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Abstract
Background. Dealing with environmental threats is one of the largest, if not the
largest, challenge contemporary societies face. One way to better deal with this
challenge would be to produce knowledge that can be used to improve
environmental work and environmental policy and thus ultimately contribute to
sustainable development. National environmental evaluations, which this thesis
explores, could potentially fill this function because they are supposed to generate
applicable and useful knowledge for improving environmental policy and practice
for a sustainable transition. However, what different environmental actors view
as useful knowledge varies, and needs to be empirically investigated. Against this
background, the aim of this thesis is to investigate whether, and how, national
environmental evaluation systems contribute to key actors’ environmental work
and sustainable development. The thesis explores two national environmental
evaluation systems in Sweden.
Method. A mixed methods approach is applied that combines three methods.
Firstly, a narrative synthesis is developed and applied to compile a summary of
sustainable development effects from national environmental evaluations.
Secondly, a critical program theory is used to investigate the evaluation system’s
underlying logic and to assess the likelihood of it achieving its intended effects.
Thirdly, a directed content analysis is used to explore the usability and use of
environmental evaluations and evaluation systems. The methods are applied to
various documents, interviews with key actors, and observations at two
environmental seminars.
Results. The results show that, to contribute to sustainable development in the
context of evaluation systems and network governance, environmental
evaluations need to be of sufficient quality and meet different stakeholders’
knowledge needs. However, only some evaluations meet this demand. The main
value of national environmental evaluations and evaluation systems is that they
reinforce the national objectives, provide a recurrent report on achievement of
objectives, and push actors to take responsibility to improve their environmental
work.
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Introduction
Dealing with environmental threats is one of the largest, if not the largest,
challenge contemporary societies face (Allen et al., 2014; World Bank, 2012).
These threats include, but are not limited to, climate change, loss of biodiversity,
ocean acidification, and chemical pollution (Rockström et al., 2009; Steffen et al.,
2015). Many of these threats originate from central features in contemporary
societies, such as consumption, transportation, agriculture, forestry, and so on
(Allen et al., 2014). A radical transition of our societies towards sustainable
development (SD) is therefore needed, according to the majority of experts in the
environmental field (ibid.; Baker and Eckerberg, 2008; WCED, 1987).
There is, however, less consensus around the urgency of these challenges and how
they should be dealt with. This is mirrored in the multiple understandings of SD,
and in how environmental problems and solutions are discussed, regarding
whether there is a need for new knowledge to manage the problems, for example.
Sustainable development itself is a highly contested and ambiguous concept
(Baker, 2006; Du Pisani, 2006; Persson et al., 2016). The concept’s ambiguity
and its positive connotations can explain why many people and governments
advocate and support a transition towards SD (Persson et al., 2016), but when it
comes to deciding on action it is obvious that they have vastly different
understandings of what SD implies and how the problem should be dealt with
(ibid.).
Hopwood et al. (2005) distinguish between three distinct understandings of
transition towards SD: status quo, reform, and transformation. Those advocating
status quo transition acknowledge that changes need to be made, but that these
adjustments can be carried out without any fundamental changes to the structure
of society, to how decisions are made, or to existing power relations. Supporting
technological solutions should be the main focus in transitioning society towards
SD. From this perspective, existing knowledge or new knowledge for single-loop
learning (Argyris and Schön, 1978) is sufficient and there is no demand for novel
insights. Reformers, on the other hand, recognize that “large shifts in policy and
lifestyle, many very profound, will be needed at some point” (Hopwood et al.,
2005: 43). They typically highlight technology, scientific knowledge, and
modifications and restrictions of the market and reforming government as
important reform areas in the transition towards SD. There is a knowledge need
to establish what works to help improve the effectiveness of technical solutions to
alleviate environmental problems. By contrast, transformationists see the
essential problems as stemming from our current way of life, which is based on
the exploitation of the majority population and the environment by a few. The
transformation view of SD is the most heterogeneous of the three perspectives;
1

however, a central notion of this third view is introducing more direct democracy
and equity. Organization of popular action outside parliamentary and state
settings is viewed as the most effective approach to restraining environmental
degradation and ultimately putting a stop to it. The transformationists’
knowledge need is radically different from the status quo group’s and reformists’
need and includes knowledge to support problem solving in multi-actor settings
(Schwandt, 2016), for example knowledge on how to develop and maintain
institutional capital and local knowledge (Hajer, 2003). All three perspectives
therefore agree that a transition is needed, but what this transition should entail
and what knowledge is needed continues to be debated.
The point of departure of this thesis is in line with the reformist and
transformationist notion of transition towards SD, however acknowledging that
different actors can conceive and advocate the three perspectives and that their
knowledge needs differ. I also recognize that some researchers claim that in
environmental decision making and environmental policy, the use of scientific
knowledge remains scarce (Kirchhoff et al., 2013; Owens et al., 2006). It has been
suggested that one reason for this gap is that scientific knowledge is rarely
actionable or applicable in a policy setting (Caplan, 1979). If this is correct,
evaluations which this thesis sets out to explore could potentially bridge this gap.
Environmental evaluations are initiated to generate applicable and useful
knowledge for decision making and to improve practice (e.g., environmental
work) (e.g., Fitzpatrick et al., 2012; Patton, 2008). However, I recognize that
when evaluations provide “useful knowledge” they will reflect and promote either
a status quo, or a reformist or transformational perspective towards SD.
Moreover, that environmental evaluations can provide decision makers and other
stakeholders with different knowledge about the effectiveness of environmental
programs and policies, including their goal attainment, and how to improve
environmental work towards SD. Therefore, this thesis pays attention to what
conception of SD transition the evaluations reflect. In discussing the achievement
of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), Schwandt et al. (2016: 1) suggest
that evaluation can “examine policy and programme implementation and
effectiveness, and build well-reasoned and supported cases for claims of
progress.” They add, however, that the SDGs are interrelated in complex ways
and “… cannot be neatly captured in a linear straightforward cause–effect
relationship” (ibid., 3). Although environmental evaluations may be used and
referred to as providing uncontestable truths about effects of environmental
policies and programs this thesis recognizes that evaluations are value-laden and
each supports one or the other perspective on SD. This is not to say that they
cannot be a valuable tool in the transition towards a more sustainable
environment and society, but in what way they may be valuable is an empirical
question.
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Furthermore, for evaluations to be able to contribute to SD, they need to be
reliable and valid and, moreover, need to be able to discern effects of an
intervention from other effects. In addition, evaluations should meet the key
stakeholders’ knowledge needs as they are jointly responsible for addressing the
problems and promoting the transition. These are all basic quality requirements
for evaluations to be productive tools for supporting change towards SD. But as
said I recognize that the actors’ understanding of the challenges and their
knowledge needs, as well as the evaluations’ contributions to SD, depends on
whether this is viewed from a status quo, reform, or transform perspective.
An assumption in this thesis is that the ways in which the evaluative knowledge
is produced, organized, and used becomes critical to whether, and how, it
contributes to the transition towards a more sustainable society. However, we do
not know enough about whether environmental evaluations actually contribute
to environmental work and SD in practice, and therefore are part of a certain
solution, or whether they are a waste of time and resources – or, even worse, are
used to justify inaction and are therefore part of the problem. This thesis seeks to
shed light on this issue by investigating the extent to which evaluation may be a
useful policy instrument. More specifically, the thesis will examine the
contribution of national evaluations and evaluation systems to national
environmental actors’ environmental work and SD.
To reflect the value and impact evaluations may have, the evaluation needs to be
understood as a social phenomenon situated in a political context (Schwandt,
2015) and this is how the thesis explores evaluations. The context in this case is
two multi-actor settings in Swedish national environmental politics, namely, the
institutions and actors involved in, or affected by, two national environmental
evaluation systems and subsequent evaluations. The first is the largest
environmental program in Swedish history so far, the Local Investment Programs
(LIP). The second is the national policy framework titled “National
Environmental Quality Objective (NEQO).” Systematic evaluation was (LIP) and
is (NEQO) a major part of these initiatives. These evaluations are initiated by the
state and are objectives-oriented, that is, aimed to support the achievement of the
national environmental objectives. Hence, the evaluations provide knowledge for
improving the presiding environmental politics. This thesis takes its point of
departure in the state’s environmental problem framing and objectives but
employs a critical approach to its assumptions. This implies that the thesis
problematizes the problem framing, the environmental objectives, and the
adopted notion of sustainable development.
Various objective-oriented environmental evaluations exist on the global level
(e.g., evaluations of the SDGs) and on national, regional and local levels in many
countries (Persson et al., 2016). The Swedish case is a compelling as Sweden has
3

a longstanding tradition of being at the forefront of environmental work (Lafferty
and Eckerberg, 1998; Liefferink and Skou Andersen, 1997). Sweden has also
developed national environmental programs and policies that have been
thoroughly evaluated, which means that it is possible to study the impact of
environmental evaluations in depth.
The purpose of this thesis is to investigate whether, and how, national
environmental evaluation systems contribute to key actors’ environmental work
and SD, and if they have other implications.
The thesis seeks to answer the following two research questions:
Under what conditions, in the context of evaluation systems, can environmental
evaluations contribute to sustainable development?
Have environmental evaluations (and evaluation systems) contributed to
national actors’ environmental work and SD and, if so, how have they
contributed?
Mainly, to answer the first question, the thesis will investigate the quality,
relevance, and usability for key stakeholders, of evaluations and their
contribution to SD. These factors are generally considered important in research
on evaluation use (Cousins and Leithwood, 1986; Johnson et al., 2009; Shulha
and Cousins, 1997). To answer the second research question, additional factors
and conditions presumed to be important in terms of evaluation use in evaluation
systems will be explored, such as actors’ proximity to the policy cycle, their
knowledge needs, forums for deliberation, and stakeholder involvement
(Brandon and Fukunaga, 2014).
The subsequent sections are constructed as follows: first, previous research on
evaluation and evaluation systems with special focus on environmental
evaluation is put forward. Thereafter, the framework I have developed to critically
explore environmental evaluation (systems) is described. The third section places
the study’s objects in their institutional setting to gain a better understanding of
the two evaluation systems. The subsequent section presents the materials and
methods applied and outlines the content of the four individual papers. Finally,
conclusions are drawn from the four papers as a whole, guided by the aim and the
two research questions, followed by a concluding discussion.

Conceptual note
Evaluation is in this thesis defined as the activity of systematically determining
the merit, worth, or significance of something, usually a program, policy, or
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practice (Scriven, 1991). In addition, evaluation is recognized as a social and
political practice with societal outcomes, intended or not (Schwandt, 2015).
Environmental evaluation refers to an evaluation where the evaluand (i.e., the
object evaluated) concerns some aspect of the environment; but environmental
evaluations by necessity also involve social aspects (Rowe, 2012).
The term evaluation system refers to “the procedural, institutional and policy
arrangements shaping the evaluation function and its relationship to its internal
and external environment” (Liverani and Lundgren, 2007: 241).
Sustainable development (SD) is defined by the three pillars, or dimensions
(economic, ecological, and social), commonly related to SD (WCED, 1987)1. In
addition, a distinction is made between weak and strong SD (Cabeza Gutés, 1996;
Nourry, 2008).
Environmental policy refers to a multitude of activities including public policies,
programs, projects, specific measures, and work intended to improve the
environment. In addition, “policy work,” “environmental work,” and
“environmental interventions” are terms used to indicate public environmental
policy.

1It

is recognized that SD is a highly contested term (Baker, 2006) with many different definitions and
a long history (Du Pisani, 2006). In this thesis, no distinction is made between the concepts of
sustainability and SD.
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Previous research on evaluation and
evaluation systems
The role of knowledge in public policy has been studied in numerous ways in
different disciplines. When studying the interaction between knowledge and
policy in the environmental field, focus has been on, among other things, how
science advisors (Jasanoff, 1990) and scientific commissions can shape policy and
influence policy making (Owens, 2015). The research question has primarily been
whether and, if so, how, scientific knowledge informs and permeates policy. Even
though this thesis is concerned with the relationship between knowledge and
policy, its focus is on evaluative knowledge which largely is produced outside
academia and inside, or closely connected to, the policy realm. The following
review of previous research will therefore focus on the evaluation field, which this
thesis seeks to contribute to. Specific attention will be given to topics that are
central to the research question, namely: evaluation systems, evaluation use, and
environmental evaluation. This section provides a brief rendition of the
development of evaluation and evaluation research and definitions of evaluation,
and specifies where, in the field of evaluation research, the thesis is situated.

Development of evaluation and evaluation research
Evaluation is something human beings have always conducted on an informal
cognitive basis as a way to appraise the world. Formal evaluation, as a practice in
itself, gained traction in relation to the emergence of advanced capitalistic
societies (House, 1993) and is today described as a global phenomenon (Furubo
et al., 2002).
The development of evaluation research has been described in a number of ways.
The most recognized analogies used to describe the development of evaluation
and evaluation research are roots (Alkin, 2013), generations (Guba and Lincoln,
1989), and waves (Vedung, 2010). These three authors with their different
approaches provide insights into the development of evaluation and evaluation
research in different ways. Alkin (2013) focuses on evaluation theorists and
scholars and places them in different areas (use, methods, and valuing) of
evaluation research to explain the development of evaluation theories and
practice. Guba and Lincoln (1989) suggest that evaluation theories and practices
can be divided into four generations where the fourth generation highlights
stakeholder involvement. While both Alkin (2013) and Guba and Lincoln (1989)
have an American or at least Anglo-Saxon context, Vedung (2010) has focused
mainly on the Swedish context. Vedung states that the developments (waves) he
has identified can also be found in North America and other places, but to a lesser
extent. In addition, Vedung places evaluation in a policy setting and thereby
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highlights the importance of the political context for the development of
evaluation. This thesis underscores the importance of the policy context for
understanding the value and consequences of evaluations. This makes Vedung’s
political framing and wave analogy the most suitable to apply in this thesis.
According to Vedung (2010), evaluation has gone through four waves of
development, that in some way changed the manner evaluation has been
practiced. While the analogy of the wave is meant to illustrate how one particular
mode of evaluation, after another, became prevalent Vedung also points out that
the previous waves do not disappear when a new wave emerges. The waves leave
traces and therefore remain present although not as the most dominant mode of
evaluation. Below follows a short description of each wave.
The first wave, the “science-driven wave,” emerged in the early 1950s. This wave
was based on an idea of radical rationalism. In terms of this, as long as evaluations
were carefully planned and systematically implemented, as well as conducted by
highly trained academics, it would be possible to achieve “the great society.”
Political decisions were to be based on knowledge and careful planning and
implemented through large-scale programs. This was believed to be the way
forward and it was believed that this largely was how society was governed. This
wave was in line with the expansion of the welfare state in Western societies at
this time.
By the early and mid-1970s, the assumptions of the society of piecemeal planning
and of the science-driven wave were highly questioned and a new form of
evaluation began to emerge. The second wave, acknowledged by Vedung (ibid.),
is called the “dialogue-oriented wave.” While the science-driven wave mainly
focused on the front end of the policy cycle, such as planning and design, the
dialogue-oriented wave focused on processes, stakeholder participation,
deliberation, and democracy. As the oil crisis loomed large and the idea of the
“great society” became more and more questioned, evaluators and
commissioners too became more attuned to questioning the assumptions of the
scientific wave. Instead, evaluators now focused on stakeholder opinion and
deliberated on alternative ways of resolving issues and assessing programs.
Experts were no longer recognized as better suited at providing a definition of
what a good society was. Rather, these questions were to be answered by different
stakeholders, assisted by evaluators, through deliberation. This wave was largely
based on a social constructivist understating of knowledge. It was focused less on
retrieving objective facts and more on how different artefacts were given
meaning.
At the end of the 1970s, a new wave emerged, the neo-liberal wave, reflecting a
change in public governance. This wave was right wing-oriented in contrast to the
7

first two waves. The most prominent set of ideas behind this wave was the socalled “New Public Management (NPM)” approach. This way of thinking suggests
that the best way of governing the public is by exposing it to market logic. That is,
treating the stakeholders and users as customers, exposing public institutions to
competition, and shifting the control from bureaucrats to leaders and the
leadership ideals that are prevalent in the open market. Evaluations developed
during this wave reflect the knowledge needs of NPM, namely, to provide
recurrent performance information to be able to govern by objectives and results.
In the mid-1990s, a fourth wave surfaced in the US, which reached the Nordic
countries by the early 2000s. This wave is called the “evidence wave.” It was
introduced through the tag line “what matters is what works.” Government
programs and policies, in terms of this, should be based on best available
evidence. The question of what constitutes best evidence, following assumptions
of this wave, is determined by the so-called “evidence hierarchy” that grades
methods according to their proclivity for measuring effects. This in turn means
that experimental methods are considered to be a gold standard for gaining hard
evidence. During this wave, evidence-based evaluations were requested and
commissioned.
According to Vedung (ibid.), we are at the moment wrapped up in the evidence
wave even though traces of all previous waves linger in the form of sediments. In
addition to these waves, there is another trend which is only briefly mentioned by
Vedung, which is the increasing number of evaluations conducted. Since the
1990s, basically all types of interventions and practices have been potential
subjects for evaluation. It can be argued that this trend can be largely attributed
to the neo-liberal wave and the practice of NPM since they occurred
simultaneously; and, further, that the NPM paradigm focused on output rather
than process (Hood, 1995), meaning that measuring and evaluating outcomes
becomes a central practice in governing.
Contemporary evaluation practices will vary between regions, fields of inquiry,
and levels of governing. Vedung’s wave metaphor (2010) provides an
understanding of different trends in evaluation, showing that traces of “older”
waves or trends may still be prevalent as sediments in contemporary policy
settings. Therefore, we can expect to find all of these evaluations in the
environmental field, but perhaps evaluations from one or two waves are more
prevalent.

Defining evaluation and evaluation research
Evaluation has been defined in numerous ways (Fitzpatrick et al., 2012; Patton,
2008; Rossi et al., 2003; Scriven, 1991; Shaw et al., 2006; Vedung, 2010; Weiss,
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1998a). No single definition has taken hold in the evaluation literature, which
should not be surprising given the diverse features of evaluation across
disciplines. Scriven’s (1991) definition of evaluation, as the activity to
systematically determine the merit, worth, or significance of something, usually
a program, policy, or practice, is a broad and often cited definition. Shaw et al.
(2006) and Schwandt (2015) suggest that evaluation also needs to be recognized
as a social and political practice. That is, evaluation is always embedded in
political and social systems. The main contribution of this rendering of evaluation
is the focus on the context surrounding all social practices, including evaluation.
Subsequently, evaluation activities may have different consequences and effects
given the social and political circumstances. Evaluation is therefore not solely
understood as a rational–logical activity, but also as a social and political activity.
Evaluation research should by this standard include contextual factors and
unintended effects to fully comprehend the societal consequences of evaluation
activities. Therefore, as stated above, evaluation is in this thesis defined as the
activity to systematically determine the merit, worth, or significance of
something, usually a program, policy, or practice (Scriven, 1991). In addition, as
already mentioned, evaluation is recognized as a social and political practice with
societal outcomes, intended or not (Schwandt, 2015).
Evaluation research includes a wide variety of topics and theories (Alkin, 2013).
A separation can be made between “research for evaluation” and “research on
evaluation.” Research for evaluation focuses on developing approaches and
methods to support evaluation practice. The approaches and methods typically
address how to conduct evaluation to generate knowledge to meet someone’s
knowledge needs (Fitzpatrick et al., 2012; Rossi et al., 2003). Research on
evaluation focuses on generating knowledge of evaluation as a political and social
phenomenon. Examples of this are research on historical trends in evaluation
(Vedung, 2010), evaluation use, and consequences of evaluation. Although many
research topics transcend this binary construct it is a useful demarcation for
understanding previous research in the evaluation field. This thesis explores
topics related to research both “for” and “on” evaluation.

Research on evaluation use and evaluation systems
One central research area in contemporary research on evaluation discussed in
this thesis is evaluation use. A second research area in the thesis is evaluation
systems, which are scarcely researched. To be able to address the second research
question, of whether the evaluations and evaluation systems contribute to key
actors’ environmental work and SD, a necessary step is to investigate whether
evaluations are used in the context of evaluation systems. Hence, research on
evaluation use and evaluation systems is briefly reviewed and discussed below.
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Evaluation use
Use is one of the longest still ongoing research areas in evaluation research
(Ledermann, 2012; Weiss, 1979, 1998b). Research on evaluation use has
principally focused on different types of use (Vedung, 2015; Weiss, 1998a), ways
of enhancing use (Patton, 2008), and factors affecting use (Cousins and
Leithwood, 1986; Shulha and Cousins, 1997).
Evaluation researchers have developed and discussed different types of use to
cover the many ways evaluations may be used and impact society (Højlund,
2014a, 2014b; Johnson et al., 2009; Patton, 2008; Vedung, 1997; Weiss, 1998b).
The archetypal way of using evaluation refers to when an actor applies the
knowledge from the evaluation to guide decision making, usually called
“instrumental use.” Other ways of using evaluation include: learning from the
evaluation but without that knowledge impacting decision making directly
(“conceptual” or “enlightenment use”) or using evaluations to justify a
predetermined position (“legitimizing use”).
This thesis applies Vedung’s conceptualization of evaluation use (2015), which is
comprehensive and provides clear demarcations between the types of use that
have been developed over time. It includes six types of use: instrumental,
conceptual, legitimizing, tactical, ritual, and constitutive. In addition, Vedung
separates these uses into product and process use (see Højlund, 2014a, and
Kirkhart, 2000, for similar conceptualizations), meaning that the six types of use
can be a case of either product or process use. “Product use” refers to the
“employment of evaluative findings and recommendations from final reporting.
Final reporting may include written, oral, and audio-visual final reporting as well
as similar information efforts” (Vedung 2015: 205). “Process use” is defined as
“the utilization of any evaluation activity taking place before final reporting. This
means that the use of findings from draft final reports and interim reporting
during the evaluation process, written as well as orally and audio-visually
communicated, is assigned to process use” (ibid., 205–206). Use induced from
the announcement of an upcoming evaluation and learning while working with
an evaluation is also considered process use.
In recent years, the research on use has been criticized for being too actor-focused
and not taking broader consequences of evaluations into account (Dahler-Larsen,
2011). Subsequently, use has been complemented with concepts such as functions
(Hanberger, 2011), constitutive effects (Dahler-Larsen, 2014), and influence
(Henry and Mark, 2003; Kirkhart, 2000). In order to examine how evaluations
can contribute to SD, the larger impacts of evaluations including types of use, and
broader influences and unintended consequences of evaluations should be taken
into account. This thesis intends to contribute to this expanded understanding of
evaluation use, in particular within the environmental policy field and in the

10

context of evaluation systems. How this is done is expanded on in the section
“Framework to critically explore environmental evaluation (systems).”
In two reviews of research on factors enhancing, promoting, and explaining use
of evaluation (Cousins and Leithwood, 1986; Shulha and Cousins, 1997), the
factors and characteristics can be separated into two categories: (1)
characteristics of evaluation implementation; and (2) characteristics of the
decision or policy setting. Findings show that evaluator competence, evaluation
quality, credibility, relevance, communication quality, findings, and timeliness
are factors explaining use. The second category includes information needs,
decision characteristics, political climate, competing information, personal
characteristics, and commitment or receptiveness to evaluation as explanatory
factors for use. Recently, research has added stakeholder involvement as an
important explanatory factor for use (Johnson et al., 2009).
Ledermann (2012) points out that these reviews have been helpful in finding
relevant and potentially determining factors to explain evaluation use, but that
they do not to the same extent ascribe weight to the different factors, by showing
which factors might be more, and which factors less, central. Saunders (2012)
widens the notion of what could impact use by distinguishing between use and
usability where “usability” refers to the communicative aspects of the evaluation.
An evaluation may in this sense have high usability (i.e., be well written and
widely disseminated), but may not be used (e.g., due to lack of interest from the
potential users). Furthermore, the recent discussion on evaluation use pays more
attention to the setting it is used in. A new setting for many evaluations is the
evaluation system in which it is embedded (Leeuw and Furubo, 2008). This thesis
explores evaluation use in this new setting and aims to contribute to research on
evaluation use and influence within evaluation systems. Hence, in the next
section, research on evaluation systems is discussed.
Evaluation systems
Evaluation researchers have described the development of evaluation systems in
terms of how such systems have become institutionalized in the public and
private sector in the last decade either as a complement to, or to replace, standalone evaluations. Rist and Stame (2006) suggest that a stream is a feasible
metaphor for understanding development towards evaluation systems: the
typical single-study evaluation gives way more and more to a continuous flow of
information that resembles the structure of a stream. The reasons given for this
qualitative change in the way of performing evaluation have been suggested to
come from different directions. One explanation comes from a logic–rational
perspective. Single studies can often be perceived as uninformative if they are not
supported by other findings. Performing ad hoc studies can also increase the risk
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of administration amnesia (ibid.). That is, the same questions and the same
answers are repeated in a loop and no real progress is made. Another explanation
for the increasing number of evaluation systems is demand. New information
needs from governmental agencies call for a steady flow of information in order
to produce timely performance information. As discussed above, this knowledge
need is apparent in NPM-oriented governance reflected by the second evaluation
wave (Vedung, 201o). Moreover, as demonstrated in paper II (Larsson and
Hanberger, 2016), it is apparent in governance through management by
objectives (MBO). The general trend of a “knowledge society” that infuses more
knowledge into organizations also plays an important role for the development of
evaluation systems (Dahler-Larsen, 2011).
Evaluation systems have been defined in different ways (Dahler-Larsen, 2011;
Hanberger, 2011, 2016; Leeuw and Furubo, 2008; Liverani and Lundgren, 2007).
Leeuw and Furubo (2008) propose four criteria for defining evaluation systems.
An evaluation system should, according to them, consist of: a shared
epistemological perspective, some level of institutional organization, recurring or
permanent production of evaluation knowledge, and focus on intended users.
Other definitions have widened the focus from the recurring production of
knowledge (Dahler-Larsen, 2011) to also include the response aspect of
evaluation systems (Hanberger, 2011) and how institutions and organizations
establish routines for dealing with ad hoc evaluations and recurring streams of
evaluation knowledge (Hanberger, 2016). Evaluation systems can vary in terms
of how they are constructed, produce knowledge, and intend to be used. This
thesis recognizes the different reasons for developing evaluation systems and
applies the following definition of evaluation systems: “the procedural,
institutional, and policy arrangements shaping the evaluation function and its
relationship to its internal and external environment” (Liverani and Lundgren,
2007: 241).
Research for and on evaluation systems is still scarce, particularly in the
environmental field, but has recently garnered increased attention. In the
research for evaluation systems, focus has been placed on how evaluation systems
should be constructed to best fill their function. A common way to organize
evaluation systems is through so-called “monitoring and evaluation (M&E)”
systems. Kusek and Rist (2004: 12) define M&E systems as the “feedback system
on the outcomes and consequences of government actions.” They suggest ten
steps to build an effective M&E system. One, stakeholders should be consulted
and engaged in setting targets; two, targets that can be monitored and evaluated
must be chosen. Three, key performance indicators should be set to monitor
progress. Four, baseline performances indicating achievements should be
decided. Five, interim, or milestone, targets are decided to chart the way towards
long-term targets. The sixth step includes monitoring for results and
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implementation by collecting quality performance data. The seventh step sets up
the evaluation function of the M&E system. In step eight, the timing of the
evaluation results is organized to accommodate intended users’ needs. In step
nine, focus is placed on how to report the findings to make sure that they come to
use, including ways to ensure learning and knowledge sharing within the
organization (or government). The final step, ten, deals with sustaining the M&E
system by ensuring clear roles, responsibilities and trustworthy and credible
information, as well as capacity and appropriate incentives.
The main critique towards organizing and understanding the role of evaluation
systems in Kusek and Rist’s (2004) framework is that it implies a rational policy
and planning perspective. Following the definition of evaluation in this thesis,
that evaluation activities by necessity are tied to their political and social context,
with many stakeholders involved may affect how the evaluation systems are
actually set up, implemented, and used.
The empirical findings from research on evaluation systems relate to how they
operate and are perceived in different policy contexts. Dahler-Larsen (2006)
focuses on the construction of evaluation systems by comparing two different
evaluation systems in Danish medical policy. Even though both systems claim to
be evidence-based they use two very different approaches to meet this claim. One
approach is more context-based and has been criticized on that basis for not
holding up universal objective truths. The other evaluation system is based on
universal criteria taken from a US perspective. This in turn has caused larger
resistance from the street-level stakeholders who feel that many of the universal
criteria lack relevance in the Danish context. Dahler-Larsen concludes that the
construction of evaluation systems must be viewed through the lens of their social
and organizational context.
Hanberger (2011) explored a management response (MRE) system in foreign aid
that structures the final part of the evaluation system. While the intended
principal use of the MRE systems was policy improvement, very little evidence
for this type of use was found. Instead, MRE was used in a legitimizing fashion.
Strengthening organizational legitimacy and creating a feeling of assurance were
reported to be key functions of MRE systems.
Dahler-Larsen (2011; 2012) highlights additional problematic issues with
evaluation systems. He suggests that the era of reflexive modernity was craving
more and more evaluation to be able to better make decisions in an increasingly
more complex and risky world. However, the dream of making better, more
rational decisions in some ways has become a nightmare. The increasing pressure
to document and evaluate parts of working life for doctors and teachers has
backlashed by becoming what can be described as an aversion for these practices.
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While teachers and eldercare staff are subject to increased demands from the
state to provide monitoring data for various M&E systems they also question the
value of this, arguing that it takes time away from teaching and caregiving
(Hanberger et al., 2016; Hanberger and Lindgren, 2018).
Not much research has been reported on evaluation systems in the environmental
field. In the Introduction, objective-oriented environmental evaluation systems
for the SDGs were mentioned. These efforts are still in an early stage and Persson
et al. (2016) suggest that some aspects need to be resolved regarding what
commitments exactly should be followed up, and why. Most research on
environmental evaluation is not on systems, but on stand-alone evaluation. In the
next section, this research will be briefly discussed.

Environmental evaluation research
So far, research for environmental evaluation (developing various approaches for
conducting environmental evaluation) dominates, whereas research on
environmental evaluation (i.e., research on use, effects, and consequences of
environmental evaluations) is scarce.
Challenges to environmental evaluations
There are some fundamental challenges facing environmental evaluation that
must be dealt with. Firstly, there is the issue of time, scale, and space. It is
recognized that environmental problems are not usually confined by geographic
borders and are not easily predicted because they span large time frames (Gysen
et al., 2006). Scale is depicted as a central issue in dealing with environmental
problems and a challenge to environmental evaluations. This is because
environmental problems transcend social and political borders and therefore
become hard to manage as the effects from an intervention may have
consequences in remote places (Bruyninckx, 2009). The practical implication of
this is that local or regional environmental problems quickly become national and
transnational in character, and vice versa, further complicating the evaluation of
effects from policies and programs.
Secondly, environmental effects over time are rarely linear. Instead, they often
display discontinuities and threshold effects, which makes them hard to grasp
and predict (Hildén, 2009). This issue is especially germane to environmental
evaluation because, here, a balance must be struck between social and ecological
time frames, as environmental evaluations must be timely in both policy and
ecological cycles. Furthermore, as Rowe (2012) argues, social and ecological
systems and time frames must be kept apart because they adhere to different
logics. In some cases, environmental evaluations even need to address the fact
that social and natural values may be in conflict (Scolobig et al., 2008). The
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complex composition of environmental interrelations (social and ecological) can
therefore be difficult to accommodate in evaluations.
Issues concerning measurement are a central challenge in any evaluation
concerned with effects, but the problem could be said to be somewhat different
and even more challenging for environmental evaluation, given how
environmental effects extend over time and space. Stakeholders’ value systems
regarding ecological and social aspects also constitute a fundamental challenge to
environmental evaluation. Different stakeholders may value natural resources
differently, which can cause conflict (Scolobig et al., 2008). For example, a forest
may be valued as the place for bird watching, walking, fishing, or driving a dirt
bike. While all stakeholders may value the forest in general the particulars that
are valued in the forest can invite conflict between the different stakeholders. In
addition, an environmental evaluation needs to separate the effectiveness of one
environmental policy instrument from others that are also in place (Hildén et al.,
2014). This is, however, a challenge for policy evaluation in general.
Dealing with risk and innovation is another problem for environmental
evaluation. Innovation is an important part of mediating and adapting to
environmental concerns (Hildén et al., 2014). Therefore, environmental
evaluations need to be able to evaluate innovative and new policy instruments in
terms of their effectiveness. To be able to do this, environmental evaluations must
be able to address ways of reducing risk when it comes to new and innovative
policy instruments (Hildén et al., 2014). This is not an easy task for any
evaluation, but it might be even more complex in the context of environmental
evaluation because time and scale often display non-linear effects. A policy
instrument could be effective in the short term but less effective in the long term,
or vice versa.
Given these challenges to environmental evaluation, a number of methods and
approaches have been developed, which will be discussed in the next section.
Research for environmental evaluation
Research for environmental evaluation includes developing methods for, and
approaches to, conducting evaluation. Modus narrandi is an evaluation
method/approach that focuses on closing the gap between measuring effects in a
rigorous way and embracing the complexity involved in environmental issues
(Gysen et al., 2006). Because of the non-linearity of environmental effects of
interventions when it comes to scale and time, Gysen et al. (2006) suggest that
effects should be narrated in a consistent effect line and effect chain. The method
focuses especially on accounting for both the effects of a policy and its side effects.
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Rowe (2012) suggests that evaluations that include both natural and social
aspects should not inevitably require increased rigor in the evaluation process.
Instead, priority should be placed on the perspective of decision makers and
stakeholders. Rowe suggests that usability should be the main concern for
environmental evaluation. Following this approach, the knowledge produced is
geared towards users of environmental evaluations rather than to the internal
validity of the evaluation.
Along similar lines, Lehtonen (2005) proposes combining evaluation for
accountability with learning and argues that problems of performance measures
can be eliminated this way. He underlines that peer review evaluation, combining
evaluation for accountability and learning, could be an effective mechanism for
promoting SD. This method attempts to deal with a common problem in
evaluation between the two functions of evaluation: accountability and learning.
Both functions are needed to promote SD, but evaluations often end up focusing
on either accountability or learning, according to Lehtonen (2005).
Multi-criteria evaluation is yet another method/approach focused on dealing
with complex environmental evaluation objects with different values at stake
(Scolobig et al., 2008). The central tenet behind multi-criteria evaluation is to
incorporate all conflicting values and criteria in the method to produce a broad
picture of the context at hand. This differs from classic cost-benefit analysis as it
does not render all the criteria in monetary terms, which in turn can provide a
broader and more complex image of what is at stake (Crabb and Leroy, 2012).
Ekins and Medhurst’s (2006) approach to environmental evaluation, which
entails the three dimensions of SD, is of special interest for this thesis. It was used
to inform the analysis in paper I. They suggest that four types of capital indicators
can be used to measure the impact of programs for SD. “Manufactured capital
indicators” (e.g., infrastructure for transport, telecommunications),
“environmental capital indicators” (e.g., energy consumption, water pollution),
“social capital indicators” (e.g., trust, income equality, participation in planning
processes), and “human capital indicators” (e.g., wellbeing, education, and
motivation) are used to measure changes in the four “stocks of capital” and the
“flows associated with them.” Largely, these indicators reflect the three
dimensions of sustainability, where manufactured capital indicators represent
economic sustainability, and social and human capital indicators depict social
sustainability.
Taken together, environmental evaluations, informed by the cited research,
should produce knowledge that accounts for complexity (including aspects of
time and space), stakeholder perspectives, accountability and learning, and
social, economic, and environmental dimensions of SD. Whether, and how, these
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aspects are met in Swedish national environmental evaluation is an empirical
question that paper I attempts to answer.
Research on environmental evaluation
A few studies have been conducted on environmental evaluation. A topical study
on climate policy evaluation in Europe is one instance (Huitema et al., 2011).
Drawing on a synthesis of 259 climate policy evaluations from six European
countries and the EU, Huitema and colleagues (2011) analyzed the evaluations
and their characteristics. They found that by far the most common criteria in the
evaluations were goal achievement and effectiveness, followed by efficiency and
cost-effectiveness. They also found a considerable gap between evaluation theory
and practice (ibid.). The gap between evaluation theory and practice had been
recognized previously in the evaluation literature (Khakee, 2003).
Evaluation theory highlights that the application of multiple criteria and the use
of various evaluation methods are needed to recognize complexity. However, the
vast majority of evaluations included in the referred study did not sufficiently
observe complexity (Huitema et al., 2011). In addition, the majority of evaluations
did not question formal policy goals and were therefore not regarded as reflective,
an important aspect of environmental evaluation. The overwhelming majority of
the evaluations did not include stakeholder participation in developing criteria or
methodology. Furthermore, discussions and reflections on evaluation use were
not included in any of the evaluations.
Sandin et al. (2017: 1813) reviewed 30 evaluations in Sweden that looked at policy
instruments for energy efficiency in buildings, and concluded that the design,
methods, and data used did not include aspects of “side effects, attribution,
rebound effects, and triangulation.”
Environmental evaluation systems and their contribution to SD remain
underresearched. This provides one of the principal rationales for this thesis.
Firstly, the thesis aims to contribute to research for evaluation by developing a
framework for analyzing environmental evaluations (presented in the next
section) and by developing a narrative synthesis for synthesizing knowledge from
evaluations and their contribution to SD (paper I). Secondly, it aims to contribute
to research on environmental evaluation by generating knowledge about the use,
usability, and influence of evaluation, specifically in the context of national
environmental evaluation systems set up for the achievement of national
environmental objectives and transition towards SD (all four papers). As research
on environmental evaluation (and evaluation systems) is scarce, the thesis will
largely refer to research on evaluation in general. Building on the cited research,
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in the next section I develop a framework to critically explore environmental
evaluations (systems) in their political context.

18

Framework to critically explore
environmental evaluation (systems)
This section presents the analytical framework developed for the thesis.
Evaluation is understood as a social and political phenomenon and consequently
there is a need to analyze it as such. This calls for some kind of framework, theory,
or approach. As there was no existing framework that I could apply, I have
developed one for the purpose of this thesis. This section presents the analytical
framework developed to frame and facilitate the analysis of national
environmental evaluations.
The framework aids in exploring evaluations from a governance perspective by
considering the validity and relevance of environmental evaluations in their
governance context. Furthermore, the framework supports analysis of the
usability and use of evaluations and their contribution to SD and of the
consequences of evaluations and evaluation systems including any negative
consequences. Overall, the framework helps to depict a many-sided
representation of environmental evaluation systems and their implications.
The analytical framework as a whole was not developed at the outset of the
research process, but was successively worked out along with the papers. The
framework also serves to bind together the papers into a whole entity, thereby
allowing for wider and deeper analysis by drawing together evidence and
conclusions from each of the papers individually. Different aspects of this
framework, as discussed below, were applied in the four papers, and they are
reiterated and linked here. I recognize that if more aspects of the evaluation (and
evaluation systems) are uncovered the validity of the analysis of environmental
evaluations increases.
Firstly, the framework takes into consideration the governance context in which
evaluations are embedded. This is in line with the understanding of evaluation as
a political and social phenomenon. The governance context is described in terms
of ways that government can govern society and the environment. Two different
governance models, “management by objectives (MBO)” and “network
governance,” as well as different policy instruments, are given attention. In
addition, so-called “critical program theory (PT) analysis” is applied to
empirically analyze evaluation systems from a governance perspective.
Secondly, the framework illuminates and helps explore the validity and relevance
of environmental evaluations. How these concepts, reflecting two key quality
criteria of evaluations, are conceived and treated is discussed below. If
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evaluations are not valid and relevant to stakeholders sharing responsibilities to
improve the environment, their presence can be questioned already in the first
place.
Thirdly, the framework is also developed to explore usability, use, and influence
of environmental evaluations. It is recognized that an evaluation’s usability is of
importance, although evaluations may still not be used even if they have high
usability. Therefore, different factors known to enhance use and the wider
influence of evaluations are discussed in this framework.
Fourthly, the framework helps to explore the contribution of evaluations to SD.
Different ways of interpreting SD are taken into consideration in this analysis.
The different interpretations of SD are further described, as is how they are
applied in the framework.
Finally, the framework helps to explore the wider influence and potential
consequences of evaluations. How actors can use evaluations in this respect, and
the different functions and influences that the evaluation system could have on
environmental policy and work and SD are accounted for. This also includes any
negative consequences that might arise.
The framework can be used either in its entirety or in part in future studies. I
welcome a critical discussion about its advantages and limitations.

Exploring evaluation from a governance perspective
As already mentioned, evaluations (and evaluation systems) are here conceived
and analyzed in their governance context, as a form of policy instrument and in
light of prevailing governance models. Partly, this is done by using a critical
program theory analysis approach. This part of the framework is mainly applied
in paper II when the NEQOs and its evaluation system is explored.
It has been suggested that a shift from government to governance has taken place
in the last three decades (Pierre and Peters, 2000; Jordan et al., 2005; Pierre,
2000; Rhodes, 1997). In Sweden, this has been described as a shift from a “strong
state” to a more decentralized governance approach that requires coordination at
multiple levels (Lindvall and Rothstein, 2006; Premfors, 1998). However, this
does not necessarily imply a reduced or non-essential role for the state (Reed and
Bruyneel, 2010). The strength of the governance concept is “its capacity – unlike
that of the narrower term ‘government’ – to cover the whole range of institutions
and relationships involved in the process of governing” (Pierre and Peters, 2000:
1). Investigating the environmental policy sector, Jordan et al. (2004) suggest
that governance complements, competes, and fusions with government rather
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than eclipsing it. In line with this understanding, the framework departs from a
polycentric approach of governance to denote the multiple levels, numerous
policy instruments, and actors involved in making and implementing
environmental policy, including traditional ways of governing, for example
through laws and regulation.
Management by objectives
Setting up environmental objectives, such as the LIP and the NEQOs, and
organizing monitoring and evaluation of the objectives, enables the state to steer
and organize national environmental policy. This mode of governance is often
referred to as “MBO” and is based on the assumption that an agency becomes
more effective when managed by explicit government objectives (Pollitt, 2013).
Agencies should be committed to achieving these objectives, but free to decide
how to organize their work. They should, however, be requested to report
regularly on their performance and, if the government is dissatisfied with the
results, to react and take proper action. However, research on how MBO works in
practice indicates that even if it does not work as intended in the public sector it
is still applied and perceived as attractive to many decision makers (Brunsson,
2002; Wildavsky, 1979).
Moreover, the evaluation systems should be analyzed in view of a setting with
many actors involved. That is, both the LIP and the NEQO are set up and
implemented in the evolving network society. Therefore, I do not only pay
attention to how the state governs the environment and environmental actors and
institutions from a governmental and state-centered approach. I also apply
network governance theory (developed below) to assess the role and implications
of evaluations (and evaluation systems) in environmental policy making and
implementation.
Network governance
This framework adopts Sørensen’s and Torfing’s notion of network governance.
They define network governance as –
… a stable articulation of mutually dependent, but operationally
autonomous actors from state, market and civil society, who
interact through conflict-ridden negotiations that take place
within an institutionalized framework of rules, norms, shared
knowledge and social imaginaries; facilitate self-regulated policy
making in the shadow of hierarchy; and contribute to the
production of “public value” in a broad sense of problem
definitions, visions, ideas, plans and concrete regulations that are
deemed relevant to broad sections of the population. (2009: 236)
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This definition reflects that governance in the network society is constituted by
actors from different spheres and that the state is but one key actor.
The same authors have also developed a framework to assess successful network
governance (Sørensen and Torfing, 2009). According to this, effective network
governance starts by first defining a relevant policy problem (e.g., how to promote
SD) and ends by “building capacity for future cooperation.” Sørensen and Torfing
put forward six potential outcomes from a successful governance network, three
of which are relevant for examination of environmental evaluations (2009: 242):
(1) produces a clear and well-informed understanding of the often complex
and cross-cutting policy problems and policy opportunities at hand;
(2) generates innovative, proactive, yet feasible policy options that match the
joint perception of the problems and challenges facing the network
actors; and
(3) ensures relatively smooth policy implementation based on continuous
coordination and a high degree of legitimacy and program responsibility
among all relevant and affected actors, including target groups, client
advocacy groups, stakeholder organizations, public administrators, and
politicians.
In this thesis, Sørensen’s and Torfing’s network governance approach is used to
analyze environmental evaluations (and evaluation systems) at the national level
from a stakeholder perspective, and to help understand how key actors use the
evaluations in their environmental work.
The framework supports analysis of evaluation systems against two governance
models, MBO and network governance. Both these governance modes are in use
in Sweden and elsewhere.
Policy instruments
Sweden, like other nation states, has applied a range of “new” environmental
policy instruments in addition to regulation (Jordan et al., 2004). These new
instruments consist of market-based instruments such as eco-taxes, voluntary
agreements, and eco-labeling.
A distinction can be made between proactive and reactive policy instruments.
One way of conceptualizing proactive policy instruments is by using carrots,
sticks, and sermons (Bemelmans-Videc et al., 2003). “Carrots” refer to economic
policy instruments that either take away or hand out material resources, “sticks”
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refer to different types of regulations, and “sermons” denote various kinds of
information, for example information campaigns.
Monitoring and evaluation has been depicted as one policy instrument in the
policy toolbox (Johansson, 2006). It is mainly seen as a tool to assess the
effectiveness or efficiency of the outcome of an intervention or of the intervention
process, that is, a reactive policy instrument (Johansson, 2006). But evaluation
knowledge can also be used as a proactive policy instrument, as sermons
intended to affect actors’ behavior and incite dialogue with the aim to take action
towards SD, for example. National environmental evaluations are in this
framework conceived and analyzed as both a proactive (sermon) policy
instrument and a reactive policy instrument. Paper III reflects on the use of
evaluations as a proactive and reactive policy instrument by exploring various
measures to enhance usability.
Critical program theory analysis
To analyze the evaluation systems from a government perspective I employ a
critical PT analysis. (Hanberger, 2014; Leeuw, 2003). There are numerous ways
of conducting a PT analysis; and PT analysis is both an analytical approach and a
method (Brousselle and Champagne, 2011). The underlying principle
encompassing all PT approaches is to assess the design of a program or policy to
find out if it can achieve its intended effects. In this thesis, Leeuw’s (2003) policyscientific approach of PT is applied to analyze national environmental evaluations
(systems) in Sweden. The PT is assessed against relevant theories, and, as in
paper II, against MBO and network governance. The critical PT approach is
developed further in the Materials and Methods section.
In sum, the framework conceives and analyzes national evaluations and
evaluation systems from a governance perspective and as policy instruments
(proactive and reactive). It combines a national government (MBO) and network
governance perspective and applies critical PT analysis. The analytical framework
also takes a critical approach, meaning that environmental evaluations (systems)
can, in addition to the intended effects, have indirect, unpredictable, and negative
or detrimental effects. To more fully represent, and come to terms with, the
consequences of evaluations and evaluation systems and their subsequent
contribution to SD, I also focus on the wider influence of environmental
evaluations and evaluation systems, which will be described below.

Exploring the validity and relevance of evaluations
The governance context, as described above, frames how the evaluations’ validity
and relevance are conceived and analyzed within this framework. A precondition
for evaluations to be of value and to be used is that they have acceptable quality.
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This includes, among other things, validity and relevance. How these two
concepts are understood in this framework is described in the following. This part
of the framework, together with the analysis of the contribution of evaluations to
SD (see below), is mainly applied in paper I and paper IV.
Validity
Validity is often understood to determine to what extent a description or
conclusion corresponds to reality and is measured by statistical methods. House
(1980) expands this notion of validity to include the concepts coherence and
justice. In addition, he suggests that truth should not primarily hinge on designs
or correlations, but rather, on “the validity of the arguments that supported the
use of the designs and correlations” (House, 2014). That is, the arguments put
forward for choosing a specific design or method are as important for the validity
of the evaluation as the validity of the method itself. The thesis follows this
broader understanding of validity.
The framework also helps explore the validity of evaluative knowledge compiled
from many evaluations with this broad understanding of validity. In paper I we
developed 10 criteria for assessing the quality of evaluations to be included in
synthesizing knowledge of intervention effects. Six of the criteria reflects sound
design and valid information and four criteria reflect how to analyze program
effects. If the evaluations score high on these 10 criteria the evaluative knowledge
is considered valid. If the evaluations also provide convincing arguments for the
chosen methods and evaluation design (House, 2014), the validity is considered
higher.
Relevance
Relevance of evaluations is a key condition for evaluation use. The analysis of the
relevance of evaluative knowledge in this framework is made from a stakeholder
perspective and pays attention to four factors deemed as significant mediators for
relevance: knowledge needs, stakeholder involvement, proximity, and timeliness.
To explore whether an evaluation meets different knowledge needs, a key
relevance criterion, Ekblom's (2002) and Nutley et al.'s (2007) depiction of five
types of knowledge is applied. These five types have been developed in the context
of crime prevention and are here adapted for environmental knowledge needs. (1)
Know about problems: this type refers to knowledge concerned with the problem
at hand. In an environmental context, this relates to how environmental
degradation of social and ecological systems are conceived and described, for
example, including relations between actions and environmental degradation. (2)
Know what works: i.e., what policies, strategies, or specific interventions will
bring about the desired outcomes. This can refer, for example, to knowledge
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about what measures are most effective in reducing greenhouse gases. (3) Know
how to put something into practice: knowing what should be done is not the same
as being able to do it effectively. This can, for example, refer to knowledge about
how to conduct sustainable forestry. (4) Know who to involve: this knowledge
includes information about different actors’ needs as well as which stakeholders
and experts should be communicated with and which should be involved in an
urban development project, for example. (5) Know why: knowledge about why
action is required, for example by stating the value of the environment to human
welfare through ecosystem services (Farber et al., 2002). An environmental actor
can require one or several of these knowledge types and the evaluation may or
may not provide this knowledge.
Stakeholder involvement is also of importance when analyzing evaluation
relevance because environmental evaluations often intend to influence a plurality
of actors and previous research shows that stakeholder involvement promotes use
(Brandon and Fukunaga, 2014). However, enhancing use by stakeholder
involvement is not a problem-free enterprise. As Mickwitz and Birnbaum state,
… the wide set of stakeholders, in relation to any environmental
issue, may result in such broad involvement that nobody fully buys
into the evaluation; the focus gets blurred and use becomes
hindered. Unfortunately, we have seen this happen too often in the
environmental field. But still, evaluation approaches without any
involvement of key stakeholders with contesting claims, interests,
and beliefs are far more problematic. (2009:109)
In addition, stakeholder involvement can mean different things, such as power to
influence the evaluation and the evaluation question, or legitimatizing the policy
under way including its evaluation.
Proximity is another potential central factor for perceived relevance, particularly
within evaluation systems. The idea behind evaluation systems is that placing the
evaluation knowledge closer to the policy cycle will increase both relevance and
use (Kusek and Rist, 2004; Leeuw and Furubo, 2008). When the evaluation
system is intended to be used and presumed to influence a number of different
actors there can be a difference in use between actors who are closely connected
to the policy cycle and actors who are far removed. In this framework, the actors
are therefore allocated to different categories (central, proximal, and peripheral)
depending on their proximity to the national policy cycle.
The factor timeliness refers to how timely the evaluation results are disseminated
to decision makers and other actors, which may also affect how their relevance is
perceived. An evaluation system is intended to ensure timeliness by producing
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recurring knowledge that feeds directly into the policy cycle. However, since the
research on this factor primarily has been on stand-alone evaluations, not
ongoing streams of evaluative information, it remains to be seen whether
evaluative knowledge produced in evaluation systems are also perceived as
produced in a timely manner.
Intended users of evaluations produced in evaluation systems may have different
knowledge needs, be more, or less, involved in the evaluation, have different
proximity to the decision-making process, and operate within different time
frames. Hence, to be relevant to different actors, evaluations must meet their
different needs and roles in the governance structure.

Exploring the usability, use, and influence of evaluations
This part of the framework is mainly applied in paper III (analysis of translation
activities) and paper IV (analysis of key actors’ use and non-use of evaluations); I
also discuss further implications and consequences of evaluation in the final
section of this summary (kappa).
Usability
An important factor for understanding and analyzing the value of evaluations and
their implications for intended actors is how knowledge comes across or reaches
its potential targets. This particular feature of evaluation utilization research has
been labeled “brokering,” “transfer,” “dissemination,” and “translation,” among
other things (Prewitt et al., 2012).
“Usability” of evaluation refers to how the “design of an evaluation − both its
output and the way it is undertaken − maximizes, facilitates or disables its
potential use” (Saunders, 2012: 422). Usability is therefore made up of two key
dimensions: “the design of the vehicle of the message to maximize engagement …
but also the way in which the design of the evaluation lends itself to
communicability …” (Saunders, 2012: 429). The first dimension of usability refers
to aspects of communication beyond the evaluation itself, aimed to improve
evaluation use, such as presentations, press releases, summaries, discussion fora,
and so on, also referred to as “translations” in this framework. The second refers
to the form of the evaluation itself and the extent to which it communicates with
its intended users.
It should be noted that an evaluation may be appraised to have high usability,
when in fact it is not used at all, and vice versa, since how the evaluation is used
depends on more factors than just the design and dissemination of the evaluation.
The validity and relevance as discussed above, and the institutional context,
potential user’s belief system, and other mitigating factors also need to be taken
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into account when assessing usability and use. The framework helps explore
whether activities intended to increase usability, such as press releases and
presentations, actually do increase usability. Whether prevailing dissemination
activities have improved evaluations’ usability, and, if so, which activities, is
investigated in paper III.
Use
For environmental evaluations to be able to contribute to SD and environmental
policy, they need to be used. So far, usability and factors facilitating use have been
put forward. In the evaluations literature, it is recognized that evaluation use can
take many forms. How different types of use are analyzed in this thesis is
expanded below.
This thesis modifies Vedung’s (2015) definition of evaluation use as described
above, leaving out constitutive use (see Figure 1). This is because constitutive use
or effects, as depicted by Dahler-Larsen (2011, 2014), are a structural rather than
an actor-centered phenomenon and therefore fall in the category of influence,
which is analyzed separately to better determine the wider influence of the
evaluations (see ‘Influence’ below).
Products

Instrumental
Processes

Evaluation use

Products
Conceptual
Processes
Products
Legitimizing

Processes
Products
Tactical
Processes
Products
Ritual
Processes

Figure 1. Types of use (omitting constitutive use), divided into processes and products.

The framework applies Vedung’s (ibid.) five types of use and his distinction
between process and product use is applied in the framework. As discussed above,
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use is also explored in its political and social setting. The framework therefore
also directs attention to the wider influence of evaluations and their contribution
to actors’ environmental work and SD, which goes beyond actors’ actual use of
evaluations.
Influence
Some researchers have argued that the concept of use only partly reflects how an
evaluation affects its surroundings. Use implies an actor-oriented approach
whereas evaluations can have more structural impacts on society (Dahler-Larsen,
2011). Kirkhart (2000) suggests that in order to grasp the broader impact of
evaluations, influence is a more fitting concept to apply. Her framework of
evaluation influence is developed “… to examine effects that are
multidimensional, incremental, unintentional, and non-instrumental, alongside
those that are unidirectional, episodic, intended and instrumental” (Kirkhart
2000: 7). Henry and Mark (2003) have also developed a framework based on the
notion of influence. They suggest that influence can take place at different levels:
the individual, interpersonal, and collective level. Evaluation influence at the
individual level may entail attitude change or skill acquisition whereas influence
at the interpersonal level may involve persuasion or changes in social norms.
Finally, influence at the collective level, as focused in this thesis, can for example
lead to changes in the political agenda or policy-oriented learning.
In the context explored in this thesis, evaluation influence may appear as a
consolidation of environmental work or it may provide a common knowledge
ground of interaction and learning for different actors, two examples of influence
that goes beyond actors’ use of evaluations. To analyze the contributions of
environmental evaluations to SD, both the reported use by various actors, and the
wider influence of the evaluations are accounted for.
In sum, the framework employs the concepts of validity (with specified demands),
relevance (knowledge needs, stakeholder involvement, proximity, and
timeliness), usability (communicative aspects of the evaluation itself and
dissemination activities), use (Vedung’s five types omitting constitutive use), and
influence, as described above, in the empirical analysis of environmental
evaluations and evaluation systems. In addition, to analyze the contribution of
evaluations to SD, the concept of SD requires further conceptual clarification.

Exploring the contribution of evaluations to sustainable
development
The contribution of evaluations to SD and this part of the framework was mainly
applied in paper I and also in paper IV.
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Notions of sustainable development
Sustainable development has been conceptualized in a number of ways. To
investigate the contribution of environmental evaluations to SD, the concept of
SD was scrutinized. As outlined in the Introduction, SD and the transition
towards SD can be viewed in a number of ways (Hopwood et al., 2005). The thesis
and framework follow the definition of SD as being built on the three pillars
(ecological, social, and economic) (WCED, 1987) of sustainability and
distinguishes between weak and strong notions of SD (Cabeza Gutés, 1996;
Nourry, 2008).
To be able to empirically analyze the contribution of environmental evaluations
to the three pillars of SD, the capital approach described earlier (see “Research
for environmental evaluation”) is applied (Ekins and Medhurst, 2006; Larsson
and Hanberger, 2015). Contributions to ecological sustainability are conceived
and measured by either halting degradation of ecological capital (e.g., species and
habitats) or restoring ecological capital (e.g., forests and wetlands). Social
sustainability is conceived and measured by either increasing human capital (e.g.,
awareness or behavioral change) or increasing social capital (e.g., democratic
participation or social mobilization). Economic sustainability is understood and
measured by either increased manufactured capital (e.g., environmentally
friendly technologies) or cost-efficient interventions (accounting for
environmental costs). An evaluation can compile knowledge of the contribution
of various interventions to all or some of the three SD dimensions (ecological,
social, and economic), dependent on the content of the programs in the first
place.
The philosophical understanding of SD is related to how its location on a
spectrum from anthropocentric to ecocentric SD is conceived (Baker, 2016). An
anthropocentric view holds that the natural environment exists to service human
needs, whereas an ecocentric view holds that the natural environment has
intrinsic value and that the relationship between humans and nature should rest
on reciprocity.
Similarly, closer to the context of environmental programs and policy, there is the
division between strong and weak SD. Policies and programs that promote weak
SD have economic growth as their principal goal, although environmental costs
are taken into consideration (Cabeza Gutés, 1996). The natural environment is
seen as a resource that is readily interchangeable with other resources; in other
words, natural and economic resources can restore each other. This viewpoint is
best illustrated through the concept of emission rights, that is, you can exchange
your economic resources for the right to pollute.
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Strong SD emphasizes that protection of the environment is a prerequisite for
economic development, rather than the other way around. This view also gives
natural resources a higher status as they are conceived as not interchangeable,
meaning that they must not be depleted. In addition, it underscores that the
complexity of the natural environment calls for a more cautionary approach
compared to weak SD, which assumes that depleted natural resources can be
restored or replaced. Strong and weak SD also differ in their view on economic
growth. Strong SD does not permit any economic growth that depletes natural
resources; by contrast, weak SD has a more flexible view and accepts some
environmental degradation.
A concept connected to SD is ecological modernization. As addressed in the
Introduction, this corresponds to the status quo and reformist notion of SD
transition. Ecological modernization leans on the idea that technological
advancement can bring about SD and should therefore be seen as a central part
of environmental policy. Economic and environmental goals can be integrated
within the context of industrial modernity. The possibility to decouple ecological
degradation from economic growth is therefore at the center of the theory.
Subsequently, the state should steer business towards eco-efficient practices
without undermining competitiveness. Langhelle (2000) makes a point of not
conflating SD with ecological modernization, claiming that ecological
modernization is less ambitious than SD and therefore a necessary aspect of SD,
but not sufficient. However, in this thesis, ecological modernization is treated as
a part of the weak notion of SD whereas Langhelle’s version of SD is understood
as a strong notion of SD.
Whether Swedish environmental policy and evaluation is guided by the weak or
the strong notion of SD, and which pillar of SD is being promoted is treated as an
empirical question. It is also possible that Swedish environmental policy and
evaluation includes both notions, of strong and weak SD. This framework pays
attention to whether a program or a policy is evaluated from a viewpoint of weak
SD or one of strong SD because this impacts whether that program or policy is
appraised to be successful.
The main focus in papers I and IV is on the contribution evaluations make to the
three dimensions of SD. In addition, I also investigate whether the programs are
evaluated from a viewpoint of a strong or a weak SD. Finally, in the concluding
discussion of this summary, the relation of the evaluations to the status quo,
reformist, and transformationist understandings of transition towards SD (see
Introduction) is discussed.
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Exploring the consequences of environmental evaluations
This part of the framework is included in the analysis of all papers and further
developed later on in this summary (kappan).
To provide a wide understanding of the contributions and consequences of
environmental evaluations, the framework also draws attention to both intended
and unintended effects including any indirect, unpredictable, and negative
aspects that may follow from evaluation and evaluation systems.
An important part of evaluating SD effects is to distinguish effects of the evaluated
object (e.g., a program or policy), referred to as “intervention effects,” from other
effects in order to capture the relative significance of the intervention. The
framework follows Rossi and Freeman’s (1993: 221) conceptualization of
intervention effects: outcomes (gross outcomes) are caused by intervention
effects (net outcomes), by effects of other processes (confounding factors), and
sometimes by the study itself (design effect). This is how the framework deals
with the “isolation problem,” distinguishing intervention effects/SD effects from
other possible effects.
The framework also accounts for unintended consequences from evaluations.
One such consequence is crowding-out effects, which can, for example, mean that
evaluation activities take time and other resources from other activities that could
possibly contribute to SD in a more direct way. This consequence has been
recognized and discussed in the evaluation literature (Dahler-Larsen, 2014) and
in paper I of this thesis (Larsson and Hanberger, 2015).
Another concern related to assessing consequences and effects of environmental
evaluation is, as discussed above, that different stakeholders may value different
aspects of natural resources, which can lead to conflict (Scolobig et al., 2008).
How stakeholders value natural resources and other SD dimensions will differ,
and environmental evaluations must take this into account.
In sum, the framework has been developed to explore environmental evaluation
systems and evaluations from different and complementary viewpoints. These
include a governance perspective; consideration of the validity and relevance of
environmental evaluations; investigation of the usability and use of evaluations;
and the contribution to SD and any consequences of evaluations and evaluation
systems. These viewpoints and components of the framework have been applied
to address the research questions and the specific aim of the thesis, which was to
explore the contributions and consequences of national environmental
evaluations (systems) to environmental policy and SD in Sweden. By extension,
the framework could also be applied to the examination of environmental
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evaluation in other countries nationally or at the local level, or at the EU level, as
a whole or in part.
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Institutional setting
This section briefly describes Sweden’s political system in which national
environmental policies and environmental evaluations are developed, as well as
the institutional setting for the two evaluation systems set up to support Sweden’s
national environmental policy and the transition towards sustainability. The unit
of analysis is national environmental evaluation and evaluation systems in their
institutional settings.
Sweden is a nation state with 21 county administrative boards and 290
municipalities which enjoy extensive autonomy with regard to implementing
national policy and legislation (OECD, 2014). In the Swedish political system,
environmental policy is mainly a state policy domain, meaning that the state
develops the policy and uses different policy instruments to achieve what it sets
out to achieve. It decides the direction by setting up environmental objectives and
targets, while the municipalities and other actors are expected to implement the
government’s agenda. While it is recognized that municipalities can themselves
also develop environmental policy, the focus in this thesis is on national
environmental policy. The state can also involve the municipalities, as well as the
private sector and environmental movements, in network governance and the
implementation of national environmental policy.
Sweden has long had a reputation for being at the forefront of innovative
environmental policies (Eckerberg, 2000; Kronsell, 1997). Even though Sweden
has been at the forefront of environmental work, questions were raised around
the organization and pace of the environmental work nationally in the 1990s and
an overhaul of Sweden’s national environmental policy was carried out (Vail,
2008). It started with the new strategy called “Ecologically Sustainable Sweden,”
which was launched in 1996 and which entailed three principal steps (Bäckstrand,
2010). Firstly, the existing environmental protection laws were consolidated into
a single environmental code (Ekblad, 2015). Secondly, the largest environmental
program in Swedish history, the Local Investment Programs (LIP), was
established. Finally, the National Environmental Quality Objectives (NEQO)
system was established to consolidate environmental work by organizing
Sweden’s national environmental policy with 16 objectives. The LIP and the
NEQO system were both accompanied by a comprehensive evaluation plan. This
thesis investigates the evaluation systems set up for evaluating two of the
principal steps taken under the Ecologically Sustainable Sweden strategy, the LIP
and the NEQO. Although the evaluations conducted as part of the LIP program
do not share all elements of an evaluation system (Leeuw and Furubo, 2008) the
program eventually was equipped with an evaluation system. The NEQO system
was equipped with an inbuilt evaluation system from its inception.
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The Local Investment Program and subsequent evaluations
This section provides a brief description of the evolution of the LIP and its
evaluation system, outlining how the first explored evaluation systems appeared
in its institutional setting. In 1998, the LIP, the largest and most comprehensive
environmental program in Swedish history, was launched by the government to
promote a major shift towards SD (Wandén, 2005; Hanberger et al., 2002).
Between 1998 and 2003, the LIP allocated 4.4 billion SEK (16 billion SEK with
co-financing) to 211 local LIP programs (SEPA, 2009). By 2008, all resources had
been allocated, and in 2012, all LIP projects were finalized. The allocation of
funds was first decided on through a special division within the Department of
Environment rather than the traditional way of letting national agencies allocate
funds (Hanberger et al., 2002). This can be seen as a way for the national
government to remain in control over the process of allocation of funds; but the
responsibility to decide which local LIP programs to fund was turned over to the
Swedish Environmental Protection Agency (SEPA) after 1–2 years. The core idea
of the LIP program can be described in terms of its program theory, outlining how
the intended effects were to be achieved. The PT for LIP is described in paper I
(Larsson and Hanberger, 2015: 95):
If the state financially supports municipalities to shift current
practices towards SD and if they compete for funding, then local
actors mobilize, and the most effective local LIPs are developed
and funded, and then local environmental work is coordinated and
improved and SD enhanced. If knowledge from best practices is
disseminated, then environmental work will be improved and SD
enhanced in the whole country.
The LIP explicitly focused on SD, especially the ecological dimension, and was
meant to support the local level to meet the seven environmental objectives at the
time (Wandén, 2005), which were to: (1) reduce the impact on the environment;
(2) increase efficacy in use of energy and natural resources; (3) favor the use of
renewable raw materials; (4) increase recycling and reuse; (5) contribute to
strengthen biological diversity and defend cultural heritage; (6) contribute to
improving the circulation of plant nutrients in a cycle; and (7) improve the indoor
environment in buildings. In addition, the LIP aimed to create new jobs
(economic sustainability), support participation, behavioral changes, and local
capacity building, and generate other components of social capital (social
sustainability) (ibid.). Promoting social sustainability was aimed to facilitate or
supplement the overarching goal of ecologically SD. In this sense, the social
aspects and social capital were seen as drivers of the ecological objectives, and
were largely regarded as an intermediate variable (to support ecological
sustainability). Examples of initiatives that received funding in the LIP
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framework are housing renewal projects, establishing wetlands, and installing
district heating, among many others.
The national program should be seen as distinct from the 211 LIPs, developed by
each municipality in charge, with financial support from the central LIP. The
national program was based on a set of assumptions and ideas borrowed from
NPM (Rhodes, 1997). Local and regional actors in the public and private sphere
were to compete to develop the most effective LIPs. It was also assumed that the
application process would encourage local actors from different municipal
departments and sectors to develop coordination of local environmental work
into comprehensive regional LIPs. Knowledge and experience from the best LIPs
would then be disseminated to municipalities that failed to get their applications
funded.
Development of the LIP was followed by an extensive evaluation process
involving at least 16 national evaluations that focused on different aspects of the
disparate interventions of the programs and projects. The evaluations were
coordinated but lacked some of the attributes of an evaluation system at the
outset. A unified epistemological perspective is hard to find in the evaluations and
since the program was time-bound the evaluations did not have a level of
permanence. Most of the evaluations were commissioned by SEPA, which
indicates a systems trait following the criteria that an institution or organization
should be responsible for organizing and/or carrying out the evaluation activities.
To a large extent, SEPA filled this role as central coordinator for LIP evaluations.
Finally, the evaluations were to be linked to decisions and implementation in the
organization. To what extent results of evaluations of LIPs were taken on board
by SEPA has not been studied. Mainly knowledge from evaluations and successful
LIP projects was displayed on a website as well as disseminated through the
Council of Sustainable Development (Hållbarhetsrådet) (SOU, 2004:79) with the
intention to inspire other actors/organizations to follow the example. The Council
had the main responsibility for spreading knowledge from and experiences of the
LIP. The LIP evaluation system was set up after the LIP grants were received;
consequently, experiences of and learning from the evaluation system were not
available from the beginning of the process.
The evaluations used disparate methods and covered different aspects of LIP
interventions, such as wastewater management, wetland manufacturing, district
heating, and resident renewal projects, among others (see paper I; Wandén,
2005).
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The National Environmental Quality Objectives system and
evaluations
The LIP was followed by a reconfiguration of Sweden’s national environmental
goals. This was the third principal step in the new strategy. The national
environmental objectives before the NEQOs were seen as disparate and in need
of consolidation. The government adopted the NEQO policy framework in 1999
to make environmental work more effective, transparent and action-directed.
This resulted in the development of an overarching goal and national
environmental objectives, which, in turn, led to the local and regional levels
developing their own objectives structured around the national objectives. The
overarching goal, also called the “generational goal” (SEPA, 2015), is to “hand
over to the next generation a society in which the major environmental problems
have been solved, without increasing environmental and health problems outside
Sweden’s borders.”
The core of the NEQO framework comprises the 16 environmental quality
objectives (EQOs) shown in Table 1. These objectives indicate the desired
condition of the Swedish environment and when these are achieved the
generational goal is also achieved. Directly linked to the 16 EQOs, milestone
targets are continuously being developed to provide direction and priorities for
the ongoing environmental work in various sectors. The milestone targets are
intended to direct action towards the changes needed in order to achieve the
NEQOs. Regional and local environmental goals are expected to be developed by
local actors in line with the national objectives and milestone targets.
1. Reduced climate impact
2. Clean air
3. Natural acidification only
4. A non-toxic environment
5. A protective ozone layer
6. A safe radiation environment
7. Zero eutrophication
8. Flourishing lakes and streams

9. Good quality groundwater
10. A balanced marine environment, and
flourishing coastal areas and archipelagos
11. Thriving wetlands
12. Healthy forests
13. A varied agricultural landscape
14. A magnificent mountain landscape
15. A good built environment
16. A rich diversity of plant and animal life

Table 1. The 16 environmental quality objectives (EQOs) of the National Environmental Quality
Objective (NEQO) framework. Source: SEPA (2015).

The NEQO policy framework “expresses the environmental dimension of efforts
to promote sustainable development and concretizes the Swedish environmental
code to promote a sustainable development that ensures a healthy and good
environment for the present and coming generations” (Government
Communication, 2013). Furthermore, the NEQO “signals to societal actors at
large what the parliament and government want to achieve by means of
environmental policies and in this way guides environmental work in all levels
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and sectors of society” (Government Communication, 2013). In the NEQO
system, a parliamentary committee, the Environmental Objectives Committee
(EOC), is given the role of proposing strategies and milestone targets in
collaboration with societal actors. This is intended to “provide good prerequisites
for the broad acceptance of the strategies and milestone targets” (Government
Communication, 2013).
An evaluation system was integrated into the NEQO policy framework in the early
2000s (Gov. Bill 2000/01:130, 2001; Gov. Bill 2009/10:155, 2010) to enable
continuous follow-up and evaluation of the extent to which the NEQOs are met
(Lundqvist, 2004). The evaluation system and its accompanying committees have
been subject to changes since adoption of the NEQO. This thesis focuses on the
NEQO after the overhauls made in 2010, especially the in-depth evaluation of
2015 and the annual follow-up report (see below) of 2016.
The evaluation system entails producing annual reports on environmental
conditions as well as conducting in-depth evaluations every 4 years. These
evaluations do not measure the direct effects of national environmental policies,
but, rather, track the status of the environment; the assumption is that feasible
and effective environmental policies and effective environmental work in all
sectors support NEQO achievements. The Swedish Environmental Protection
Agency has overarching responsibility for evaluating the NEQOs, including
special follow-up of seven of the NEQOs, while seven additional central
government agencies are tasked with doing a special follow-up of the rest of the
NEQOs. Since 2010, annual follow-up reports have been published and two indepth evaluations (SEPA, 2012; 2015) have been published.
The evaluations are intended to –
… provide a foundation for the governments’ politics and priorities
as well as for central agencies’ planning and development of their
activities. They should also provide guidance for all actors’
environmental work in Sweden. Taken together the evaluations
should contribute to increasing the pace in the efforts to reach the
national environmental quality objectives. (SEPA, 2015: 3)
The evaluations are intended to contribute to SD in three different ways: (1)
inform the Swedish government’s office on environmental issues and thus assist
them in developing sound environmental policies; (2) provide suggestions for
how to carry out their environmental work to the national agencies; (3)
consolidate and support all actors’ environmental work (ibid.).
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The NEQO evaluations display many of the traits of evaluation systems. They
have a clear epistemological perspective, produce recurring reports, and show
permanence. They also have clear intended users and how the evaluation should
be carried out is clearly defined.
The Swedish Environmental Protection Agency is responsible for overseeing the
evaluation system while the aforementioned parliamentary committee plays an
advisory and strategic role vis-à-vis the government. The EOC comprises both
government and opposition ministers of parliament to ensure broad-based
agreement at strategic level. In addition, the EOC includes experts and
representatives of industry, central government agencies, ministries,
environmental non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and local government.
This brief description shows that the settings for the two evaluation systems are
political and involve many actors with different roles and stakes.
Following this representation of the LIP and NEQO evaluations and their
respective institutional settings, it is clear that evaluation systems can take
different shapes and forms, as has been highlighted in the evaluation literature as
well (Kusek and Rist, 2004; Leeuw and Furubo, 2008). A point of departure for
this thesis is that the way evaluation systems are organized, steered, and managed
will affect what consequences they have. Every evaluation system is based on a
set of implicit and explicit assumptions of how it is intended to function. The PT
of LIPs is examined in paper I and described above and the program theory
behind the NEQO policy framework is discussed in paper II. Whether the
evaluation systems function in accordance with these assumptions, and whether
there might be other consequences of the evaluation system is an empirical
question addressed in this thesis.
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Materials and Methods
To answer the research questions, a mixed-method approach was applied. Below,
the materials and methods used in each paper are broadly described, followed by
a detailed description of the methods.
Paper I included data based entirely on documents, mainly LIP evaluations. The
paper employed a narrative synthesis method to describe the knowledge derived
from the LIP evaluations. A reconstruction of the PT of the LIP was also carried
out.
Paper II was based on interviews and documents (mainly evaluations and policy
documents). The interviews (n=9) were conducted with the aim to support the
reconstruction of the PT of the NEQO evaluation system. Three of the nine
interviews were conducted face to face2. The documents include evaluations of
the NEQOs and official government documents that were used to reconstruct the
PT of the NEQO system. The paper employed a “critical PT analysis” to investigate
NEQO evaluations’ and the evaluation system’s intended effects and assess their
likelihood to be achieved in an MBO system.
Paper III was based on interviews (N=21), documents, and observations. The
interviews were conducted by telephone. All interviews were conducted and
transcribed by the author. The documents used included the NEQO evaluations
as well as materials from a website (the Environmental Objectives Portal), an
electronic newsletter (Environmental Objectives News), and press releases about
newly published NEQO evaluations, which were analyzed as knowledge
translations. In addition, observations at two Environmental Objective days,
which are official conferences on the NEQO system and recorded presentations
from other Environmental Objective days were observed and analyzed. The paper
explored the role of knowledge translations to enhance usability of evaluations by
applying a direct content analysis and a critical PT analysis.
Finally, paper IV was based on the same interviews (N=21), documents, and
observations as in paper III. The interviews were conducted by telephone. All
interviews were conducted and transcribed by the author. The observations were
carried out at two Environmental Objective days. In addition, recorded
presentations from other Environmental Objective days were analyzed. The study

2Telephone

interviews are often described as a lesser good than face-to-face interviews; however, this
view has been questioned in recent years (Novick, 2008). One study, which conducted the same
number of telephone interviews and face-to-face interviews, found no significant difference in the
data between the two interview modes (Sturges and Hanrahan, 2004).
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employed direct content analysis and first and second order interpretation to
analyze the contribution of the NEQO evaluations to SD.
Documents
Paper I

Paper II

Interviews

16 evaluations:
Berglund & Hanberger, 2003; Rehnlund et
al., 2004; Roth et al., 2004; Byman et al.,
2004; Sköllerhorn & Hanberger, 2004;
Svensson et al., 2004; Kärrman et al., 2004;
Vredin Johansson, 2004; Forsberg, 2005;
Kåberg & Jurgensen, 2005; Eckerberg et al.,
2005; Stenberg et al., 2005; Birath et al.,
2005; Starberg, 2005; Byman et al., 2005;
Kempinsky et al., 2008
Policy documents:
Gov. Bill 1997; Gov. Bill 2001; Gov. Bill 2010;
Gov. Communication 2013; Ministry of the
Environment, 2012
Evaluations:
SEPA 2011; 2012; 2013; 2014
Evaluations:
SEPA 2015; 2016
Translations:
Press releases; Newsletters; Website
Evaluations:
SEPA 2015; 2016

Observations

3 (I), 6 (T)

EOD, Umeå
(2016)
EOD, Växjö
(2016)
21 (T)
EOD, Umeå
Paper IV
(2016)
EOD, Växjö
(2016)
Table 2. Summary of the papers in this thesis. Complete references to the documents can be found in
the individual papers. EOD = Environmental Objective day; I = face-to-face interviews; T =
telephone interviews. The same interviews and observations were used for papers III and IV.

Paper
III

21 (T)

Narrative synthesis
Knowledge gained from many evaluations, as in paper I, can be synthesized in a
number of ways. The method to apply depends on the evaluative knowledge in
the evaluations and the purpose of the synthesis. Meta-analysis is an established
way to synthesize knowledge in a number of fields (Barnett-Page and Thomas,
2009). It can be used to synthesize knowledge from evaluations providing
quantitative results from primary studies to form robust and universal evidence
for a single research question. This approach requires homogenous studies that
are more or less identical in their methodological implementation3.
When a sufficient number of homogenous studies cannot be found, a narrative
synthesis can be employed (Scott-Little et al., 2002). This approach does not
statistically synthesize the results of the individual studies; instead, it narrates
the findings of each study; however, it can still have a quantitative focus.

3The

most notable examples of such types of studies can be found in the Cochrane Collaboration and
the Campbell Collaboration. These are also for the most part based on primary studies that use
randomized controlled trials (RCTs).
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The benefits of applying a narrative synthesis, as opposed to meta-analysis, are
usually put forward as follows: firstly, narrative reviews can provide the reader
with a more comprehensible and deeper understanding of a given program and
can therefore provide a more intelligible understanding of the outcomes of said
program for the user (Pawson, 2002). Secondly, narrative reviews should be
deployed when the studies included in the review lack methodological
characteristics that would qualify them for a meta-analysis (Scott-Little et al.,
2002). In other words, if the studies’ outcome measures cannot be aggregated
statistically. This argument is closely connected to the discourses surrounding
Evidence-Based Practice (EBP) and the question whether the credibility of
evidence can be hierarchically ordered (Schwandt, 2008). Narrative reviews
should, following this line of argument, be conducted solely when a meta-analysis
is not viable on account of the methodological characteristics of the primary
studies. More often than not, when synthesizing knowledge of SD effects, the
different studies do not provide enough homogeneity to perform a meta-analysis.
Following this line of argument, narrative synthesis is seen as second best, not
having the validity of a meta-analysis. However, from a pluralistic perspective, as
adopted in this thesis, narrative synthesis compiles equally valid knowledge. In
addition, meta-analysis as well as narrative synthesis can vary in quality.
Paper I used a narrative synthesis because the evaluations consist of both
quantitative and qualitative data and the results from the evaluations are
expressed in different ways and reflect the three dimensions of SD. Meta-analysis
can therefore not be used. The paper used an established narrative synthesis
method and refined it to synthesize knowledge on SD effects. It comprises a metaevaluation, that is, an evaluation of the quality of evaluations (Stufflebeam, 2001)
to single out evaluations that merit a review of SD effects. A narrative synthesis
(Scott-Little et al., 2002) of SD effects is thereafter employed, based on those
evaluations that have acceptable quality.
The meta-evaluation focused on the ten criteria specified in box 1. The quality
assessment ranged from “not acceptable” to “excellent.”
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Sound design and valid information
1. Methodology: relevant for assessing intervention effects of environmental programs
- description of applied methods/methodology, e.g., RCTs, before and after studies,
comparative case studies
- description of how the methods/methodology are applied
2. Outcome measures:
- output measures (implemented interventions) and/or outcome measures (effect variables)
provided
- outcome data before and after the intervention provided
3. Quality of data:
- description of type of data (primary, secondary, register)
- description of study limitations provided
- assessment of quality of data (primary, secondary, biased/unbiased)
4. Content of the intervention
- description of the content of the intervention(s), e.g., information; infrastructure; renewable
fuels
- specification of content
5. Scope of the intervention
- size of the intervention (SEK, €, $)
- size of the intervention, measured in the evaluation (SEK, €, $)
- spatial scope (within/between municipalities)
- duration of the intervention (e.g., months)
6. Intended effects
- ecological, social, and/or economic sustainability
- interplay of SD dimensions
- other intended effects
Analyses of program effects
7. Gross outcomes
- change in outcome variables after the intervention
- change in outcome variables before and after the intervention
8. Intervention effects
- positive effects (e.g., process effects, short- and long-term effects) accounted for
- negative effects (e.g., unintended/crowding-out effects) accounted for
9. Study design effects
- positive effect (e.g., stakeholders’ involvement in evaluation) accounted for
- negative effects (e.g., skewing effects, exaggeration of intervention effects) accounted for
10. Control for spurious effects
- control for other interventions that may affect outcome variables
- control for changes in outcome variables caused by nature or humans
- control for media effects, e.g., behavioral changes promoted by the media
Scoring
= not acceptable, relevant, or absent
1
= partly acceptable, but can be criticized for incompleteness or vagueness
2
= acceptable in terms of comprehensiveness and clarity; only minor criticisms can be
raised
3
= excellent in terms of comprehensiveness and clarity
Box 1. Criteria for assessing the quality of evaluations for the purpose of synthesizing knowledge on
intervention effects. RCT = randomized controlled trial; SD = sustainable development; SEK =
Swedish krona.

Sustainable development effects were synthesized in terms of the three SD
dimensions analyzed using Ekins and Medhurst’s (2006) capital approach (see
box 2). Using narrative synthesis, the study described which parts of SD the
program contributed to.
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1. Ecological sustainability
1a. stop degradation of ecological capital (e.g., non-renewable resources, species, habitats)
1b. restore ecological capital (e.g., forests, biodiversity, wetlands, oceans)
(degradation/negative effects)
2. Social sustainability
2a. increase human capital (e.g., knowledge, awareness, behavioral change)
2b. increase social capital (e.g., social mobilization/public democratic awareness and
participation, networks, trust)
(decreased human or social capital)
3. Economic sustainability
3a. increased manufactured capital/employment (e.g., renewable resources, environmentally
friendly technologies)
3b. cost-efficient intervention (accounting for environmental costs)
(decreased capital/cost-inefficient)
+ = positive effect; 0 = no effect; - = negative or crowding-out effect.
Box 2. Criteria for synthesizing sustainable development (SD) effects of environmental programs.

The narrative synthesis applied here has the advantage that it can include
evaluations using different methods and approaches. It can also account for all
three dimensions of SD and provides transparency regarding the quality of the
evaluative knowledge included in the synthesis, so that potential users can
appraise the synthesized knowledge for themselves. How the narrative synthesis
and the meta-evaluation were carried out is further described in paper I.

Program theory analysis
As mentioned, to analyze whether an evaluation system achieves what it is
intended to do, I employ a critical PT analysis. Program theory evaluation and PT
analysis have been developed by a number of evaluation researchers (Funnell and
Rogers, 2011; Hanberger, 2014; Larsson and Hanberger, 2016; Leeuw, 2003;
Rogers et al., 2000). They are often referred to as a key contribution of evaluation
research. The notion of PT has been applied on policies, programs, projects, and,
as in this case, evaluation systems. There are numerous ways of conducting a PT
analysis (cf. Brousselle and Champagne, 2011). The underlying principle in all
approaches is to assess how the program or policy is assumed to achieve its
intended effects. In this thesis, I apply Leeuw’s (2003) policy-scientific approach.
Reconstructing a PT using the policy-scientific approach entails using
argumentative analysis (ibid; Toulmin, 1969) and probing the assumptions
against relevant theories. Employing an argumentative analysis means to first
reconstruct the arguments put forward in the program and then to analyze the
validity of these arguments. Therefore, policy-scientific PT analysis involves two
basic steps. In the first step, the PT is reconstructed with the aim to find out the
underlying assumptions of a program or a policy. In other words, how the
program/policy is intended to function to achieve its intended effect. The second
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step is to assess the reconstructed PT to investigate possible missing links and
unwarranted assumptions. This step identifies warrants in the argumentation
(Toulmin, 1969). The warrant can be described as the “because” or the “since”
part of an argument, as in: A gives B because/since X. The reconstructed PT can
be used to describe the core of a program/policy or an evaluation system. The first
step has a value in its own right, but a critical PT analysis includes the second
step. The second step entails three parts: (1) determining the logical consistency
of the PT; (2) determining the support for the PT in relevant empirical studies;
and (3) determining to what extent the PT focuses on factors that are possible to
manipulate. These three parts can, in other words, be described as different ways
of determining the validity of the PT.
The thesis uses PT in two distinct ways: as an analytical tool in papers I and III
(step 1) and as the central methodology in paper II (steps 1 and 2). In paper I, PT
was used to reveal the logic behind LIP, that is, the assumptions as to how LIP
can accomplish intended outcomes. In paper III, PT was applied to demonstrate
the logic of how the translation activities are intended to increase the usability of
the evaluation knowledge in the NEQO system. In both these studies, the PT
analysis involved step 1. In paper II, a PT analysis of Sweden’s NEQO system was
conducted following Leeuw’s (2003) policy-scientific approach as adopted by
Hanberger (2014). This consists of reconstructing the PT (step 1) and assessing
its consistency and evidence support (step 2). The PT analysis also included an
empirical assessment of the extent to which the NEQO system translated into
practice is congruent with the assumptions of the NEQO’s PT (a third step). This
part of the analysis corresponds to Funnell and Rogers’ (2011: 473) “causal
analysis of congruence.”

Directed content analysis
Content analysis is one of the several qualitative methods available for analyzing
data and interpreting its meaning (Elo et al., 2014). It contains several analytical
approaches with different theoretical and methodological points of departure.
Hsieh and Shannon (2005) differentiate between three distinct approaches:
conventional, directed, and summative. This thesis employs directed content
analysis in papers III and IV.
Directed content analysis sets out to validate or extend a theoretical framework
or theory. Existing theory or research is applied to help focus the research
question (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005). Directed content analysis was applied by
letting the research questions, theory, and previous research findings guide the
interview guide, coding process and analysis of the interviews, documents, and
field notes from the observations. The interview guide, further described in paper
III and IV was structured around a series of open-ended questions followed by a
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targeted question. The directed content analysis in paper III was carried out to
identify, characterize, and appraise the contribution of knowledge translations.
In paper IV, directed content analysis was carried out, primarily based on
interviews. In addition, a first and second order interpretation was applied
(Yanow, 1999). “First order interpretation” refers to how interviewees interpret
the event they are asked about. Interviewees provide statements, interpretations,
and arguments that help answer the purpose and research questions. “Second
order interpretations” are the researcher’s interpretations of the first order
interpretations. They also include the researcher’s own observations and
reflections informed by previous research. Although second order interpretations
were made in all papers they have mainly been made while analyzing the wider
influence and consequences of the evaluations, in paper IV and in this summary
(kappa). These methods and the study materials are further described in detail
for the individual papers.
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Results – summary of papers
Paper I. Effects on sustainable development from large
environmental programs: a review of 16 evaluations
Published in the Journal of Integrative Environmental Science, 2015
Authors: Magnus Larsson and Anders Hanberger. ML conceived the topic of the
paper. ML and AH jointly developed the methodological and theoretical
framework. ML and AH jointly prepared and revised the manuscript.
The purpose of this paper is to develop criteria for meta-evaluation and narrative
synthesis of effects of large environmental programs on SD. First, the paper
develops the criteria and then it demonstrates how these can be applied in the
case of the Swedish LIP targeting SD, through a review of 16 national evaluations.
The review shows that the program’s effects on SD are mixed. Although the
positive effects dominated, the program also generated some negative and
crowding-out effects. Overall, the program contributed to halting the degradation
of ecological capital and also, in small measure, to restoring ecological capital.
The program also had a significant positive effect on human capital and on social
capital in municipalities that already had strong local environmental work before
the program was implemented. Furthermore, the LIP contributed to increased
manufactured capital and enhanced cost-efficiency.
However, the LIP also had negative effects on local environmental work in
municipalities that failed to get their programs financed. In addition, the LIP had
a crowding-out effect on innovation. The program’s focus on high ecological
effectiveness had diminished the possibilities for innovation. Hence, the LIP
promoted the use of established, rather than innovative, technologies.
A methodological conclusion was that the quality of evaluations in terms of
judging SD effects varied, but all evaluations lacked some important information
for undertaking sound evaluation of effects, for example concerning the scope of
intervention and how effects were assessed. More than half of the evaluations
scored low on intervention effects, a key criterion in the review. Knowledge had
to be compiled from evaluations using varying quality and methods, and with
different perspectives on SD. If a very high quality standard had been adopted,
there would be no knowledge to compile. One way of managing the inherent
challenges of grasping and assessing SD effects on diverse evaluations is to apply
a systematic and transparent methodology (Gysen et al., 2006). This also allows
the reader to consider limitations and shortcomings and take them into account
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when assessing the conclusions of the review. The knowledge generated from this
review can be used when synthesizing knowledge from other large environmental
programs, and can support the planning of future evaluations and facilitate a
well-informed discussion about SD effects on large environmental programs. In
summary, reviews of SD effects need to compile knowledge from evaluations that
use different approaches with varying quality. What is defined as acceptable
quality for evaluations to be included in the review determines the basis for, and
comprehensiveness of, the conclusions drawn on SD effects.

Paper II. Evaluation in management by objectives: A critical
analysis of Sweden’s national environmental quality objectives
system
Published in Evaluation, 2016
Authors: Magnus Larsson and Anders Hanberger. ML conceived the topic of the
paper and collected and analyzed the data. ML and AH jointly developed the
methodological and theoretical framework. ML and AH jointly prepared and
revised the manuscript.
This paper investigates what can be achieved by one particular MBO system – the
Swedish NEQO system and its evaluation function. A critical PT analysis is first
developed to reconstruct the PT of the NEQO system. Next, the robustness of the
PT is analyzed in terms of internal consistency, theoretical support, and empirical
support.
The results indicate that the validity of the NEQO system can be questioned on
several counts because it includes insufficient activities involving all intended
users and provides insufficient knowledge relevant to, or actionable for, all actors.
Although the NEQO’s PT has some validity at the national level, its consistency
(i.e., internal validity) is low when it comes to the assumption of what the
evaluative knowledge can achieve. The evaluative knowledge produced in the
evaluation reports is intended to be useful for actors operating at different levels
and in different sectors, but the knowledge is not relevant to, or actionable for, all
actors, particularly not local and private sector actors.
Furthermore, the NEQO system is not aligned with key demands of the applied
theories, MBO, SD, and network governance, and is therefore not likely to achieve
its objectives. The activities intended to build political consensus around the
NEQO system and address the long time frames of environmental processes have
some support in MBO research and SD theory. However, many of the activities
for achieving the objectives lie outside the NEQO system, as some of the involved
problems are primarily global whereas others are best addressed at the local
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governing level and in the private sector where the NEQO system has low
relevance. Furthermore, the NEQO system is unable to achieve its objectives
within its system because it has no mandate to reallocate resources.
The empirical assessment of how the NEQO system works in practice (i.e.,
assessment of congruence) further supports the conclusion that the system and
its inbuilt evaluation system do not operate according to the demands of MBO or
network governance. Furthermore, the consensus-making activities, the EOC,
and the collaboration group are inadequate, and do not reflect the essence of
network governance. Applying the MBO model in the public sector is bound to
fail because it is unrealistic and seems unfeasible in this context, as the conditions
for public environmental governance differ radically from those of corporate
governance.
Moreover, though the NEQO system contributes to somewhat more effective
decision making at the national level, it does not do so at all levels, for several
reasons: excessive time and resources are spent developing objectives; objectives
and resources are separated; and evaluations provide little knowledge on what
constitutes effective environmental policy and work. The monitoring and
evaluation system built into the NEQO system matches the policy process in
Swedish public administration, but does not match ecological processes.
Environmental changes supporting SD are measured indirectly and all
environmental changes are assumed to result from all actors’ policy work. This,
however, does not show which policy work is effective and which is not effective.

Paper III. Translations of knowledge from an environmental
evaluation system – do they contribute to usability of
evaluation knowledge?
Submitted.
Author: Magnus Larsson.
To promote use of evaluation knowledge, translations are often applied. This
paper sets out to investigate different types of knowledge translations and how
they affect the usability of evaluation knowledge. The object of investigation is
five translation activities of evaluation knowledge: exchanges of knowledge at one
national and one local Environmental Objective day, a website, press releases,
and an electronic newsletter. The perceptions of translation activities were
explored through interviews (N=21) with key actors, and participant observations
and analysis of documents.
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The paper explores whether translations have enhanced the usability of
evaluations within an evaluation system (the Swedish NEQO system). An overall
conclusion is that the assumptions underpinning translations in the NEQO
system, referred to as “the PT of translations,” have limited support. Three
additional conclusions are drawn. Firstly, the translations have highlighted
different knowledge in the evaluations; most have omitted or altered some
knowledge from the evaluations, mainly knowledge about what works and who to
involve.
Secondly, the contribution of the translations to increasing usability was
perceived as minor by most actors and varied depending on the actors’ position
in relation to the policy cycle. Peripheral actors, from the business sector and
environmental movements, at whom the translations are primarily aimed,
perceived the translations as having less value compared to central actors
connected more closely to the policy cycle. Timeliness of evaluation knowledge
and the translations increased the usability for central actors in the policy cycle,
but not for other actors. In addition, many actors were unaware of the
translations or disregarded them for other reasons.
Finally, the limited value of translations regarding usability of evaluations relates
to the perceived lack of relevance of evaluations in the first place and also poor
communication quality.
The peripheral actors stated that one of the reasons for not engaging with
(reading or participating in) the translations was that they perceived them to lack
relevance for their own environmental work. This reflects the problems with
attaining the objective of the evaluation systems, that is, reaching disparate actors
with different knowledge needs.
An additional problem has to do with the relevance of the evaluations. It seems a
waste of time to try to create interest in evaluations through translations if the
evaluations, or the system they are embedded in, are seen as providing knowledge
of no practical use for the targeted actors’ environmental work.
It is recognized that the translations also had other values, such as keeping actors
informed about the NEQO system in general. The translations also worked as a
“push notification,” which kept some actors up to date on the activities within the
NEQO. The local and national Environmental Objective days were to a large
degree well received by the actors, but not primarily for increasing usability of the
evaluations. Instead, the opportunity to network and exchange experiences was
perceived as the primary virtue of the Environmental Objective days.
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Paper IV. Stakeholders’ use of environmental evaluations
(system) and their contribution to sustainable development
Submitted.
Author: Magnus Larsson.
This paper investigates to what extent, and how, a national evaluation system can
contribute to SD. The paper draws on previous research on evaluation use and
SD. The data consists of interviews with key actors, the author’s observations at
seminars where the evaluations were discussed, and analysis of evaluation
reports. The actors are divided into three categories (central, proximal, and
peripheral) to indicate their closeness to the national policy cycle. The results
show that most interviewed actors used the evaluations to some extent. The most
striking difference in use was that only one out of five peripheral actors used the
evaluations, while all central actors and all but one proximal actor used them to
some extent. The evaluations were used in a number of ways, with conceptual and
instrumental use being the most common. Product use was generally found to be
more common than process use.
The reasons why the evaluations were used or not used differed between the
actors. Central actors primarily found timeliness to be an important factor in
using the evaluations, while proximal actors identified stakeholder involvement
as a primary reason for using the evaluations. One factor mentioned by central,
proximal, and peripheral actors alike as a reason for using the evaluations was
credibility, which extended beyond the credibility of the evaluation approach and
analysis. The actors cited the importance of political consensus around the NEQO
system, which made actors (especially politicians) take notice and use the
evaluations more than they would have done otherwise.
Finally, the contribution of the evaluations to SD was mainly their ability to
consolidate and create continuity around the environmental work and ecological
SD. Without the NEQO system and its built-in evaluation system, the
environmental work would be less coordinated, because many activities and
working groups are centered on producing and discussing the evaluations. In
addition, the evaluation system provides continuing attention to the progress
towards SD in two ways: firstly, it provides recurrent information on
developments in the Swedish environment over time. Secondly, it continuously
focuses attention on the state of the environment, environmental objectives, and
environmental work. This can be compared to the function of an alarm that
recurrently reminds actors to think about and act to address what are claimed to
be the most pressing SD issues.
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However, the evaluation system also has some drawbacks. Several actors noted
that producing the evaluation reports takes a lot of time and resources that could
perhaps be used more effectively. If we link this criticism to the statement, made
by several actors, that decision makers already have enough knowledge to serve
as a basis for action and that the real problem is not that we do not know what to
do, we could argue that the emphasis should be placed on implementing what we
already know. Seen in this light, the evaluations should focus more on evaluating
implementation of prioritized actions.
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Conclusions
The conclusions and subsequent discussion are guided by the two research
questions posed in this thesis:
Under what conditions, in the context of evaluation systems, can environmental
evaluations contribute to sustainable development?
Have environmental evaluations (and evaluation systems) contributed to
national actors’ environmental work and SD and, if so, how have they
contributed?
Regarding the first research question, the overall conclusion drawn is
summarized as follows, and further explained below:
To contribute to SD in the context of evaluation systems and network
governance, environmental evaluations need to be of sufficient quality and meet
different stakeholders’ knowledge needs.
Paper I addresses research question 1 by compiling SD effects from
environmental evaluations carried out within a large environmental program, the
LIP. To manage the inherent challenges of grasping and assessing SD effects from
diverse evaluations, a narrative synthesis was conducted. This is a systematic and
transparent methodology (Gysen et al., 2006) that also allows the reader to
consider limitations and shortcomings and take those into account when
assessing the results of the review. When synthesizing knowledge on intervention
effects the quality of the evaluations must first be assessed. Following House’s
(1980; 2014) wider notion of validity, invoking transparency in the methodology
enables a “generosity principle” to be applied when including evaluations in a
synthesis. Subsequently, trustworthiness of the results from a review increases
with increased transparency. The review also becomes more usable since the user
is able to consider the limitations of the review more clearly.
The quality assessment of the evaluations showed that all evaluations lacked
some important information for undertaking a sound evaluation of the effects,
e.g., concerning the scope of intervention and how the effects are to be assessed.
For example, more than half of the evaluations scored low on intervention effects,
a key criterion in the review. Hence, the meta-evaluation may result in identifying
few evaluation studies that merit for compiling knowledge about the program’s
effects on SD from evaluations.
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Paper II found that the relevance of the evaluation system and of the evaluations
developed in the NEQO system was perceived as low by peripheral actors. The
evaluations failed to provide sufficient knowledge for all actors. The evaluations
partly met central and proximal actors’ knowledge needs, but the evaluation
reports were not relevant to, or actionable for, environmental movements and
private sector actors.
Furthermore, the paper recognized that applying the MBO model in the public
sector is bound to fail because it is unrealistic and seems unfeasible in this
context, as the conditions for public environmental governance differ radically
from those for corporate governance. The evaluation system is more likely to be
valid, trustworthy, and usable if MBO is replaced with some kind of network
governance and if conditions for effective network governance are created
(Sørensen and Torfing, 2009). The NEQO system and the evaluation reports do
not produce “a clear and well-informed understanding of the often complex and
crosscutting policy problems and policy opportunities at hand;” nor do they
create “a high degree of legitimacy and program responsibility among all relevant
and affected actors.” Consequently, they fail to meet important prerequisites for
network governance (Sørensen and Torfing, 2009: 242).
Paper III also showed that the translations did not contribute to increase usability
for peripheral actors because they were of little relevance to them. The
translations largely failed to meet these stakeholders’ knowledge needs and did
not create interest in the evaluations themselves. Paper IV showed that actors
closer to the national policy cycle found the evaluations more relevant; by
contrast, actors further removed from the center were less inclined to appraise
the evaluations as relevant.
In sum, validity and relevance (i.e., knowledge need, proximity, stakeholder
involvement and timeliness) are key quality criteria and conditions for
evaluations to contribute to SD. However, the validity of the LIP evaluations,
assessed against the quality criteria in paper I, indicates uneven and low quality.
The relevance of NEQO translations and of the evaluation system and evaluations
was perceived as high among central and proximal actors, but not among
peripheral actors (paper IV). Hence, only some LIP evaluations have the potential
to contribute to SD, and the NEQO evaluations mainly contributed to central and
proximal actors’ sustainability work.
The main conclusion that can be drawn from the second research question is
summarized as follows, and further explained below:
The main value of national environmental evaluations and translations is that
they reinforce the national objectives, provide a recurrent report on
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achievement of objectives, and push/urge actors to take responsibility to
improve their environmental work. Furthermore, the NEQO evaluations (and
evaluation system) contribute to support the environmental policy work of
central and proximal actors towards ecological SD.
As mentioned, paper III shows that the actions taken to increase the usability of
the NEQO evaluations through translations have some positive effects for central
and proximal actors but largely fail to impact the principal target groups, i.e., the
stakeholders farthest removed from the national policy cycle. This in turn limits
their contribution to SD since they are not successfully disseminated to important
stakeholders such as the business sector and environmental movements. It is,
however, recognized that the translations do have other values, such as keeping
actors informed about the NEQO system in general. The translations also worked
as a “push notification” for some actors, keeping them up to date on the activities
within the NEQO system. The local and national Environmental Objective days
were largely well received by the actors, though not primarily for increasing
usability of the evaluations. Instead, the opportunity to network and exchange
views and experiences was perceived as the primary virtue of the Environmental
Objective days.
The peripheral actors stated that one of the reasons for not engaging with (i.e.,
reading about or participating in) the translations was that they perceived them
as having little relevance to their own environmental work. They also described
lack of relevance of the evaluations themselves for their environmental work. An
additional explanation given for not engaging with the translations is that the
communication quality was poor. Actors from the business sector, in particular,
stated that the communications of the evaluation knowledge were unappealing
and failed to create interest in the evaluations. Therefore, lack of relevance of the
translations and the evaluations themselves, and poor communication quality
explain why peripheral actors did not think the translations helped improve
usability. It seems a waste of time to try to create interest in evaluations through
translations if the evaluations, or the system they are embedded in, are seen as
providing knowledge of no practical use for the targeted actors’ environmental
work.
Paper IV shows that the NEQO evaluations have mainly been used by central and
proximal actors and that they meet their knowledge needs the most. The most
striking difference in use is that only one out of five peripheral actors used the
evaluations, whereas all central actors and all but one proximal actor used the
evaluation to some extent. This difference is closely aligned with the findings of
how translations were perceived to enhance usability.
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The evaluations were used in a number of different ways. Instrumental and
conceptual use were the most common types of use, but other types of use
(tactical, legitimizing, and ritual) were also found. It is therefore clear that the
evaluations are indeed used in several different ways, with the exception of
peripheral actors who use the evaluations to a very limited extent. Product use
was generally found to be more common than process use; however, proximal
actors used the evaluations process more compared to central and peripheral
actors. The evaluations mainly contributed by informing and facilitating central
and proximal actors’ environmental work. This can be interpreted as a
contribution to maintain the NEQO system, which also supports decision makers’
environmental policy work and their monitoring of achievement of
environmental objectives.
Why the evaluations were used, or not used, was associated with different factors
and conditions. Central actors primarily found timeliness to be an important
factor for using the evaluations. Proximal actors pointed to stakeholder
involvement as a primary reason for using the evaluations. One factor that was
present in the reasons given by central, proximal and peripheral actors’, for using
the evaluations was credibility of the evaluations and how they were made. By
and large, the majority of the actors interviewed found the evaluations credible
and trustworthy. In addition, the credibility of the evaluations extended beyond
the approach and analysis. The interviewed actors also cited the importance of
political consensus around the NEQO system. The parliamentary consensus in
this respect made actors (especially politicians) take notice and use the
evaluations to a larger extent.
Reasons for limited use and non-use also varied among the actors. Central actors
primarily cited lack of interplay between the three dimensions of SD as a reason
for non-use, whereas proximal actors primarily said that the evaluations
evaluated known facts. The annual follow-up report was criticized for not
providing new knowledge, which was due to ecological systems showing few
changes over a year. Peripheral actors mentioned other knowledge sources as the
principal reasons for not using the evaluations. Other knowledge sources were
described to be more accessible and to better meet their own knowledge needs.
The framework pays attention to the wider influence of evaluations. It seems that
the main contribution of the evaluation system to SD should be looked for in
terms of its coordinating effects. Without the NEQO system and its built-in
evaluation system, the environmental work would be less well coordinated
because many activities and working groups are centered on producing and
discussing the evaluations. In addition, the evaluation system provides continuity
in two regards. Firstly, it provides knowledge about the developments in the
Swedish environment over time. Secondly, it continuously places focus on the
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national environmental objectives and prevailing environmental work in relation
to the state of the environment. This can be compared to the function of an alarm
clock that recurrently reminds actors to think and act on the most pressing issues
regarding SD. However, paper II also illustrates that the evaluation system and
the NEQO system lead to ineffective decision making and public management
(MBO) because excessive time and resources are spent on developing interim and
milestone objectives and on paperwork, and there is a potential conflict between
achieving environmental objectives and resources spent on evaluation activities.
In sum, the national environmental evaluations and the two evaluation systems
provided knowledge about ecological SD and limited evaluation knowledge
concerning social and economic sustainability. The LIP evaluations provided
some knowledge on these two dimensions of SD, but not the NEQO evaluations.
The results on the NEQO system demonstrate the inability of the evaluations to
engage with and contribute to peripheral actors’ environmental work. While
business actors, environmental movements, and local actors are peripheral in
terms of decision making at the national level, they can be considered key actors
in SD work. Both evaluation systems have unintended negative effects and
crowding-out effects. Negative or crowding-out effects of LIP were identified in
the LIP evaluations. Whether these evaluations eventually contributed to manage
some of these negative and crowding-out effects of LIP is not known. The NEQO
evaluation system’s main contribution was to consolidate environmental work
and provide guidance towards an ecological SD transition at the national level.
Further, it contributed by continuously reminding stakeholders about the NEQOs
and everyone’s responsibility to implement them.
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Concluding discussion
The wider question of whether evaluation knowledge can inform environmental
policy and work and help bring about sustainability can only partly be answered
by this thesis. Although the contribution of the evaluation systems and
evaluations is shown to have limited relevance and value for some actors working
in the environmental policy field, their value and contribution to SD should not
be entirely dismissed. The main contribution of the NEQO evaluations and NEQO
evaluation system is that they reinforce a common vision and provide recurrent
reminders of the national environmental objectives and the achievement of the
objectives. These recurrent reminders demonstrate the government’s
expectations and that different actors should take their share of the responsibility
for the transition towards sustainability. A limitation is that the evaluation
knowledge produced in the NEQO system mainly serves central and proximal
actors’ (but not peripheral actors’) knowledge needs.
Still, the NEQO evaluation system follows many of the ten steps set up by Kusek
and Rist (2004) for a sound monitoring and evaluation system. It partially
engages stakeholders, sets up baseline performances and milestone targets, and
monitors the state of the environment, measured against the objectives. However,
the NEQO evaluation systems fails in accommodating all potential users’
knowledge needs and only partially provides “feedback on the outcomes and
consequences of government action” (ibid., 12). It does not achieve the third
objective of the evaluation system, to “consolidate and support all actors’
environmental work” (SEPA, 2015: 9).
Whether the reason for this failing is due to poor implementation and
organization of the evaluation system or to expectations of what the NEQO
evaluation system can achieve being unrealistically high can be answered here.
As shown in paper II, the evaluation system’s PT is only partly consistent and
shows little support in the applied research. This indicates theory failure or a
combination of theory and implementation failure (Weiss, 1998a). This implies
that, to avoid theory failure and to better contribute to SD, the knowledge needs
and involvement of peripheral actors should be integrated in the evaluation
system in accordance with the prerequisites for network governance (Sørensen
and Torfing, 2009) rather than with the prerequisites of MBO or a rational model
for an evaluation system (Kusek and Rist, 2004). To revise the NEQO system to
better correspond to the ten steps put forward by Kusek and Rist or to MBO would
demand additional resources and could potentially create unintended and
crowding-out effects. Again, to avoid theory failure it needs to be developed to
meet the knowledge needs in network governance. Furthermore, it is recognized
that evaluations are always value-laden and will therefore adhere to a certain SD
57

perspective. Developing an M&E system relevant for supporting SD from
different perspectives is most likely unattainable.
Regarding the evaluative knowledge produced by the two systems, there is an
advantage with the LIP evaluations compared to the NEQO evaluations. The LIP
evaluations evaluate interventions (the programs and projects included in LIP)
directly whereas the NEQO evaluations primarily measure the state of the
environment, with only limited links to intervention effects. The NEQO
evaluation system is based on the assumption that changes in the state of the
environment are caused by environmental policy and work, but this is an
assumption that could be questioned. National environmental policy and
different policy instruments do not alone change the environment, and, as shown,
not all action improves the environment. Even though the LIP evaluations also
have limitations they have the possibility to provide knowledge that is more
actionable or usable as they measure direct effects of interventions, and some also
indirect or crowding out effects.
This thesis has explored two evaluation systems at the national level, both of
which have shown shortcomings in their design and achievements. Evaluation
knowledge, produced with other, more practice-oriented evaluations, can
possibly be more valid and relevant for informing environmental policy and work
and helping bring about SD. For example, evaluations closely connected to
organizations’ daily operations may produce more actionable knowledge.
Perhaps evaluations generating “evidence-based knowledge,” a knowledge
requested by some actors in the environmental field today, could be more useful
in the transition towards a sustainable environment? This knowledge is less likely
to be relevant to other actors as there is little evidence-based knowledge that can
be used to guide environmental work in different contexts. The referred study by
Dahler-Larsen (2006) shows that this knowledge is questioned by actors on the
grounds that they do not find it relevant, and it can therefore not be expected to
be used extensively to support SD. There is also the question of what is regarded
as evidence-based knowledge.
The evaluations and evaluation systems investigated in this thesis include
disparate types of evaluative knowledge, supporting different interpretations and
aspects of SD. As established in the Conclusion, most of the evaluative knowledge
concerns the ecological dimension of SD while to some extent omitting the two
other dimensions of SD; this is especially apparent in the NEQO evaluations.
Both the NEQO evaluations and the LIP evaluations primarily support weak
sustainability over strong sustainability, even though exceptions can be found.
Returning to the discussion in the Introduction, the evaluative knowledge from
the two evaluation systems primarily supports status quo and reform
perspectives on SD and only provides limited support for the transformationist
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perspective. The majority of the evaluations do not question the prerequisites of
the programs and policies or the existing power relations and governance
structures which, according to the transformationist perspective, need to be
altered to bring about SD. One exception is the LIP evaluation “In the shadow of
LIP” (Forsberg, 2005), where focus is placed on the municipalities that were not
given funding, and how their environmental work regressed on account of not
being included in the LIP. This is an example where one prerequisite of the
program, competition for funding, was critically explored in the evaluation.
In the NEQO evaluations, several actors noted that developing the evaluation
system takes a lot of time and resources that perhaps could be used more
efficiently elsewhere. If we link this criticism to the statement by a number of
actors, that there is already enough knowledge on hand for decision makers to act
upon and that the real problem is to implement what we already know needs to
be done, we might argue that the evaluations should rather focus more on
implementation of interventions known to be effective. However, such
interventions still need evaluation because they could be poorly implemented and
thus demonstrate implementation failure (Weiss, 1998a). Furthermore,
evaluations of new innovative environmental interventions (policies or
programs) could possibly contribute with new knowledge and ultimately more to
SD than current evaluations.

Contributions of the thesis
This thesis contributes methodologically and empirically to research on
evaluation systems in general, and to evaluation systems in the environmental
field in particular. Methodologically, the framework contributes to studying
environmental evaluation systems and evaluations from different viewpoints to
arrive at a many-sided representation of evaluations in the governance context.
The framework pays attention to the governance context with embedded
evaluation systems and evaluations that highly affect how well the system
performs. Focusing on the governance context contributes to a better
understanding of evaluation as a political and social conduct and of how the
evaluation system works in practice, and how evaluations are used and contribute
to SD. It also addresses and accounts for potential side effects or detrimental
effects of evaluations and evaluation systems. Leaving these out would not give a
fair picture of the consequences and influence of the evaluations and evaluation
systems.
A narrative synthesis was developed to compile knowledge from evaluations of
the contribution of environmental programs to SD (paper I), which accounts for
both positive and negative and crowding-out effects. A PT analysis was developed
(paper II) to investigate what an evaluation system can actually achieve. The
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framework supports a critical analysis of the assumptions underpinning the
evaluation system and of the system’s validity against different governance
theories. Attention was also given to how to explore whether translation activities
can improve the usability of evaluations (paper III), and to reasons for use and
non-use of evaluative knowledge as well as the wider influence of evaluations and
the evaluation system (paper IV). All these analytical and methodological tools
help provide novel insights into evaluation systems.
The framework also contributes by addressing that evaluations are value-laden
and are tools for different kinds of transition. Policies and actors that adopt the
status quo perspective on SD transition, assuming that no fundamental changes
to society are needed and that novel knowledge is unnecessary, will not need new
evaluative knowledge. They would be happy with existing knowledge that can
justify small steps towards a sustainable society. By contrast, actors viewing SD
transition from a transformative perspective will demand further evaluation
knowledge that can be used to radically and fundamentally change behaviors and
practices that are causing current environmental problems. A few LIP evaluations
serve as examples of evaluations that could be used this way.
Empirically, the thesis contributes to knowledge about which factors and
conditions promote and restrain evaluation use in evaluation systems.
Evaluations and evaluation systems have the potential to contribute to SD, but
the actual contribution is dependent on numerous factors and conditions, such
as the quality of the evaluations (paper I), the evaluation systems’ governance
context (paper II), and whether the evaluations are usable (paper III) and,
ultimately, used in ways that contribute to SD (paper IV). Moreover, the
evaluative knowledge must support action that alleviates environmental
problems and other action towards sustainability. The contribution made by
evaluations and evaluation systems to SD is therefore highly dependent, not only
on the quality and relevance of evaluations, but also on how they are acted upon
by the environmental actors. Generally, if evaluations contribute to replacing
ineffective policies, programs, and measures and give way to more
environmentally friendly and sustainable practices they will be part of the
solution. If not, they may be a waste of time.
The empirical material in this thesis includes interviews, documents, and
observations that together provide a many-sided representation of evaluation
systems and evaluations. If more, or different, actors would have been
interviewed, the results could have differed somewhat. Interviews with other
politicians, government officials, actors from national agencies, the business
sector, and environmental movements could have strengthened or modified the
findings. Perhaps some of the translation activities could have created more
interest in the evaluations among local actors, for example. As described, the
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evaluation systems are moving targets and in change. If the current evaluation
system is revised and studied in, say, 3 or 5 years, a forthcoming study may not
arrive at the same results, because the evaluation system and upcoming
evaluations may be more in line with and support a transformative perspective
on SD, for example.
Research on environmental evaluation systems has so far been scarce. This thesis
has begun to fill a knowledge gap. The theoretical framework was applied in an
analysis of two national environmental evaluation systems from multiple
viewpoints in a Swedish governance context in change. The framework was
developed along with the papers and the thesis, but also with the intention to be
used for exploring other environmental evaluation systems. Further research on
environmental evaluations and evaluation systems at the national, regional, and
local level in other countries, and at the EU and international level, would expand
the knowledge on environmental evaluation systems. Compiling knowledge from
other environmental evaluations by using the narrative synthesis developed in
paper I could also include compiling knowledge of the interplay between the
different pillars, or dimensions, of SD. Understanding the interplay (synergies as
well as goal conflicts) between social, economic, and ecological aspects is crucial
to the understanding of a transition to SD.
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