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ABSTRACT

Metaevaluation is used to systematically assess the quality of evaluation products, confirm that evaluations
deliver sound findings and conclusions, are useful to the client, are credible, are ethically conducted, and are
done as cost-effective as possible. Energy efficiency evaluation practice can augment efforts to improve its
methods, policies and processes by integrating metaevaluation into its practice. This paper examines the
applicability of metaevaluation to energy efficiency evaluation by presenting lessons learned from a
metaevaluation of recent publically available energy efficiency evaluations. It concludes by suggesting next
steps in incorporating metaevaluation into energy efficiency to empower programs and portfolio managers
with more credible findings and results for incorporation into their programs, thus, making larger savings for
the same effort a possibility.

Introduction

Evaluation by nature is multidisciplinary in that it is not restricted to one domain, but applies to
many. One overarching theme within evaluation is that evaluators commonly seek go beyond proving how a
program is preforming; they seek to improve the program. Improving and informing program practices is at
the root of the evaluation theory. In fact, evaluators have used this focus on improvement reflectively, in an
introspective examination of evaluation practice. Over the last few decades, this reflectiveness has brought
attention to the variety of evaluation in distinct disciplines. Evaluation has assorted, context specific
applications; however, the overarching fundamentals are the same. Evaluators operate under certain
theoretical assumptions that serve as the guide for conducting evaluation. Theories act as the lens through
which an evaluator sees when selecting research questions and accompanying research design and methods.
Energy Efficiency evaluation, therefore, is conducted with certain assumptions and steps that are unique to
our industry. We must proactively examine our work with in this context and in comparison to the larger
evaluation community to ensure its progress.

Over the last twenty years, evaluators have emphasized evaluating their work to ensure that they are
producing quality, methodologically sound evaluations. Evaluators continue to build a base of empirical
evidence on the practice of evaluation thereby elucidating areas for improvement. Indeed, there is increased
scrutiny of the value and cost-effectiveness of energy efficiency programs due to disagreements around the
quality and validity of the findings of energy efficiency program evaluations. In the last few years the state
and federal attention to energy efficiency evaluation has grown. Inconsistent methods open the door to
attacks on the validity of evaluation results and confuse sound methods with junk science. Energy efficiency
evaluators understand that practice may differ from theory and desire to communicate best practices.
However, energy efficiency evaluation currently lacks empirical evidence that depicts energy efficiency
evaluation as practiced does not exist.

Current calls for national standards of practice have become a focal point within the field, as energy
efficiency evaluators desire to communicate methodological best practices. But prior to that work, there
must be a thorough study on the current common practices in energy efficiency evaluation. Because this
field of energy efficiency is relatively young in comparison to other fields, no empirical studies have been
published that explore what methods are used to evaluate energy efficiency programs. Evaluating the
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practice of energy efficiency is one way of establishing an empirical baseline for the common
methodologies underlying energy efficiency evaluation. After we identify the common practices empirically,
we can explore the quality of our work and revise standards accordingly. We can learn high quality lessons
by evaluating our work, searching for patterns across programs, and finding connections across other
disciplines. By increasing evidence that supports the utility can value of energy efficiency evaluation, we
will increase the assurance in its significance This need for stronger empirical evidence of energy efficiency
evaluation directs attention toward a method for researching evaluations: metaevaluation.

The remainder of this paper describes metaevaluation and sheds light on potential areas for
incorporating metaevaluation into energy efficiency evaluation practice. All insights described in this paper
resulted from the author’s experience conducting a qualitative, descriptive study that systematically
reviewed the central methodological characteristics of energy efficiency evaluations by applying
metaevaluation to 91 energy efficiency evaluation reports. The data was examined for emerging themes in
accordance with program evaluation standards and research design principles.

Overview of Metaevaluation

Metaevaluation provides a means of systematically assessing the quality of one or more evaluation
products and to examine common themes. Its purpose is to confirm that evaluations deliver sound findings
and conclusions that are useful to the client, credible, ethically conducted, and as cost-effective as possible.
It retrospectively examines finished evaluations and addresses overarching questions across projects.
Metaevaluation is different from meta-analysis, which synthesizes quantitative data form multiple studies to
create a more comprehensive understanding of a particular topic. For example, a meta-analysis of energy
efficiency impact evaluations would gather the qualitative data from impact evaluations of the one program
type, like a HVAC program, and synthesize the findings to gain insight to the energy savings of HVAC
programs evaluations within a defined jurisdiction. Rather metaevaluation judges the merit, worth and
significance of an individual evaluation or set of evaluations. A metaevaluation of energy efficiency impact
evaluations would examine the quality of one or more evaluations based on specific criteria, such as
accuracy. Therefore, though meta-analysis would need to be program specific. Metaevaluation is not.

Within the filed of evaluation, the key purpose of metaevaluation is as a research tool in to assess
evaluation practice and compare it to evaluation standards. Evaluation theorists agree that metaevaluation
could increase our collective knowledge about evaluation practice and eventually improve evaluation utility
through expanding research on evaluation and assessing methodological rigor. There have been several
notable efforts to promote the practice of systematically testing evaluation theory and methods of practice.
Shadish, Cook, and Leviton look at different evaluation theories and their applications Coryn et. al (2011)
empirically examined the practice of theory-driven evaluation. Christie’s work on bridging the gap between
evaluation theory and practice notes empirically that evaluation theory is applied in practice is not typically
fully implemented Christie and Miller have each examined how evaluation theory relates to evaluation
practice. Miller developed a framework for studying the relationship of theory to practice and showed that
adoption of evaluation theory does influence strikingly different methods. Extending this practice of
research on evaluation to energy efficiency allows us to demonstrate and validate industry best practices.
Moreover, it allows us to advance debates about appropriate and inappropriate uses of evaluation design and
methodology within our field. Some within our industry claim that it has adapted a “business as usual”
approach to energy efficiency evaluations, which ignores contemporary evaluation methods. Some
evaluators prefer experimental designs and related methodology, while others prefer non-experimental or
quasi-experimental designs. Furthermore, many evaluators focus on increasing research quality and rigor.
There are several approaches and standards to employ in assessing methodological rigor, however one
requires metaevaluation to systematically apply standards to finished evaluation.

Several scholars have developed metaevaluation tools to ease the application of evaluation standards
to program evaluation. One of the best-known standard tools is the Program Evaluation Metaevaluation
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Checklist' originally published by the Joint Committee of Standards for Educational Evaluation in 1988.
This checklist operationalizes a set of widely accepted program evaluation standards and assigns a
metaevaluation score based on an evaluation’s utility, feasibility, propriety, accuracy, and evaluation
accountability. Within energy efficiency, evaluation standards vary by jurisdiction. This variation makes it
difficult to gauge which standards are most applicable, however, is still plausible to develop metaevaluation
criteria for energy efficiency evaluations with respect to our unique approaches. For example, in the
metaevaluation I conducted on energy efficiency evaluations, I selected commercial and industrial program
evaluations located in the same jurisdiction and I differentiated between process and impact evaluations. By
utilizing specific steps for case selection increased the likelihood that the cases would employ similar
methodologies and be accountable to similar standards. Similarly, we can use metaevaluation in energy
efficiency by comparing finished evaluation products with relevant evaluation standards.

Conducting Metaevaluation in Energy Efficiency

Conducting a metaevaluation entails applying evaluation methodology to an existing evaluation.
Although the methodology may differ depending on whether the subject evaluations are process evaluations
or impact evaluations, the general evaluation methodology is the same. One could examine wither impact
evaluations adhere to accepted guidelines or assess them on evaluation standards such as utility, feasibility,
propriety, accuracy, and evaluation accountability. Process evaluations metaevaluation would require a
different method of assessment from impact evaluations in terms of methods, i.e. you would not hold the
methods of a process evaluation to the same standards of rigor as an impact evaluation. However, you could
develop a technique to assess rigor of a process evaluation based upon qualitative standards of inquiry.
Also, you could choose to focus on a broader context-specific standards or focus on evaluation of a single
program type, like evaluations of agricultural energy efficiency programs. In any case, the general
framework for evaluation methodology applies and is delineated into five actionable steps:

(1) Defining the purpose of evaluation;

(2) Identifying and organize evaluation criteria;

(3) Collect data and compare to the evaluation criteria;
(4) Determining merit; and

(5) Synthesizing results.

The first step in conducting a metaevaluation within energy efficiency is to determine the purpose of
the study. Are you seeking to assess the evaluations utility, accuracy, or adherence to standards? Each of
these items would require a different metaevaluation approach. For example, to asses and evaluation’s utility
you would need to contact the evaluation end-users (utility or program staff) and ask them how useful the
evaluation was. To asses accuracy or adherence to standards, you would need to review the evaluation
methodology through a document review.

The next step would be to identify and organize evaluative criteria. Following the previous example
of assessing evaluation utility, you would need to determine what utility means and develop a way to rank
it. For example, you could operationalize utility into separate indicators, each designed to measure some
subset of evaluation use. You may decide to ask whether the utility administrator or program staff acted on
any of the evaluation findings or whether they changed the program design as a result. Each of these
indicators would be organized in preparation for the next step. It is important to note that several instruments
have been developed in different fields to measure common evaluation performance criteria. Since creating
and validating a new instrument can be a lengthy process, we may benefit from adapting already validated
instrumentation from other fields.

! http://www.wmich.edu/evalctr/archive checklists/program metaeval pdf
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The third step would be to collect data and compare it to the evaluation criteria. For example, you
would interview program administrators and record their responses to different aspects of evaluation utility.
It is plausible to assign a rank or score for each aspect of utility at this time. Next, the fourth step involves
inferring the merit and importance of the score relative to the ideal case for the criteria in question. For
example, you would need to compare the utility rankings of the evaluations to accepted standards and
describe the result. The final step would be to synthesize the information and determine the importance of
the results across a single criteria. For instance, how useful was the evaluation to the program
administrators overall? How useful was the evaluation on the various aspects of utility? Using these
actionable steps, it would be possible for evaluators to apply metaevaluation to evaluations in our industry.
Metaevaluation can be used on process and impact evaluation

Limitations of Metaevaluation in Energy Efficiency

A thorough metaevaluation approach would likely include document review and interviews to gather
information and perspectives from key stakeholders. However, this is not always possible as evaluation
reports are sometimes the only tangible byproduct of completed evaluations. Therefore, evaluation reports
often become the primary data source for metaevaluation. As evaluation reports are not always a
comprehensive report of evaluation activities, assessing quality and compliance to standards is a limitation
of metaevaluation. In my review of energy efficiency evaluation reports evaluation methodology was largely
absent in a sample of 91 energy efficiency evaluations. For instance, nearly one third of the evaluation
reports in this sample did not include a methodology section, over a third did not specify sampling methods,
and a majority of energy efficiency evaluation reports did not mention what methods were used for analysis.
In general, accurate metaevaluation assessments of quality are impeded by the absence of information on
specific evaluation methods. However, evaluation reports within our industry are written for our intended
audience, who may be more interested in evaluation results than evaluation methods. We would need to
address the absence or methodological descriptions in our reports if we are to embark on comprehensive
energy efficiency metaevaluations in the future.

Another limitation is the applicability of general evaluation standards may not be applicable in our
context. Therefore, tools developed on these standards may not be useful for application in energy
efficiency. For example, I applied the Metaevaluation Checklist to energy efficiency evaluation but found
that only one standard, accuracy, was relevant to energy efficiency evaluation. Furthermore, we need to be
cognizant of our intra-disciplinary distinctions as well. For example, standards used to assess an impact
evaluation do not necessarily apply to the standards that would be used to assess process evaluation.
However, depending on a researcher’s methodological tilt, one could argue that principles of credible
evidence and justifiable conclusions apply to each. It is important that metaevaluation is tailored to be
context specific so that it does not render invalid conclusions.

Conclusion

As we work to establish methodological best practices, we need a continuous examination of our
methods and practice. Metaevaluation is a useful tool that would help us engage in this continuous
assessment of the energy efficiency evaluation in practice and provide stronger supporting evidence for
energy efficiency programs in the future. The improved perspective on energy efficiency evaluation that will
result from metaevaluation will allow us to evolve our evaluation practices and thus, provide more
actionable data to improve energy efficiency programs.

My experience conducting a metaevaluation of energy evaluation shows that conducting
metaevaluation is not a stretch from our current evaluation practice. However, it does require a certain level
of methodological expertise, time, and resources to conduct. For example, if a metaevaluation focuses on
methods, then the evaluator should be knowledgeable in methodology. Likewise, if the metaevaluation
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focuses on Commercial New Construction energy efficiency programs, the evaluator should be experienced
in that area. Given our often resource constrained programs and the boundaries within which we conduct
evaluation, we may need to begin preparing our field for future efforts rather than embarking on full
metaevaluation studies in the near future. Specifically, we need to examine whether we can include full, in-
depth evaluation reports for fellow evaluators with information that may not be interesting to our clients.

Metaevaluation is one tool at our disposal in examining energy efficiency evaluation to ensure that
we continue to deliver sound, useful to our clients. We can use it to critically examine the current practice of
energy efficiency evaluation and contemplate how to advance its practice. Metaevaluation, and our
increased understanding of our work, will help us to empower programs and portfolio managers with more
credible findings and results for incorporation into their programs, thus, making larger savings for the same
effort a possibility.
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