Closely in Alignment with Personal 
View   
 Investigator 1 1 
 Researcher 1 3 
 Consultant for Program Improvement 3 1 
 Evaluation Facilitator 1 1 
 Team Member with Evaluation Perspective - 2 
 Collaborator 1 1 
 Synthesizer 1 1 
 Cluster Leader - 1 
 Other (Specify): Consultant for Development 1 1 
    
*Participants could circle more than one response, so totals do not equal nine. 
^ Evaluators were not given this option. 
 
 The Disposition to Trust scale developed by McKnight and colleagues (2002) 

contains 12 items designed to measure “faith in humanity - benevolence” (3 items), 

“faith in humanity - integrity” (3 items), “faith in humanity - competence” (3 items), and 

“trusting stance” (3 items).   Table 4.5 summarizes evaluator and client responses to the 

12 items in the scale.  All cells in the table represent scale scores.  For the first row, the 

overall Disposition to Trust measure, each participant’s responses to all the scale items 

were summed and divided by the total number of items in the scale, 12.  Values for each 

of the subscales were computed in the same way, by summing the responses to the items 

in the subscale and dividing by the number of items in it.  Minimum and maximum scale 

scores are provided, as well as the average of the scale scores across all evaluators and 

all clients.   

 

 

 



55 

Table 4.5 Participant Characteristics - Disposition to Trust Scale 
 
 Evaluators Clients 
 
Scale 

Minimum 
Score 

Maximum 
Score 

Average 
Score 

Minimum 
Score 

Maximum 
Score 

Average 
Score 

Disposition to Trust 
(12 items) 3.50 5.75 4.56 4.75 6.50 5.39 
 Faith in 

Humanity  
(9 items) 3.00 5.67 4.22 4.44 6.56 5.21 

  Benevolence  
(3 items) 2.00 5.00 3.96 4.00 6.33 5.18 

  Integrity  
(3 items) 3.00 6.00 4.41 4.33 6.67 5.08 

  Competence  
(3 items) 2.00 6.00 3.33 4.00 6.67 5.41 

 Trusting Stance  
(3 items) 3.67 6.67 5.56 5.00 7.00 5.93 

 
4.2 Conceptual Categories  

 Analysis of the interview data resulted in ten conceptual categories that emerged 

from the data.  These categories (parent nodes) are made up of as few as five and as 

many as 38 subcategories (child nodes).  The categories are a result of careful analysis of 

the interview data and are a direct representation of what participants said during the 

interviews.  The ten categories are: ability, actions, contexts, disposition to trust, 

evaluation perspective, feelings, outcomes, personal characteristics, relationship, and 

trust as a topic.  These categories will be discussed in detail in this chapter.   

While no attempt was made to count or otherwise quantify responses as a method 

of determining the importance of a category, a matrix created after the categories were 

developed provides a picture of the number of evaluators and clients who provided 

comments that were coded to each category.  This matrix allows one to see at a glance 

the general distribution of the coded data across evaluators and clients.  Eight of the 10 

categories had supporting data provided by every evaluator, while the remaining two 
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categories had data provided by seven of the nine evaluators.  In contrast, only five of 

the 10 categories had supporting data provided by every client, three categories by eight 

of the nine, one category by seven of the nine and the remaining category by four of the 

nine (see Table 4.6).  This shows that clients and evaluators both provided useful 

information across the spectrum of the topic of trust.  It should be noted that the two 

categories with the fewest references (individuals who provided information that was 

coded to them), Disposition to Trust and Trust as a Topic, are comprised entirely of 

comments that were not solicited directly through the interview questions. 

Table 4.6 Distribution of Coded Data across Participants 
   
Category Number of Evaluators Number of Clients 
Actions 9 9 
Ability 9 9 
Feelings 9 9 
Personal Characteristics 9 9 
Relationship 9 9 
Contexts 9 8 
Evaluation Perspective 9 8 
Outcomes 9 8 
Disposition to Trust 7 7 
Trust as a Topic 7 4 
 
 The following sections describe each of the 10 categories.  Each section is 

organized by whether the subcategory was described by participants as relevant to 

evaluators, clients, or both evaluators and clients.   

4.2.1 Actions 

 The category Actions is by far the largest, with 38 subcategories.  This category 

details the myriad ways in which evaluators and clients think it is important to act or 

behave in order to promote trust in their evaluation relationships.  Table 4.7 summarizes 

the Actions category.   
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Table 4.7 Conceptual Category - Actions 
 
 Evaluator  
  Keep burden low 
  Language 
  Link recommendations to findings 
  Not taking the job 
  Share finding before report time 
  Delivery 
  Understanding program context 
  Visit, be real 
  What is evaluation 
 Client  
  Alter work, data (negative) 
  Be in charge (negative) 
  Client failure (negative) 
  Condemn the evaluation only when it is over (negative) 
  Hiring 
  Questioning (negative) 
  Sabotage, hide, get in the way (negative) 
  Shoot the messenger (negative) 
 Evaluator and Client 
  Access 
  Active listening 
  Avoid surprises 
  Checking in 
  Checking up (negative) 
  Compromise 
  Confide 
  Face to face 
  Feedback 
  Follow-through 
  Game playing 
  Give to get or get to give 
  Indulge the other 
  Kudos 
  Lunch coffee breakfast 
  Non-verbals 
  Open to differing views 
  Share personal information 
  Testing the relationship 
  Timeliness 
  Tone 
 

Most, but not all, of the data supporting the category come directly from 

responses to interview questions and probes such as “what is something specific you 

have done in an attempt to build trust?”, “in your established evaluation relationships, 



58 

what is something specific you have done in an attempt to maintain trust”, and “are there 

things that you have done to increase trust?”.  This category also outlines behaviors and 

actions that participants felt were detrimental to the trust relationship.  In this category, 

nine subcategories were described as important for evaluators, and eight were considered 

important specifically for clients.  The majority, 21 subcategories, were described as 

important for both evaluators and clients.   

Eight actions were believed by both evaluators and clients to be important for 

evaluators specifically: that they keep the burden of the evaluation low, they link 

recommendations to findings, they share evaluation findings before the final report is 

completed, they attend to requests for delivery of the evaluation data in specific formats, 

they make an effort to understand the broader program context, they use language that is 

understandable, they explain the evaluation process, and they take the time to visit with 

the client and “be real”.  Evaluators also believed that an action important to trust in 

evaluation relationships is deciding whether or not to take the job in the first place. 

 Seven of the eight client-specific subcategories are negative.  That is, they 

represent actions or behaviors that are believed by evaluators and clients to be 

detrimental to the evaluation trust relationship.  They are: when a client alters evaluation 

work or misrepresents the data, when a client insists on being the one in charge, when a 

client agrees to complete some task and then fails to do so or does so incorrectly, when a 

client condemns the evaluation and the evaluator finds that out at some point after the 

evaluation has been completed, when a client sabotages the evaluation, hides 

information, or get in the way of the evaluation, when a client blames the evaluator for 

negative results (shoots the messenger), and when a client questions and or challenges 
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multiple aspects of the evaluation.  The last client subcategory is parallel to the 

evaluators’ deciding whether to take the job - clients also felt that the hiring the right 

individual was important to the trust relationship.   

 The majority of subcategories in the Action category were considered important 

for both evaluators and clients.  Of the 21 actions important to both, only one, Checking 

Up, was considered negative.  Checking Up includes such behaviors as making sure that 

the work is getting done and making sure the data are correct.  This subcategory 

contrasts with Checking In, which was considered a positive behavior.  Checking In 

includes emailing and calling on the telephone to either see how things are going or to 

give informal updates on the work or the program.   Checking In is related to Avoiding 

Surprises.  Avoiding Surprises is described this way by one evaluator: “If you stay close 

enough to your clients, you shouldn’t be surprised, and you better not surprise them, 

either.  Um, surprises tend to be a bad thing”.  

 More subcategories related to communication actions were: active listening, use 

of appropriate non-verbals, use of appropriate tone when giving criticism or bad news, 

giving praise for achievements, providing meaningful feedback during the evaluation, 

sharing personal information during the evaluation, confiding relevant things to the other 

that might be difficult, being willing to consider views different from one’s own, and 

making sure that the other has open, easy access for communication throughout the 

evaluation.  It was considered important to have face-to-face interactions, especially 

during, but not limited to, the initial stages of the evaluation.  One specific type of face-

to-face interaction considered important was meeting over breakfast, lunch, or coffee. 
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 In regard to work done during the evaluation, it was considered important to be 

willing to compromise, to follow-through when one agrees to do something, and to 

complete work in a timely manner. 

 Four of the 20 subcategories are strategies employed to build, maintain, or 

increase the level of trust relationships that are currently at a low or uncertain level.  

They include: making a show of giving trust in order to receive it, or conversely waiting 

to trust more until the other has demonstrated trust (giving to get or getting to give), 

“playing games” with the other person, which was described by one client as the “times 

that you have to play a game just because that’s the way the other person plays, so if 

they want to do this little game playing thing, that’s fine”, and testing the relationship, 

which is the deliberate act of setting up private tests or challenges for the other and then 

waiting to see what he or she does in order to use the information to make trust 

decisions.   The last trust strategy is to indulge the other, which is to go out of one’s way 

in order to act in such a way as to appease the other in order to build or improve trust. 

4.2.2 Personal Characteristics 

 The Personal Characteristics category consists of 18 subcategories.  This 

category describes characteristics of individuals that promote trust in the evaluation 

relationship.  The question “how do trustworthy clients differ from others?” was asked in 

part to elicit this information, but comments supporting the category were provided 

throughout the entire interview.  This category also outlines characteristics that 

participants felt were detrimental to the trust relationship.  In this category, eight 

subcategories were described as important for evaluators, one was considered important 
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for clients, and the majority, nine subcategories, were described as important for both 

evaluators and clients.  Table 4.8 summarizes the Personal Characteristics category. 

Table 4.8 Conceptual Category- Personal Characteristics 
 
 Evaluator 
  Admits to errors 
  Assuring  
  Character as human being 
  Condescending (negative) 
  Empathetic 
  Smart, but not too smart  
  Superficial, shallow (negative) 
  Tactful 
 Client 
  Speaks ill of others (negative) 
 Evaluator and Client 

  BSer (negative) 
  Candid, Forthcoming, Open 
  Caring 
  Ethical 
  Friendly 
  Honest 
  Possessing Integrity 
  Jovial, Humorous 
  Supportive 
  
 Six personal characteristics were considered by participants to be important for 

trustworthy evaluators to possess: a willingness to admit to errors, an assuring nature, a 

high quality of character, empathy, tact, and a way of being smart without being too 

smart.  Two characteristics were considered important for an evaluator not to have: a 

condescending attitude, and a superficial or shallow nature. 

 Only one characteristic was considered important for clients specifically, and that 

is that they do not speak ill of others to the evaluator.  As with all the other 

subcategories, it is possible that this characteristic could be important for evaluators, too, 

but in the interviews it was only mentioned in relation to clients. 
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 There are nine subcategories considered important for both evaluators and 

clients, only one of which is negative.  The negative characteristic was described as a 

tendency to be a “BS’er”, described by an evaluator in this way “um, thinking back on it, 

I thought he was a BS’er… I got a sense in our conversations that he was just, um, 

misrepresenting things, you know?  Telling me what he thought I wanted to hear, that 

kind of thing.”  The eight positive characteristics are the tendency to be candid, 

forthcoming, and/or open, ethical, caring, friendly, honest, jovial and/or humorous, 

supportive, and possessing of integrity. 

4.2.3 Ability 

 The ability of clients and evaluators was considered important to trust.  The 

Ability category contains nine subcategories.  Data supporting the categories was found 

throughout the interviews.  Five abilities were considered to be important specifically for 

evaluators.  The remaining four were considered important for evaluators and clients.  

No abilities specific only to clients were identified.  Table 4.9 provides a summary of the 

Abilities category.   

Table 4.9 Conceptual Category- Abilities 
 
 Evaluator  
  Credentials 
  Cultural competence 
  Evaluation skills 
  Experience, good at it 
  Quality of Final Report 
 Evaluator and Client 
  Intuition 
  People skills 
  Read people 
  Reputation 
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 The five abilities it is important that evaluators possess in order to promote trust 

in an evaluation relationship include being able to: earn meaningful credentials, exhibit 

cultural competence, design and conduct skilled evaluations, be “good at” evaluation - 

often times through years of experience, and produce a high-quality final report. 

 The four abilities that are important for both evaluators and clients to possess are: 

the ability to use their intuition, excellent people skills, the ability to “read” people, and 

reputation.   

4.2.4 Evaluation Perspective 

 This is the only category in which all subcategories were believed by evaluators 

and client alike to be important only for evaluators.  The data supporting this category 

came from throughout the interview, since a specific interview question was not asked 

about evaluation perspectives.  Table 4.10 shows the Evaluation Perspective 

subcategories.  

Table 4.10 Conceptual Category- Evaluation Perspective 
 
 Evaluator 
  Deficit-based evaluation 
  Evaluation as help 
  Improve program 
  Responsive, Interactive 
  Participatory 
  Neutrality 
 

Of the six evaluation perspectives considered important to trust relationships, one 

was considered negative, two had mixed reviews, and three were considered positive.  It 

was considered detrimental to trust relationships if the evaluation has a deficit-based 

evaluation perspective.  The two perspectives with mixed reviews were a participatory 

perspective and the perspective that evaluations must be as neutral as possible.  The 
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three evaluations considered to benefit trust relationships are the perspective of 

evaluation as help, a responsive and/or interactive perspective, and the perspective that 

evaluation should help improve the program being evaluated.   

4.2.5 Disposition to Trust 

 The category Disposition to Trust is made up of five subcategories.  No specific 

interview question was asked to elicit data on this category – respondents provided 

information throughout the interview.  Each of the five subcategories is relevant to both 

evaluators and clients.  Two indicators of disposition to trust are negative.  They are 

when a person is defensive and when a person is guarded.   One disposition is neutral, 

when one considers that trust is something to be earned, and the final two are considered 

positive dispositions to trust: when one gives others the benefit of the doubt, and when 

one has been both an evaluator and a client, so he or she has the perspective of both in 

evaluation trust relationships.   Table 4.11 provides a summary of the Disposition to 

Trust category. 

Table 4.11 Conceptual Category - Disposition to Trust 
 
 Evaluator and Client 
  Been evaluator and client 
  Benefit of the doubt 
  Defensive 
  Earned 
  Guarded 
 

4.2.6 Feelings 

 The Feelings category is made up of the feelings and emotions that evaluators 

and clients experience in trust relationships with one another.  While no one interview 

question was asked specifically about feelings or emotions, participants spoke of 

feelings and emotions throughout the interview, with many comments occurring as 
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responses to the questions “in what ways is the trust you experience with the client 

different now than it was when the evaluation began?”, and “in what ways are 

evaluations in which you share a high level of trust with the clients different from those 

with a low level of trust?”.   There are eight Feelings subcategories, four specific to 

clients and four relevant to both evaluators and clients.  No Feelings subcategories were 

relevant only to evaluators.  See Table 4.12 for a summary of the Feelings category. 

Table 4.12 Conceptual Category - Feelings 
 Client 
  Evaluation anxiety (negative) 
  Safety - Harm  
  Skeptical (negative) 
  Threatened (negative) 
 Evaluator and Client 
  Anger, frustration (negative) 
  Comfort - Discomfort 
  Fear (negative) 
  Relaxed - Tense 
 
 Of the four Feelings subcategories specific to clients, three are negative: feeling 

anxious, skeptical, and threatened.  One subcategory was described in both positive and 

negative terms, representing the range of feelings from feeling safe (positive) to feeling 

in harm’s way (negative).    

 Two of the four Feelings subcategories relevant to both evaluators and clients 

were also described in terms of ranges from positive to negative: comfort-discomfort and 

relaxed-tense.  The remaining two feelings were described in negative terms: anger 

and/or frustration and fear.   

4.2.7 Relationship 

 The Relationship category consists of 16 subcategories that are each important to 

both evaluators and clients.  Data that informed the Relationship category were found 
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most often in the responses to interview questions that asked participants to describe low 

and high trust evaluation relationships, but were also found in the responses to other 

questions.   Table 4.13 summarizes the Relationship category. 

Table 4.13 Conceptual Category – Relationship 
 
 
 
 Evaluator and Client 
  Collegial 
  Confidence 
  Conflict resolution 
  Goals, Common - Different 
  In it together 
  Length of relationship 
  Liking 
  On the same page 
  Participatory 
  Reciprocal 
  Reliance 
  Respect 
  Shared Values, Beliefs 
  Violation (negative) 
  Risk 
  Vulnerability 
 
 An important Relationship subcategory is the reciprocal nature of trust in the 

evaluation relationship.  Participants believed that parties in high trust relationships rely 

on and have confidence in one another, even in the face of risk and vulnerability.  

Evaluators and clients in high-trust evaluation relationships are “on the same page” 

throughout the evaluation, share common goals, feel like they are “in it together”, and 

share the values and beliefs that are important to the program being evaluated.  Trust 

relationships in evaluation settings were described as partnerships, collegial, and 

respectful with a component of liking one another.  It is important that when conflicts 

occur that they are handled well, and not ignored or exacerbated.   The length of the 
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relationship was considered a factor, with longer relationships considered more trusting, 

except when violations of trust had been experienced by either party. 

 4.2.8 Context 

 Context occurs outside of individual characteristics or relationships.  This 

category is made up of the situational factors involved in an evaluation, some of which 

are outside of the control of either party.  Data informing this category were found 

throughout the interviews, as a specific question was not asked about evaluation 

contexts, but participants were asked to describe high and low trust situations, and these 

descriptions often involved context elements.  There are 12 Context subcategories, seven 

of which are client-specific and five which are important to both evaluators and clients.  

Table 4.14 provides a summary of the Context category. 

Table 4.14 Conceptual Category – Context 
  
 Client  
  Client does evaluation work 
  Crises  
  Government clients (negative) 
  Having it done to me (negative) 
  Like grades in school (negative) 
  Others low trust among (negative) 
  Turnover (negative) 
 Evaluator and Client 
  Agenda 
  Contracts 
  Expectations 
  Payment 
  Politics, Bureaucracy (negative) 
 
 The seven Context subcategories specific to clients all relate to the individual 

situation of the program at the time of the evaluation.  All of the client-specific Context 

subcategories could be considered negative, but two of them could also be considered 

positive depending on the outcome of the situation. One situation that was considered by 
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both evaluators and clients to be detrimental to the trust relationship is when turnover of 

important program staff occurs.  Low trust among program staff was also considered 

detrimental to the evaluator-client trust relationship.  Clients in government programs 

(especially compared to non-profit programs) were considered to be the most difficult 

with which to have a high trust relationship.  One evaluator described it this way “um, 

you can tell that I’ve, that I do have trouble with government clients.  I don’t, well… 

they don’t want to change anything, they want to protect their jobs”, while another said 

“government clients on the whole are very low in trust because they’re in such highly 

political environments with high stakes.  Um, that they, ah, are almost always watching 

their backsides and seeing which way the wind is blowing”. 

 It was considered negative when the evaluation was “forced on” or mandated for 

a program.  Clients described this situation as “having it done to me” in contrast to 

having chosen to take part in the evaluation.  An evaluator described it this way “say it’s 

a state grant, you’re required to have an evaluator, the state says, by the way, you have to 

work with this person, as a, as a requirement to get your grant.  And that’s a sort of the 

bad, those are the situations that I don’t like to be in, because they’re, because they, 

they’re required to work with you, it’s not, they haven’t chosen to work with you”.  

Similarly, clients felt it was a detriment to the trust relationship when they felt that 

instead of being helped by the evaluator, they were being “graded”.  One client put it this 

way “many people assume evaluation is like the grades you used to get in school, and 

the teacher is the know all and end all, and that’s, or your supervisor at work, and that 

affects whether you get a raise or not a raise, whether you get fired or a promotion”. 
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 Two client-specific contexts could either help or hurt the evaluator-client trust 

relationship.  One is when the client is expected to take responsibility for the completion 

of evaluation components (for example distributing and collecting written surveys).  

When the client fails to successfully complete tasks delegated to him or her, it is harmful 

to the trust relationship, but when the client is successful, the trust relationship is 

improved. The other context is when the program being evaluated finds itself in crisis.  

Both evaluators and clients shared examples of times when a program was unstable or 

when “something goes crazy on a project”.  These times of crisis most often provided an 

opportunity for trust between the evaluator and client to grow, but they also sometimes 

resulted in trust deteriorating.  One evaluator described a negative situation in this way 

“they were very unhappy about what had happened, I mean, this came about out of a 

lawsuit, the project did, so there was just a lot of, um, people being very unhappy and 

not wanting to work together, and feeling like working together meant that someone was 

going to get something they weren’t”. 

 Three of the five Context subcategories that were important for both evaluators 

and clients relate to the business side of evaluation.  Clear and fair contracts are 

considered an important context for trust in evaluation.  Similarly, expectations 

throughout the evaluation must be understood and met, as well as kept reasonable given 

other demands.  Payment of the evaluator was considered an important feature in the 

trust relationship.  One evaluator described the complex relationship between payment 

and trust this way “the catch is often that there’s not enough resources to do everything, 

and so, you know, as an evaluator, I have to trust that they’re gonna help me to focus in 
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on what we can afford to do well that will be meaningful in that context.  And they have 

to trust that I’ll be able to figure that out and deliver within budget, so it’s hard”.   

 Two evaluator and client Context subcategories that were universally thought of 

as negative for the trust relationship are related.  They are when the evaluator or client 

has a personal agenda for the evaluation, and when politics or bureaucracy impact 

unduly on the evaluation.  More participants made comments that support the agenda 

subcategory than any other in the context category.  In speaking of an evaluator’s 

personal agenda, a client said “there was a time, and it was in the beginning of the 

program, that I could tell that the evaluator did not think that the program was a good 

idea.  And had a, you know, the evaluation plan, did not seem to be thoughtful, and 

seemed to be aligned to look for failure, rather than measure actual progress”.  In 

speaking of a client’s personal agenda, an evaluator said “I’m not sure how much I trust 

this client.  I mean, um, I think they’re more interested in getting federal awards than 

they are in having an impact for their program”.  The politics and bureaucracy 

subcategory is made up of comments related to outside influence that guides or pressures 

clients and evaluators.   As one evaluator put it “it’s a lot of pressure from the outside, a 

lot of pressure.  A lot of people were pressuring her, which then, um, you know, again, 

that, that’s when things change”, and one client said “when you work in the field, you 

begin to know who are the people who are on your side, and who are the people who 

would just as soon see you gone, and that enters into, you know, it’s partly politics.  

Trust enters into that, who do you trust, and who don’t you trust?” 

 

 



71 

4.2.9 Outcomes 

 The Outcomes category contains 17 subcategories.  This category is made up of 

the results or consequences of high or low trust in evaluator-client relationships.  Much 

of the data supporting this category come from responses to the interview questions “in 

what ways are evaluations in which you share a high level of trust with the clients 

different from those with a low level of trust?” and “can you think of an evaluation that 

went particularly well or poorly because of trust issues?”  Of the 17 outcomes, only four 

were considered to be clearly negative, focusing on low-trust relationships.  Ten 

outcomes were shared by evaluators and clients, six were evaluator-only outcomes, and 

one was specific to clients.  Table 4.15 summarizes the Outcomes category.  

Table 4.15 Conceptual Category – Outcomes 
 
 Evaluator 
  Enjoy it, fun 
  Fulfilling 
  Getting fired 
  Leads to more work 
  Leads to new work 
  Quitting 
 Client 
  Willing to Ask Questions 
 Evaluator and Client 
  Decision-making 
  Depth of evaluation 
  Easier 
  Evaluation use 
  Impairs ability to do work 
  Is it over yet 
  Relationships sustain 
  Shortcut 
  Time, energy expense 
  Transfer to Other Areas 
 
 Two of the six evaluator-specific Outcomes are negative and related to low-trust 

evaluator-client relationships.  They are both related to ceasing to work for the client as 
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an evaluator.  In one, the evaluator chooses to discontinue employment with the client.  

One evaluator’s experience of this is: “I absolutely never trusted them again and I quit.  I 

said I can’t work with you, because this is not how you do it.  Yeah, so that was pretty 

awful”.  In another, the client chooses to discontinue the employment of the evaluator.  

One evaluator’s experience of this is: “I got fired once by a client, but that’s because 

they came not to trust me, and not the other way around.”  

 Two additional evaluator-specific outcomes are related to the employment of the 

evaluator.  In one, the evaluator receives additional work (future contracts) from a client 

with whom he or she enjoys a trusting relationship.  In the other, the evaluator receives 

new work (contracts with others) as a result of a trusting relationship with a specific 

client because of that client either speaking directly to others, or letting the evaluator 

know of work opportunities.   As one evaluator said “they might help you work with 

other people that have similar needs or interests.  Because, after all, we’re in this to keep 

the door open.  Got to pay the bills.” 

 The final two Outcomes subcategories thought to be important only for 

evaluators are the tendency for high-trust evaluations to be more fun or enjoyable and 

more fulfilling.   

 The single outcome believed to be important only for clients is that a client feels 

more willing to ask questions related to the evaluation when he or she trusts the 

evaluator.  One client explains the relationship between trust and being willing to ask 

questions this way: “you know, it’s questions about whatever they’re evaluating so that 

I’m sure we’re talking about the same thing.  Um, and this has been a hard one for me, 

but not being afraid to say I don’t get it … and if I don’t get it, I’m not going to 
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understand the rest of it and then I’m going to not trust what they’re saying because I 

don’t understand what they’re saying.  So that’s hard to do.” 

 Of the 10 Outcomes subcategories believed to be important for both evaluators 

and clients, two are negative and have to do with outcomes of low-trust relationships.  In 

one, both evaluators and clients feel that the evaluation is something that they must 

struggle through, thinking, “is it over yet?”  Another outcome of low-trust evaluation 

relationships that is shared by evaluators and clients is that the low trust can get in the 

way of the evaluation work that needs to get done.  One evaluator put it this way: 

“honestly, it got to the point where we were having trouble doing the work, because if 

you don’t have trust, you, you know … it was getting to the point where it was getting in 

the way of getting the work done”.   

 Five of the evaluator-client outcomes were referenced in both positive and 

negative terms.  For each subcategory, the higher the trust between the evaluator and 

client is, the better the potential outcome may be.  The depth of the evaluation was 

considered to be impacted by the trust relationship, in that low-trust relationships tend to 

lead to shallower evaluations. Whether a relationship is one of high or low trust also 

impacts on the decision-making in the evaluation, the program, or both.  One evaluator 

shared this example: “they’re going to the retreat separately from us, and they said, yes, 

we want you to be involved in the coming year, but they’re not asking us.  They just 

said, give us your recommendations and we’ll take them, where, let’s say if it had been 

my [high-trust] group, they probably would have said, come to the retreat with us.” 

 Participants felt that the important outcome of whether or not an evaluation is 

used is impacted by whether the evaluation relationship is of high or low trust.   One 
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client said: “if there’s anything that’s in a low level of trust, where it may be a negative, 

a lot of that, you know, I’ll think, oh, is that just because they don’t like me, or is it 

because that’s what really happened and that’s what they saw or that’s what’s going on.  

So, the information you get from a low trust is not as valued as the information you get 

from a high trust.”  One evaluator explained it this way: “well, it has a huge impact on 

use.  Um, because understanding where the foibles are, where the landmines are, what 

people’s stakes are, is key to getting evaluation used.  And um, understanding those 

stakes, what the real stakes are, are only revealed when people trust you to find out what 

those real stakes are”.    When giving an example of a low-trust evaluation relationship, 

a client said: “I mean, we’ll fulfill the obligation you know and make sure the report is 

complete, it may not, once again, provide meaningful data that we’re going to move 

forward with as an agency”.   

 Two outcomes of trust in evaluation are related to the relationships that form 

between an evaluator and a client.  Both can be positive (high trust) or negative (low 

trust).  In one, the relationship between the evaluator and the client sustains itself and 

becomes a lasting one that exists long after the initial evaluation is complete, for better 

or for worse.  In the other, the impact of the trust relationship developed during the 

evaluation is felt simultaneously across arenas.  One client explains the transfer in this 

way: “and so it was not as comfortable speaking to this person in other venues.  And I’ll 

tell you, I don’t know if this is part of that question at all, I might be off on a tangent, but 

some of the untrusting behaviors, I then saw in other areas outside of the program”. 

 The subcategory time and energy expense was supported by both evaluators and 

clients with mixed results.  Some felt that the higher the trust, the lower the time and 
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energy expense, and others felt the opposite.  One evaluator felt that lower trust 

relationships result in a higher time and energy expenditure, “I think with evaluations 

that don’t have a high level of trust with a client it’s a lot more work for us.  Because 

everything we do we have to justify.  Does that make sense?  And argue, and defend.  

Additional effort, much more, so it hurts me as an individual, and my staff, because 

we’re working so much on one project that we’re not getting paid on.”  While a client 

felt that the higher the trust, the higher the time and energy expenditure, “they’ll get it 

done, but they’re not going to give me their all.  Um, you know, and so, trust has, when 

you have a trusting relationship … if you trust each other, you’ll work harder for each 

other and you’ll end up doing better work.” 

 Two positive outcomes that evaluators and clients found result from high trust 

relationships are that trust can act as a shortcut, and that trust can help make certain 

aspects of the evaluation easier.  An evaluator describes trust as a shortcut this way: “it 

goes from as formal as I get, but formal to more informal, you now, in, in, um, in how 

you, in how you communicate with each other, you could do short hand, email, when 

you couldn’t do that before”.  One client describes how high trust can make the 

evaluation process easier in this way: “well, it’s easier and it’s uh, it feels more like 

camaraderie, you know, and uh, but it’s a camaraderie that has really, ah, gotten honed 

enough now where we can, uh, sit down and converse about this, these evaluations.” 

4.2.10 Trust as a Topic 

The category Trust as a Topic is made up of comments provided by participants 

that were not in direct response to an interview question.  These comments provide 
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information on how evaluators feel about the concept of trust in evaluation.  Table 4.16 

summarizes the Trust as a Topic conceptual category. 

Table 4.16 Conceptual Category – Trust as a Topic 
 
 Evaluator and Client 
  Don’t think about trust 
  Evaluation trust or just trust 
  Hard to define 
  Importance of trust 
  Levels 
 

 Each of the five subcategories applies to both evaluators and clients, although 

evaluators were more likely to make a comment about trust as a topic.  Clients and 

evaluators commented that they don’t usually think about trust in their evaluation 

relationships, and that the interview helped them make some connections between their 

behaviors and experiences and trust.  Participants stated that trust is a topic of great 

importance to evaluations, but that they have a hard time defining exactly what it is.  

Some participants wondered about the difference between the concept of trust in general 

and of trust in evaluation, and some believed that there are levels of trust, and that lower 

levels of trust are easier to reach.  

4.3 Emergent Model 

 The following figure shows the placement of nine of the ten conceptual 

categories discussed above in a model.  The tenth category, trust as a topic, is an 

overarching category that speaks to the concept of trust on a theoretical level.  The 

model begins with the inputs or antecedents of trust in the evaluation relationship.  These 

include characteristics of individuals, with the conceptual categories ability, personal 

characteristics, disposition to trust, and evaluation perspective represented, and  
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Figure 1 Emergent Model 
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characteristics of the specific situation, with the context conceptual category represented.   

Next, the actions and interactions that take place between evaluators and clients are 

represented as interactions with others, the relationships and feelings conceptual 

categories, and individual actions, the actions conceptual category.  Last, the output or 

consequences of the trust relationship is represented.  The outcomes conceptual concept 

is represented here.  See Figure 1 for the full model. 

This model provides a cohesive view of the conceptual categories that emerged 

from the data.  This model may be thought of as a process model, in that the antecedents, 

processes, and consequences of trust are represented.  While the model itself does not 

contain arrows to indicate the flow of the process, it should be read from left to right, 

that is trust begins with antecedents, has processes, and impacts consequences.  It is 

possible that there are cycles of trust processes that take place in the trust relationship.  If 

so, arrows could be drawn back from consequences to antecedents.  This emergent 

model is a first step toward providing a cohesive view of trust in the evaluator-client 

relationship, and more work needs to be done to refine it and detail the trust cycles or 

micro-cycles that may be present.   
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Chapter 5 – Discussion 

 This study used grounded theory methodology to explore the trust-related 

experiences and thoughts of individuals in evaluation relationships.  Analysis resulted in 

ten conceptual categories that inform the trust relationship.  One category is comprised 

of the participants’ views on trust as a topic in general.  Each of the other nine categories 

can be described as an antecedent, process, or consequence of trust in the evaluation 

relationship.  From these nine conceptual categories an emergent model was developed.   

 This chapter begins with a discussion of the study findings organized by the three 

research questions that guided the study and the emergent model that resulted from the 

interview findings.   Following the discussion of the research questions and model, the 

implications of the findings are addressed.  Finally, the limitations of the study are 

discussed.   

5.1 Research Question One:  What is the meaning of trust in the evaluation 

relationship as perceived by both evaluators and clients? 

The main question that guided this study asked what trust in evaluation means to 

evaluators and clients of evaluation.  Participants provided information during semi-

structured interviews that allowed for insight into how they define trust.   They provided 

information in response to two questions meant to directly address the issue of defining 

trust, and they also gave comments in response to other questions that helped to 

explicate what trust in evaluation means to them.   The two interview questions designed 

to explore the meaning of trust in an evaluation context were as follows: 
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1. There are many definitions of trust.  I’m not going to tell you a definition 
today, because I want to know what you think trust is in evaluation.  I’d 
like you to tell me about an example of trust in one of your evaluation 
relationships.   

 
2. How would you define trust in an evaluation relationship?   
 
The interview began with these two questions.  The purpose of starting with the 

definition questions was to encourage participants to think about trust as a concept, and 

to establish for the rest of the interview what their working definition would be.  The 

first question was intended to elicit personal, lived experiences that involved trust in an 

actual evaluation relationship.  It was expected that the responses to the second question 

would be framed in a more abstract, theoretical way.   In reality, participants tended to 

respond with either tales of personal experience or more abstract responses regardless of 

the question asked.  Some participants didn’t differentiate between the two and basically 

restated the same response for both questions, with one even objecting to the second 

question by stating that he had already answered it when asked the first one.   

In general, it seemed easier for participants to answer the first question, asking 

for an example of trust, than the second question, asking for a definition of trust.  

Participants were able to provide immediate responses to the first question, complete 

with details that were either specific to one relationship or stated more generally across 

relationships.  When asked to define trust, however, participants had a harder time.  

Given the complexity of the concept, this is not surprising.  Several participants made 

comments to the effect that the question was a difficult one or that they were struggling 

with it.  In addressing the complexity of the concept, one evaluator stated: 
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A definition of trust in evaluation.  Um, I think that that’s a hard thing for me to 
just define.  Yeah, well, because I think it’s so multifaceted.  I think that it has so 
many components that it’s hard to pinpoint a certain thing. 

 

Despite the relative difficulty of the task, each of the 18 participants in this study 

provided a definition of trust in the evaluation relationship.  Before discussing the 

participant definitions, a review of published definitions of trust is useful.  Eleven 

definitions of trust found in the literature were presented in Chapter 2 of this work.  The 

eleven definitions show variety in the concepts represented and the terms used in the 

definition of trust, but clear commonalities were identified.  Most of the definitions 

include the term “expectation” or “belief” (nine definitions), and an element of risk or 

vulnerability in the trust situation (seven definitions).  And in the definitions of trust, 

almost all include some element of an assessment of the trustworthiness of the person to 

be trusted (ten definitions).   

 While it is important to note that participants were not asked to provide a general 

definition of trust, but rather a definition of trust in the evaluation relationship, it is still 

interesting to compare their definitions to the general definitions in the literature.  A 

synthesis of participant definitions revealed that a single participant might include as 

many as five elements in their definition of trust (three participants) or might include 

only one element (four participants).  For the purposes of this discussion, the elements of 

trust included in the participant definitions can be thought of as belonging to one of three 

categories; trustworthiness elements, relationship elements, or evaluation-relationship-

specific elements.   

As with the definitions in the literature, many participant definitions include 

some element of an assessment of the trustworthiness of other.   Over half of the 18 
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definitions (ten definitions) mention characteristics associated with the trustworthiness 

of the other.  The most common trustworthiness characteristics in the definitions are 

honesty (five definitions) and the honoring of promises/keeping of one’s word (three 

definitions).  Other characteristics associated with trustworthiness in the definitions are 

that one is genuine, caring, open, not critical, and treats others well. 

Nine participants included general relationship elements in their definitions of 

trust in the evaluation relationship.  The general relationship characteristics included in 

the definitions of trust are that the trust relationship is reciprocal (five definitions), that 

the relationship is safe or that the other will not cause harm (three definitions), that 

confidentiality can be enjoyed (three definitions), and that one has confidence in the 

other (three definitions). 

Fifteen of the eighteen participant definitions of trust in the evaluation 

relationship include one or more elements of trust that are specific to the evaluation 

context.  Six distinct elements that are specific to the evaluation relationship can be 

identified.   In half of the definitions, participants mentioned the importance of an 

evaluator and client sharing the same goals and working together in partnership toward 

program improvement, such that one could feel that the evaluator is “on your side” 

(eight definitions).  Participants indicated that it is important to the trust relationship that 

the other have evaluation- or program-specific competencies (four definitions).  Both 

evaluators and clients felt that in order for there to be a trusting relationship, the 

evaluator must have a “real” understanding of the program content and context (four 

definitions).   Some participants mentioned that it is important to the trust relationship 

that neither party manipulates or otherwise misuses evaluation data or work (four 
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definitions).  Two definitions mention the importance of knowing the purpose of 

collecting information and where the information “would go”, and one definition has an 

entire focus on the importance of the client being receptive to and accepting of the 

methods and findings of the evaluation. 

The definitions provided by participants represent a meaningful first step for the 

field of evaluation in coming toward agreement about what the important elements of a 

trust definition in evaluation are.   It is important to note that these definitions are 

substantively different from the general trust definitions in the literature, in that the 

majority of them include some element that is specific to the evaluation relationship, and 

that does not easily translate to other types of relationships.   See Table 5.1 for the 

participant definitions.   

Table 5.1 Participant Definitions of Trust 
  
Client Definitions of Trust Evaluator Definitions of Trust 
It’s about someone who has enough caring 
about wanting the program to be better that I 
can trust that they’ll take whatever information 
they learn and deal with it in that context.  So, 
it’s about value judgment, improvement, rather 
than trying to criticize just for the sake of 
criticizing.   

I define trust as a client agreeing with the 
methods that I’m planning to use and 
accepting the competence that I bring, in terms 
of adhering to my standards of method.  Also, 
that they will accept the findings, any findings, 
and will give me full access to information and 
to subjects or respondents. 

  
My idea of trust is open, clear, and confidential 
communication, with clear parameters, very 
clear boundaries.  Knowing where this 
information was going to go and knowing 
where it would not go. 

Trust with a client is defined with them saying 
this is what we would like you to do, to work 
on.  They respond in a timely manner, they 
don’t alter my work, and they honor the things 
that they said they were going to do. 

  
There’s integrity and honesty in terms of trust, 
as well as an understanding of some level of 
confidence between both parties.  So that’s 
broadly how I would define it. 

It’s that condition where safety has been 
established, where one’s integrity or reputation 
will not be abused or compromised by the 
actions of the other.  

  
It’s about honesty, whether I want to hear it or 
not.  The evaluator’s honest with me, and also 
genuine in the sense that they’re not trying to 
impress me.  

It’s a reciprocal relationship, a give and take.  
In terms of power, it’s shared.  If it’s a true 
sharing and we’re working together, a 
relationship develops and with that, trust. 
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Table 5.1 Participant Definitions of Trust (Continued) 
  
Client Definitions of Trust Evaluator Definitions of Trust 
It’s a feeling of security, that your opinion is 
validated, and that the evaluator knows what 
they’re talking about and that they’re not going 
to just try to sell you something for the sake of 
making the buck, but they truly have a 
common goal in mind. 

I need to be able to trust that the people I’m 
working with know what they’re doing, and 
the same thing for me.  It’s trusting that the 
work will get done, that people have the 
capabilities that they say they do, and that 
they’re able to carry things out.   

  
I define trust in an evaluation relationship as a 
partnership, feeling that the evaluator who 
comes in to evaluate a program does so as if 
they’re on your side as well.  That they 
understand all of the nuances and all of the 
other types of factors involved in an 
evaluation.  

Trust comes when the client sees me as a 
partner in decision making who will help 
shape their program.  To do that, they have to 
see that beyond knowing the data, methods, 
and statistics I know them, who their audiences 
are, and that I understand their goals. 

  
Trust in evaluation is about understanding and 
shared values.  It’s knowing that whoever is 
evaluating, or whatever the process is, it is 
based in a real understanding of the work that 
we do.  It’s not defining who we are, but 
looking to help us define it ourselves.   

It’s reciprocal.  It’s about honesty, not being 
afraid of the other person, and knowing that 
person’s version of the truth.  It’s not being 
afraid when things go wrong.  Also, if you 
trust somebody you have confidence in them.  
So, the definition?  That relationship. 

  
You have to trust that the evaluator is an expert 
in evaluation.   You want them to be honest 
with you, and you also want them to be 
learning with you and engaged with your 
goals.   Also, there’s an intangible dimension 
of trust around the interpersonal relationship.  
You trust them to treat you and others well, to 
maintain confidence, and the other pieces that 
make it possible for you to be open with them.  

Trust involves the client’s willingness to 
believe that confidentiality will be maintained, 
that they will not be put in harm’s way, that 
the things they provide will not be misused, 
and that whatever promises the evaluator 
makes about the purpose of the evaluation, 
what’s going to happen with the data, and the 
nature of the relationship, that those will be 
honored. 

  
I define trust as building a relationship with the 
evaluator and having conversations that I hope 
will create a meaningful work ethic to the point 
that she will agree, or he will agree to take the 
data for what it is, evaluate it without fudging 
numbers, and really give us the real outcome.   

A definition of trust is that you both believe 
that each of you will be truthful in your 
reactions, in your statements, and in how you 
handle the information that’s provided.   It’s 
all under the framework that we’re in this 
together to improve what you’re doing.   

  
The definitions in this table have been edited for clarity.  
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5.2  Research Question Two:  How do evaluators and clients develop trust and 

determine trustworthiness? 

The second research question is fundamentally about the concept of 

trustworthiness, in two parts.  First, it asks how evaluators and clients attempt to develop 

trust, including the ways that they try to increase the other’s perceptions of their 

trustworthiness, and next, about ways that they try to determine the trustworthiness of 

the other.  Information from the interviews relevant to the first part of the question, about 

the ways participants attempt to develop trust and increase the other’s perceptions of 

their trustworthiness was primarily found in responses to the set of questions about trust 

from the perspective of the other (the trustee).  There are four questions in this set, as 

follows: 

1. Think about new relationships with clients.  Think about how you 
establish trust in your evaluation relationships.  What is something 
specific you have done in an attempt to build trust? Are there other 
examples of things that you do to try to build trust with a new client? 

 
2. In your established evaluation relationships, what is something specific 

you have done in an attempt to maintain trust?   
 

3. Think of a time when you felt the client did not trust you in your 
evaluation relationship.  Describe for me that relationship.  How you 
think the low level of trust came about.  What else contributed to the low 
level of trust?  Are there things that you have done to increase trust? 

 
4. Now tell me about an evaluation relationship with a client where you feel 

he or she trusts you the most.  Describe for me the relationship.  How you 
think the high level of trust came about?  What else contributed to the 
high level of trust?  

 

Information from the interviews relevant to the second part of the question, about 

the ways participants attempt to determine the trustworthiness of the other was mostly 
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found in responses to the set of questions about trust from the perspective of the 

interviewee (the trustor).  There are four questions in this set, as follows: 

1. Think of a time when you had a low level of trust in your relationship 
with an evaluation client.  Describe for me that relationship.  What is an 
example of a time you didn’t trust the client in this evaluation?  How you 
think the low level of trust came about?  What else contributed to the low 
level of trust?   

   
2. Now tell me about your relationship with a client in which you enjoy a 

high level of trust.  Describe for me the relationship.  What is an example 
of how you know you could trust the client in this evaluation?  How you 
think the high level of trust came about?  What else contributed to the 
high level of trust?   

 
3. Think about clients with whom you have an established relationship.  In 

what ways is the trust you experience with the client different now than it 
was when the evaluation began?  

 
4. Are there some clients who are more easily trusted than others?  How do 

trustworthy clients differ from others?   
  

In Chapter 2 of this work, an overview of 14 articles from the trust literature that 

include indicators of trustworthiness in a theory or model was provided.   The number of 

indicators of trustworthiness provided by the authors ranged from only one indicator to 

11 indicators, with a total of 15 different indicators across all articles.  The indicator 

mentioned by the most authors is Honesty/Integrity (nine authors).  The next most 

frequently cited indicators are Ability/Competence and Consistency/Reliability (eight 

authors each).   Benevolence is the next most cited indicator (five authors).  Openness, 

Concern, Willingness, Avoidance of Harm, Cooperation, Discretion, Fairness, Moral 

Correctness, Promise Fulfillment, Rich Communication, Loyalty, Acting in Self-Interest 

and Being Part of a Power Elite (negative), Efficiency and Commitment to a Goal are 

the remaining indicators.  This synthesis shows that Honesty, Ability, Consistency, and 
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Benevolence are the most commonly cited indicators of trustworthiness in the trust 

literature. 

 Many indicators of trustworthiness were provided by participants of this study.  

They can mainly be found in the conceptual categories in the emergent model under 

antecedents, individual.  Three conceptual categories developed for this study are 

classified as individual antecedents; personal characteristics, ability, and disposition to 

trust.  The conceptual categories personal characteristics and ability are relevant to this 

discussion of trustworthiness.  Twenty-seven trustworthiness indicators are found in 

these two conceptual categories, shown in the table below. 

Table 5.2  Participant Trustworthiness Indicators 
 
Admits to errors Honest 
Assuring  Intuition 
BSer (negative) Jovial, Humorous 
Candid, Forthcoming, Open People skills 
Caring Possessing Integrity 
Character as human being Quality of Final Report 
Condescending (negative) Read people 
Credentials Reputation 
Cultural competence Smart, but not too smart  
Empathetic Speaks ill of others (negative) 
Ethical Superficial, shallow (negative) 
Evaluation skills Supportive 
Experience, good at it Tactful 
Friendly  
 

Two of the four most commonly cited trustworthiness indicators in the trust 

literature, Honesty and Ability, are represented in this list.  Not surprisingly, no 

participant used the term “Benevolence.”  However, if we define benevolence as a 

disposition to do good or an act of kindness, many indicated that benevolence is 

important when they mentioned concepts like caring and perhaps even friendliness and 

character as a human being.  The fourth most commonly cited trustworthiness indicator 
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in the trust literature, Consistency, was surprisingly not mentioned by participants as a 

personal characteristic that is important to the trust relationship.  In looking outside the 

conceptual category of personal characteristics to the conceptual category of actions, 

some behaviors that might imply consistency are mentioned, such as follow-through, but 

consistency is not mentioned specifically.   

Review of the strategies that evaluators and clients use to assess the 

trustworthiness of others and to attempt to increase their own trustworthiness suggests 

that it is important to view them in terms of the evaluation relationship.  Only two of the 

four most prevalent trustworthiness indicators in the trust literature, honesty and ability, 

were clearly found to be of importance to evaluators and clients.  Other distinct 

trustworthiness indicators, some of which are specific only to the evaluation relationship, 

were indicated by participants to be of importance.  If the topic of trust were not studied 

in the specific context of evaluation relationships, these indicators would be missed. 

5.3 Research Question Three:  What are the mechanisms and language of trust, as 

they exist in the context of evaluation? 

In this study, trust has been examined in an evaluation context.  It is useful to 

discuss the relationship between trust “in general” and trust in evaluation.  In other 

words, is there a difference between the two, or is trust just trust?  As one participant 

stated during an interview: 

I know you’re asking me these in the context of evaluation, but in the back of my 
head I’m going, well, the trust in my personal relationships, I probably would 
define in similar terms.  And so, I guess, you know, a comment I have is, you 
know, I’m wondering if the trust that you talk about, which I think is a 
fascinating dissertation topic, is it similar?  Are we talking about, would research 
show, or has there been research done that the trust that you’re talking about, is 
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the trust in relationships?  So that’s something that I was thinking about, um, 
throughout this. 

 It is important to note here that many of those who contribute to the literature on 

trust advocate for examining the concept in specific contexts in order to fully understand 

what it is and how it functions.  Möllering, Bachmann, and Lee (2004), for example, 

state “it is important to see that operationalisations of the abstract construct of trust need 

to be sensitive to the specific characteristics of the trustors and trustees concerned” (p. 

557).  At the same time, others contributing to the trust literature argue that that the trust 

concept is the same across disciplines and should be thought of as such.  For example, 

Connell and Mannion (2006) have a focus on trust in healthcare organizations, but when 

speaking of issues of trust for healthcare managers, conclude that “the problems they 

face are not dissimilar to those encountered in other organizational contexts” (p. 429- 

430). 

 In this study evaluators and clients of evaluation provided definitions of trust and 

indicators of trustworthiness that are in many ways similar to those found in the trust 

literature.  In the discussion on the definitions of trust provided by participants, it was 

noted that the vast majority, 15 of the 18 definitions, include one or more elements of 

trust that are specific to the evaluation context.  In the discussion on trustworthiness 

indicators, 27 indicators provided by participants were listed.   Only three of these 

indicators are specific to the evaluation context; evaluation skills, experience with 

evaluation/being good at it, and the quality of the final report.   

 The findings of this study indicate that that major issues of trust in evaluation 

may not be entirely dissimilar those of trust in general, particularly in regard to 
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trustworthiness.  Given the similarities across fields, evaluators have much to gain from 

the vast amount of work that has been done on the study of trust in general.  There are 

enough important differences, however, to make it inappropriate to generalize too 

broadly from other contexts.  This fact warrants further study of trust in the context of 

evaluation.   

5.4 Emergent Model   

 The model presented in Chapter 4 of this study was informed entirely by the 

interview findings from this study.  Every participant took seriously their task at hand, 

which was to describe their experiences with trust in the evaluation relationship.  No 

participant suggested that the issue of trust in evaluation was unimportant, but most 

struggled to describe their trust experiences and to explain what trust in evaluation 

means to them.   Several were able to share relevant, trust-related evaluation experiences 

only after considerable thought and some prompting.  It was not uncommon for 

participants to make comments like the following from two different evaluators: 

“Maintain trust, I don’t think of it that way, I guess”, and “You know, I don’t think that I 

consciously go step A, B, C to build trust”, but each was able to then provide concrete 

examples of ways they maintain and build trust, respectively.   

 The model organizes participant responses that were coded into one of ten 

conceptual categories.  One of the categories, trust as a topic, is overarching and is not 

expressly included in the model.  The remaining nine conceptual categories represent 

either an antecedent, process, or consequence of trust.  The fact that participants were 

able to provide enough detailed information to support such a comprehensive model 
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indicates that trust, whether or not evaluators and clients are consciously attending to it, 

may impact all parts of the evaluation process – including the results. 

5.5  Implications of the Study 

 The implications of this study are organized into two sections, implications for 

practice and implications for future research.  The first section details the implications 

for practitioners, evaluators and clients, who would like to apply the findings to their 

own situations. 

5.5.1 Implications for Practice 

 Perhaps the most important implication of this study is that while evaluators and 

clients might agree that trust is important when they are prompted to think about it, 

many of them do not think about it!  Almost half of the participants, eight of 18, 

admitted this at some point during their interview.   Following are four brief quotes from 

participants, both clients and evaluators, that show how they were not only just 

beginning to reflect on trust in evaluation, but also that they usually neglect to give it 

much, if any, attention. 

I had never thought about evaluation from a trust aspect before, you know, and I 
don’t think a lot of people do.  
 
I don’t think I’ve ever really thought of evaluation in that context, and what is it 
that really leads to trusting someone, or not trusting someone.   
 
Trust, is like a lot of things that you only really notice, I mean, I notice it because 
we’re talking about it and we’re starting to define it. 
 
I can certainly say that I hadn’t explored that before and I’m trying to think if 
I’ve used the phrase ‘I don’t trust him’ or ‘I don’t trust them’.   
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 Inspiring evaluators and clients of evaluation to think about the meaning and role 

of trust in their evaluation relationships is the first step to improving those relationships. 

 A second important implication of this study is that practitioners and clients of 

evaluation will be able to use the findings, based on input from their peers, as a jumping 

point from which to develop their own working definition of trust and strategies to 

improve trust in their evaluation relationships.   When one understands trust, one has a 

better chance of building better trust relationships.  Evaluators and clients who pursue 

this work will have the relative advantage that this knowledge provides them.   

 A third implication is that this study found that trust in evaluation has 

consequences that range from impairing one’s ability to do the evaluation work to how 

much it, if at all, the evaluation results get used.   This demonstrates that the importance 

of trust in the evaluation has impacts that can last far beyond the actual evaluation.  For 

practitioners with a primary interest in evaluation use, this is of particular importance. 

 A final implication for practice is that evaluators and clients can print out and use 

the model in order to quickly see the range of experience over which trust has an impact, 

and can think about whether or not they have areas in which they need to learn more in 

order to improve their trust relationships. 

5.5.2  Implications for Future Research 

Trust is an important part of the evaluation relationship, regardless of whether or 

the mechanisms and language of it are fundamentally different from trust as a general 

concept.  Participants were interested in and supportive of the topic of trust in 

evaluation.  One client stated: 
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Now that we’re sitting here talking about it, I hope everybody knows how 
important it is.  And maybe that’s what you’re going to write about, you’re going 
to tell us how important it is.  Sitting here talking about it sure makes me think 
about it.  I mean, I didn’t ever think about it like this before, but now that we sit 
and talk about it, it makes sense why some evaluations, you don’t, when you get 
‘em back, you’re like, hmm, hmm, hmm, you, I don’t know about that, I don’t 
know about that, or oh! OK, I can work on that! 

One evaluator stated: 

Where you lack trust, I don’t think the process can work.  I have quit the two 
places where truly there was a lack of trust, because I can’t work in that 
environment.  It’s just not productive, I don’t trust the data, I don’t trust the 
people, I don’t trust the situation.  I think it’s really important to have trust.  

 The findings from this study suggest various avenues for future research.  

Researchers interested in studying the topic of trust in evaluation should continue to 

pursue rich data from those who are most likely to provide meaningful input – evaluators 

and their clients.  More research on trust in evaluation will lead to a deeper 

understanding of the concept in all of its complexity.  Emphasis should be placed on the 

lived experiences of those who conduct or participate in evaluations in their day to day 

life.  

Perhaps the most important implication for future research is that a further 

exploration of the uniqueness of the trust relationship in evaluation settings is warrented.   

This study has found that there are differences in trust in evaluation when compared to 

trust in general or trust in other settings.  For example, evaluators use their own language 

when speaking of trust, and some indicators of trustworthiness that were not found 

elsewhere in the literature where found here.  This finding that the evaluation 

relationship is unique has added not only to the evaluation literature, but to the literature 

on trust in general.   
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The emergent model presented in Chapter 4 of this work is a first step toward 

providing an overview picture of trust in the evaluation relationship.  Further work on 

the model needs to be done in order to explore the possibilities of process cycles in the 

trust relationship.  Also, further work on the model will open up the possibility of 

measuring trust in the evaluation relationship.   

  Areas for future research include: 

1. Understanding organizational dynamics that help promote trust in  
evaluation. 

 
2. Investigating in more depth the ways in which evaluators can  

promote or enhance trust in the evaluation relationship.  The question is: 
can trust be changed? 

 
3. Describing the precise contexts in which trust in evaluation may be  

of most importance, for example when the program is controversial. 
 

4. Investigating the possible influences of age, gender, or ethnicity on  
trust in the evaluation relationship. 

 
5. Investigating the similarities and differences of perceptions of  

evaluators and clients in different employment situations, for example 
not-for-profit vs. for profit. 

 
6. Investigating the similarities and differences in the trust  

relationship in internal vs. external evaluations. 
      
5.6 Limitations of the Study 

 This study was designed to be one of the first steps toward providing a full 

description of the meaning and role of trust in the evaluation relationship.  While the use 

of qualitative methods was the only way to obtain the rich, nuanced data needed to 

understand the evaluation relationship from the perspective of those living it, the 

limitations of the study arise primarily from the chosen methodology and the population 

from which the sample of participants was selected.   
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 First, the researcher was the primary person involved in every step of the 

research process, including designing the interview schedule, recruiting the participants, 

conducting the interviews, and analyzing the data.  As such, there is a possibility that 

researcher biases influenced the findings and emergent theory.  Also, the researcher’s 

skills and background impacted greatly on the data collection and analysis process.  

Several strategies were employed to reduce researcher bias, as described in Chapter 3.  

These strategies included regular review of all materials by the researcher’s co-advisor, a 

third-party coding of one complete interview transcript, and a member check of the 

conceptual categories and emergent model.   

 Another limitation is that while every effort was made to recruit the most diverse 

sample possible, within the parameters of the population, in age, ethnicity, and place of 

employment, and was balanced in gender, since in-person interviews were conducted, 

participants were selected from one major metropolitan area only.  It is possible that 

evaluators and clients who live in rural areas or in other metropolitan areas would have 

different perceptions of the trust relationship.  Another limitation related to sample is 

that this study recruited evaluators and clients using an unmatched design.  While an 

unmatched design was determined to be more desirable than a matched design for 

several reasons, from ease of recruitment to quality and variety of results, a matched 

design could have led to different insights.  For example, in a matched design, the 

researcher would have gained the unique perspective of having heard “both sides” when 

hearing about specific trust experiences.  It is interesting to note that while this study did 

not use a matched design, evaluators and clients were asked to, and did, provide referrals 

to those with whom they currently work or with whom they have worked in the past.   
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This fact allowed the researcher to have some knowledge of the “other” during some of 

the interviews. 

A further limitation is related to research design.   The context in which 

evaluators and clients operate was not fully explored.  Interviewing only evaluators and 

clients without asking in depth about their working situation meant that certain 

institutional factors that play into the trust relationships may have been missed. 

This study represents one of the first attempts to study trust in evaluation 

relationships in depth.  An emergent model was developed that outlines the antecedents, 

processes, and consequences of trust as viewed by evaluators and clients of evaluation.  

Ten core concepts were explicated, describing the actions evaluators and clients take to 

develop trust, the personal characteristics and abilities that serve as indications of 

trustworthiness, as well as the importance of specific evaluation perspectives, and the 

role of disposition to trust, feelings, relationship characteristics, and context on outcomes 

of evaluations.  Trust as a topic was also represented as a conceptual category.   The 

importance of trust in the evaluation relationship was discussed, and further 

consideration of the topic is encouraged. 
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Appendix A - Example Cases Created for the Study 

Case #1 
 
Evaluation 

This is a yearly evaluation of an ongoing, (urban) district-wide program.  The 
program began in 2001 following a desegregation case.  It will continue based on 
funding decisions and the evaluation results.   

The program provides priority placement, busing, and academic support for K-12 
students who are eligible, based on their qualification for free or reduced-priced lunch, 
and wish to attend one of a select number of schools in one of nine suburban districts 
outside their district or a magnet school in their district.   The program is considered a 
State program by the district, but portions of it are federally funded.  The program serves 
over 1,500 students, has limited enrollment, and is now 100% filled. 
Evaluator 

The “evaluator” is the woman who has been hired by the district to coordinate 
the yearly evaluations.  She is the director of a small (4 employees), independent 
evaluation firm that she founded fewer than ten years ago.  As part of her evaluation 
design, approximately 300 parent interviews are conducted each year.  The interviewing 
task is contracted out to a survey center.  Additional components of the evaluation, such 
as analysis of achievement data that has been collected by the school as well as analysis 
of enrollment data are conducted within the independent evaluation firm.  The 
“evaluator” takes responsibility for writing the yearly report. 
Client 

The “client” is a man who works for the district in an administrative position in 
the office of the superintendent.  He has been involved in the program since its inception 
and was a part of the committee that selected the evaluator.  He has met with the 
evaluator on several occasions, more often in the beginning of the program, and 
continues to see her on occasion at meetings with others.  The two of them occasionally 
communicate via email or telephone. 
Sample Question for Evaluator  
What is an example of how you know you can trust the client in this evaluation? 

“Last year, there was talk of adding a new component to the evaluation.  Due to 
time and budget constraints on both ends, the new component was not added.  There was 
some negative press about the report.  The missing new part of the report would have 
addressed these concerns – and made the evaluation stronger.  I felt like I could trust the 
client at the time the negative press came out because he supported the decision not to 
include the new part and was not critical of the evaluation in the press.” 
Sample Question for Client 
What is an example of how you know you can trust the evaluator in this evaluation? 

We’ve been working with her for years and she always produces a quality report.  
After the first report was finished and I knew she had done everything we asked, it was 
natural for me to trust her to get the work done. 
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Appendix A - Example Cases Created for the Study (Continued) 

Case #2 
 
Evaluation 

This is a four-year, longitudinal evaluation of a one-year (suburban) district-wide 
program.  Through the program, a one-year cohort of all kindergarten level students 
attended full-day instruction.  All other cohorts of students in the district before and 
since the program-year cohort attend only half-day instruction.   

As part of the program, kindergarten teachers in the district collected assessments 
of student learning in math and language arts.  These assessments were made available 
to the evaluation team. 
Evaluator 

The “evaluator” is a woman who is part of a team of three evaluators.  The other 
two evaluators are program staff members of a university-based research and evaluation 
center.  One is the director of the center, who has been with the evaluation from the start, 
and other is a senior researcher who joined the evaluation after two years.  The 
“evaluator” is a former research assistant at the center who has now graduated with an 
MA.  She continues to work on the project on an hourly basis, but is not listed on the 
center website as a staff member.  
Client 

The “client” is a woman who is the curriculum director for the district.  She and 
two other district-level curriculum staff members applied for and received funding from 
the district for the project (and the evaluation).  A senior administrator at the district 
level chose the evaluation team and approved the final evaluation plan.  The “client” is 
considered by the district to be the best contact person for the project, and has been 
given responsibility for making sure the evaluation team is given access to the materials 
and data they require.   
Sample Question for Evaluator 
In what ways is the trust you experience with the client different now than it was when 
the evaluation began? 

When I started this evaluation, I was working on my master’s and had just started 
working for the evaluation center.  I felt so new and unused to this kind of work that I 
tried to stay in the background.  After a year had gone by, and the client was so nice and 
helpful, I felt braver and I think she can trust me more now that I am taking more 
initiative.   
Sample Question for Client 
In what ways is the trust you experience with the evaluator different now than it was 
when the evaluation began? 

“I was worried at first that she would be critical and demanding.  I guess I knew 
she was working with the director of the center on the evaluation and that she was 
studying for a master’s degree.  I thought she seemed snotty at first.  When I got to know 
her more and she seemed to really care about my input and the program, I began to 
doubt her less and listen to her ideas more.” 
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Appendix A - Example Cases Created for the Study (Continued) 

Case #3 
 
Evaluation 

This is a one-time evaluation of an ongoing program that began in 1995.  The 
program pairs students in one urban middle school with employees of an international 
provider of food, agricultural and risk management products and services (company 
corporate headquarters are in Minnesota).  The program is based on a mentorship 
relationship that takes place entirely through email.  The mentoring relationship is 
expected to last for one to three years.  The goals of the program include helping 
students understand the work place and improve their writing skills.  The committee in 
charge of funding is considering an extension of the program, and has called for the 
evaluation to inform their decision.   
Evaluator 

The “evaluator” is a man who works for a large, private research and evaluation 
firm.  He has been with the firm for two years and is also studying for master’s degree in 
public policy.  His firm was chosen by the corporation to complete the evaluation, and 
he has been delegated most of the responsibility for coordinating data collection and for 
writing the report. 
Client 

The “client” is a man who is the vice president for corporate affairs at the partner 
corporation.  He has had extensive hands-on involvement with the program and is the 
best contact person at the corporation for the project.  The “client” works to promote 
community involvement, and questions regarding this and other programs are directed to 
him.  The program and the evaluation are funded entirely by the corporation.  The client 
was not involved in the selection of the evaluator – the evaluation team was selected by 
a committee assembled by the office responsible for managing the funding of the 
program. 
Sample Question for Evaluator 
Are there some clients who are more easily trusted than others?  How do trustworthy 
clients differ from others?  

“To me, trustworthy clients are those who are not too opposed to the evaluation!  
When I know that a client is against the evaluation for whatever reason, I find myself 
wondering if I can trust her even with the simplest things.  When I feel that a client is 
invested in the evaluation and really wants to see it work, I can trust that she won’t be 
overly neglectful of my requests or that she won’t try to do any damage to the 
evaluation.” 
Sample Question for Client 
Are there some evaluators who are more easily trusted than others?  How do 
trustworthy evaluators differ from others?  

“I don’t have too much experience with different evaluators, but from what I 
know and have seen, an evaluator who is clear upfront about what I can expect can be 
trusted – as long as he is being honest and shows signs that he is going to produce!” 
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Appendix B - Example Email Invitation to Participate in the Study 

 
Dear [name], 
 
Hello. I am emailing you today to invite you to participate in my dissertation study. I am 
a student at the University of Minnesota in educational psychology, studying program 
evaluation. My dissertation study is on trust in evaluation. 
 
For my study, I am interviewing program evaluators and clients of evaluations. Last 
month, I interviewed [name] as an evaluation client. She referred me to you as another 
possible evaluation-client participant. 
 
If you would agree to participate, I would ask that you meet with me so that I could learn 
more about your trust-related evaluation experiences. I also have a short survey of 
background information for you to complete. For our meeting, I would like to schedule 
two hours, but I expect that the time needed for the interview and survey will be less 
than that. 
 
Please feel free to respond to this email with any questions about the study that you 
might have. I look forward to hearing from you! 
 
Amy Mayer 
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Appendix C - Trust in Evaluation Interview Schedule 

I am interviewing you and others as part of my dissertation research at the University of 
Minnesota.  I’d like to hear about your trust-related experiences in evaluation 
relationships.  I hope that the interviews will help me understand how evaluators and 
evaluation clients think about the important concepts related to trust in evaluation 
contexts. 
  
Defining trust 
 
1. There are many definitions of trust.  I’m not going to tell you a definition today, 

because I want to know what you think trust is in evaluation.  I’d like you to tell 
me about an example of trust in one of your evaluation relationships.   

 
2. How would you define trust in an evaluation relationship?   
 
Trust from the perspective of the interviewee (the trustor) 
 
1. Think of a time when you had a low level of trust in your relationship with an 

evaluation client.  Describe for me that relationship.  What is an example of a 
time you didn’t trust the client in this evaluation?  How you think the low level 
of trust came about?  What else contributed to the low level of trust?   

 
2. Now tell me about your relationship with a client in which you enjoy a high level 

of trust.  Describe for me the relationship.  What is an example of how you know 
you could trust the client in this evaluation?  How you think the high level of 
trust came about?  What else contributed to the high level of trust?   

 
3. Think about clients with whom you have an established relationship.  In what 

ways is the trust you experience with the client different now than it was when 
the evaluation began?  

 
4. Are there some clients who are more easily trusted than others?  How do 

trustworthy clients differ from others?   
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Appendix C - Trust in Evaluation Interview Schedule (Continued) 

Trust from the perspective of the other (the trustee) 
 
1. Think about new relationships with clients.  Think about how you establish trust 

in your evaluation relationships.  What is something specific you have done in an 
attempt to build trust? Are there other examples of things that you do to try to 
build trust with a new client? 

 
2. In your established evaluation relationships, what is something specific you have 

done in an attempt to maintain trust?   
 
3. Think of a time when you felt the client did not trust you in your evaluation 

relationship.  Describe for me that relationship.  How you think the low level of 
trust came about.  What else contributed to the low level of trust?  Are there 
things that you have done to increase trust? 

 
4. Now tell me about an evaluation relationship with a client where you feel he or 

she trusts you the most.  Describe for me the relationship.  How you think the 
high level of trust came about?  What else contributed to the high level of trust?  

 
The consequences of trust 
 
1. In what ways are evaluations in which you share a high level of trust with the 

clients different from those with a low level of trust? 
 
2. Can you think of an evaluation that went particularly well or poorly because of 

trust issues? 
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Appendix D - Survey of Background Information 

SURVEY OF BACKGROUND INFORMATION  
 
1. In which of the following settings are you currently employed?   
 (Circle all that apply.) 

 
A. College/University 
B. State/Local agency 
C. School system 
D. Non-profit organization 
E. Corporation/Private sector 
F. Government/Federal agency 
G. Independent consultant 
H. Research and consulting organization 
I. Other (Specify) _______________________ 
 

1a. In which one of the settings are you primarily  
employed? (Write one letter in the blank.) 

 
______ 

 
2. What is your current job title?   

 
  __________________________________________ 
 
3. What are your primary responsibilities in this position? 
 
 __________________________________________ 

 
4. For how many total years have you been working in education [as an evaluator]? 
 
 ___________ years 
 
5. In what year were you born?   
 
  19 ___  ___ 
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Appendix D - Survey of Background Information (Continued) 

 
6. What educational degrees do you hold? 

Degree Major Year Earned 
   
   
   

 
7. List other relevant educational experiences you’d like to include. 
 
 _________________________________________________________ 

 
8. As far as you know, in which of the following types of evaluations  
 have you participated [do you conduct] most often? (Circle all that apply.) 

 
a. Needs assessment 
b. Formative evaluation 
c. Impact assessment 
d. Process evaluation 
e. Program monitoring 
f. Summative evaluation 
g. Meta-evaluation 
h. Other (Specify) ________________________________ 
i. Don’t know 
 

9. As far as you know, have the evaluators with whom you have  
 worked identified with any of the following evaluation approaches 
 [with which do you most closely identify]? (Circle all that apply.) 
 

a. Participatory evaluation 
b. Empowerment evaluation 
c. Collaborative evaluation 
d. Utilization-focused evaluation 
e. Theory-based evaluation 
f. Responsive evaluation 
g. Evaluation as social justice 
h. Objectives-based evaluation 
i. Other (Specify) ________________________________ 
j. Don’t know 
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Appendix D - Survey of Background Information (Continued) 

10. Allow me to define “qualitative” as having a strong focus on  
words, and “quantitative” as having a strong focus on numbers.   
As far as you know, do the evaluators with whom you work [in  
general, would you say that you] use qualitative, quantitative, or  
both qualitative and quantitative data-collection and analysis  
practices in your evaluations? (Circle one.) 

 
1. All or almost all qualitative 
2. Mostly qualitative with some quantitative 
3. Equally or almost equally qualitative and quantitative 
4. Mostly quantitative with some qualitative  
5. All or almost all quantitative 
6. Don’t know 

 
11. In general, which of the following evaluator roles most closely  
 align with your view of the evaluator role?  (Circle all that apply.) 
 

A. Judge 
B. Auditor 
C. Inspector 
D. Investigator 
E. Researcher 
F. Consultant for program improvement 
G. Evaluation facilitator 
H. Team member with evaluation perspective 
I. Collaborator 
J. Empowerment facilitator 
K. Supporter of cause 
L. Synthesizer 
M. Meta-evaluator 
N. Cluster leader 
O. Other (Specify) ___________________________________ 

 
11a. Which one of the evaluator roles most closely aligns with your 

view? (Write one letter in the blank.) 
 

______ 
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Appendix D - Survey of Background Information (Continued) 

12. To what extent do you disagree or agree with the following  
statements? (Circle one answer for each statement.) 

 
  Strongly  

Disagree 
 Strongly 

Agree 
a. The typical person is sincerely concerned 

about the problems of others. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

b. I think people generally try to back up their 
words with their actions. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

c. Most of the time, people care enough to try 
to be helpful, rather than just looking out 
for themselves. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

d. I generally give people the benefit of the 
doubt when I first meet them. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

e. I believe that most professional people do a 
very good job at their work. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

f. My typical approach is to trust new 
acquaintances until they prove I should not 
trust them. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

g. In general, most folks keep their promises. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
h. I usually trust people until they give me a 

reason not to trust them. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

i. In general, people really do care about the 
well-being of others. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

j. Most professionals are very knowledgeable 
in their chosen field. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

k. Most people are honest in their dealings 
with others. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

l. A large majority of professional people are 
competent in their area of expertise. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

THANK YOU! 
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