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Abstract

The paper explores and defines what program theory entails and when and why it is appropriate to develop a
program theory. Components of a program theory are explored with specific attention paid to theory-based
evaluation. The process is a complicated and multi-perspectives are required to ensure that appropriate steps are
undertaken which support program efficacy and its overriding success.
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1. Purpose of the Paper

Program theory and the evaluation of a program' s theory have gained interest in the evaluation field. Multiple
terms have been integrated into discussions of program theory development and evaluation including: program
theory, theory-based, theory driven, and program theory evaluation (Rogers, 2000a). Regardless of the term used,
it should be clearly stated at the outset of this paper that the content is provided with respect to developing a
theory of the program works and that the evaluation of the program' s theory is an evaluation of the program and
not the theory. The purpose of the present paper is to present a brief review of the literature addressing the
development and evaluation of a program'’s theory.

2. What is program theory?

It is commonly reported that the function of a program theory is to ascertain the

theoretical sensibility of the program (Chen, 1990b; Lipsey, 2000; Reynolds, 1998; Rogers et al, 2000; Rogers,
2000a; Sedani & Sechrest, 1999; Stufflebeam, 2000: Weiss, 1997). A program theory consists of a set of
statements that describe a particular program, explain why, how, and under what conditions the program effects
occur, predict the outcomes of the program, and specify the requirements necessary to bring about the desired
program effects (Sedani & Sechrest, 1999).

3. When to develop a program theory

The primary stage to program development is the conceptual foundation. Once this has been established, the
program theory can be used to develop outcome and intermediate goals. According to Prosavac and Carey (1997),
this sequence of planning stages increases the chance of program success. Therefore, a program theory should be
developed prior to the commencement of the program (Bickman, 1987: Prosovac & Carey, 1997, Rogers et al,
2000). It is highly advisable to develop a program theory prior to the start of any program. This is not often the
case (Bickman, 1987; Reynolds, 1998: Rogers et al, 2000; Stufflebeam, 2000). However, even if the program is
underway, it is important for a program theory to be developed. Therefore, program theories can be developed
during the operation of the program (Rogers et al, 2000) or prior to evaluating a program (Bickman, 1987). The
development of a program theory is necessary when hoping to determine why a program is succeeding or failing
and if and where program improvement should be focused.

4. Components of a program theory

Program theory modeling uses three components to describe the program: the program activities or inputs, the
intended outcomes or outputs, and the mechanisms through which the intended outcomes are achieved (Reynolds,
1998; Rogers, 2000; Rogers et al, 2000; Sedani & Sechrest, 1999). A description of the critical inputs define the
components of the program, describe how these components are delivered, define the strength or amount of
treatment required to induce the outcome (Sedani & Sechrest, 1999), and outline the required aspects vital in
producing the expected outcomes (Lipsey, 1993). The processes that the outcome is contingent upon (Lipsey,
1993) and that follow the inputs should be described.
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These processes ensue during the course of participation in the program and ultimately contribute to achieving the
desired outcome (Sedani & Sechrest, 1999). A detailed description of the process or mechanisms of the program
theory include information about the important steps, links, and phases of the expected transformation process as
well as some implementation issues. The output should specify the nature, expected timing, side effects, and
pattern of change as well as interrelationships among outcomes (Chen, 1990; Lipsey, 1993, 2000; Sedani &
Sechrest, 1999; Wholey, 1987). The output/outcomes can be broken into immediate, intermediate, and long-term
impacts (Funnell, 2000). Implementation issues or resources necessary for carrying out the program's services
(Bickman, 1987; Lipsey, 1993; Sedani & Sechrest, 1999) should also be detailed. For example, resources and
implementation issues may include supplies, materials, and skills (Sedani & Sechrest, 1999).

5. Why develop a program theory

A program theory provides a basis for evaluating relatively uncontrolled programs. Specifying a program theory
to planners, staff members, people responsible for obtaining funding, and evaluators will assist them to carry out
their duties while explaining how funding is being utilized (Prosovac & Carey, 1997; Weiss, 1997). A program
theory can also encourage program investors to be focused on specific outcomes, rather than wasting funding,
resources, and measurement objectives on attempting too much (Prosovac & Carey, 1997; Rogers, 2000b;). The
program theory clarifies the perspective of the program, on which an evaluation of the program's quality can be
based (Bickman & Peterson, 1990), A program theory will supply a conceptual basis for refining and improving
existing programs and also support inferences about new programs (Bickman, 1987; Lipsey, 1993). Thus, a clear
program theory that has been evaluated and deemed successful will afford policymakers the opportunity to
implement similar constructs to other relevant programs (Bickman, 1987). This information is vital to the practice
of program developers, existing programs, and evaluators knowing what does and does not work within a
particular program. Doing so will allow similar services to thrive.

6. Theory-based Evaluations

Once a program theory has been established, the process of conducting a theory-based evaluation can commence.
One purpose of conducting a theory-based evaluation is to test the model hypothesized to explain the program and
the mechanisms utilized to reach the intended outcomes (Rogers, 2000a; Rogers et al, 2000; Weiss, 1997). A
number of vital components to an evaluation must be investigated in order for the findings to be reliable, valid,
meaningful, and interpretable. Prior to commencing evaluations, the intended purpose of the findings and the
level of complexity required should be considered, as they will direct the purpose and intricacy of the evaluation.
The proposed impact that the results will have on the program also requires attention. For example, complex
models may be necessary for those who have decision-making power but little background information on the
program (Rogers, 2000a). Once the level of detail required in the evaluation has been determined, the evaluation
can be conducted. The evaluator should consider variability in all aspects of the program including the clients, the
causal mechanisms that include moderator and mediator variables, and observable outcomes and program effects
(Lipsey, 2000).

The research design must be based on relevant constructs and variables, outcomes that occur prior to treatment
and those attributed to treatment must be explored, and the overall theory must be interpretable and have practical
implications (Lipsey, 1993). The program theory is vital in the theory-based evaluation; furthermore, the
evaluation methodology requires careful consideration to determine whether the program, and which aspects of
the program, are central in affecting change and for whom. Once the intermediate and outcome factors have been
specified through the program theory, data collection can commence. Careful consideration the data collection
instruments must be conducted and techniques for gathering information must be developed and implemented.
Evaluation of the intermediate stages of the program is particularly difficult. A researcher must determine how to
represent the program or treatment (the independent variable) and the techniques for evaluation (Lipsey, 1993).

Multi-method approaches are commonly used for the task of documenting the implementation of the program
(e.g. ethnography, surveys, ratings, observations, and interviews) (Funnell, 2000; Lipsey, 2000) and these often
become the tools to measure the program process or intermediate variables. Formal measures can be constructed
to evaluate the services being provided within a program (Orwin et al, 1998): however, in developing these scales,
psychometric properties must be considered (Cook 2000; Lipsey, 2000) as relevant measures are vital for
accurately representing the intermediate goals and program process. Moreover, when considering measures, it is
important to take into account the tools ability to detect or be sensitive to change (Bickman, 1987: Lipsey 1993,
2000).
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Without this, the results may be inaccurate or not reflective of the program's practices and outcomes. Outcome
measures generally evaluate the social conditions that the program was hypothesized to change, requiring the
evaluator to translate program goals into measurable outcomes (Lipsey, 2000), Therefore, prior to measuring the
outcome, it is vital to investigate the structure and substance of the outcome domain that the program is expected
to impact and to then develop or choose an appropriate measure for the effects of the intervention (Cook, 2000;
Funnell, 2000; Lipsey, 1993, 2000;). Outcomes can be measured once the program, or treatment is complete;
however, investigations on the effects at the post program stage and during follow-up periods have also been
suggested (see Reynolds, 1998 for a review of confirmatory program evaluation). An evaluation allows an
investigation into the hypothesized relationships that contributed to the program's functioning. The causal
inferences proposed in the theory are strengthened if the empirical patterns of results are consistent with the
hypothesized effects of the program (Lipsey, 1993; Reynolds, 1998).

Thus to measure implementation, intermediate variables, and outcomes, a number of tools may be utilized;
however, consideration of their reliability, validity, and applicability must be greatly considered. Although these
factors must be scrutinized when establishing data collection methods, other considerations pertinent to the
evaluation must also be well thought-out. Data collection is not only required on the intermediate goals, the
program implementation, the processes mediating affects, and the anticipated outcomes, but also on the
characteristics of the target population, (Sedani & Sechrest, 1999). Program clients are not homogeneous;
therefore, characteristics of clients may strongly influence specific program components and outcomes (Lipsey,
1993; Sedani & Sechrest, 1999). For example, differential exposure to the program, problem severity, motivation,
and ability level are all examples of circumstances that can increase variability in the achieved outcomes (Lipsey,
2000; Sedani & Sechrest, 1999). Therefore, as is the case with clients, certain variables are too important to

ignore and should be evaluated and incorporated into the analyses. The program components utilized by the
client, the amount of treatment actually received, and the integrity of the services provided is important when
considering theory-based evaluations (Lipsey, 1993, 2000; Sedani & Sechrest, 1999).

Given that outcomes may depend on the amount of treatment received, this knowledge, along with the previously
mentioned characteristics of the clients, may impact the intermediate processes and outcomes. Lipsey (1993)
noted that the integrity of the treatment should also be considered, thus a poorly implemented program or poorly
trained staff may interact with the level of intensity or treatment received and impact the outcome. The predicted
time of impact should have been specified in the program theory. A program theory should outline the timing or
occasions for the measurement of variables (Lipsey, 1993; Sedani & Sechrest, 1999). Without this level of
information, results and interpretations will be misleading. The program components utilized by the client, the
amount of treatment actually received, and the integrity of the services provided are all important considerations
in theory-based evaluations.

It is vital to design an appropriate evaluation of the program theory as faulty designs lead to inaccurate results
such as no program effects (Bickman, 1987). The evaluator must explicitly outline the relationships among the
variables included in the program theory and those relationships should be stated in testable hypotheses (Sedani &
Sechrest 1999). However, the evaluator must also understand and recognize meaningful outcomes, as some are
more important than others (Lipsey, 1993). Moreover, regardless of the findings (statistically significant or not),
practical significance should be considered (Lipsey, 1993), requiring some understanding of the concept under
investigation. To understand just what produced the results, the evaluator must be sure of the mechanisms of the
program that were pertinent to the outcome (Lipsey, 1993), thus a good program theory is required. A number of
vital considerations in conducting and interpreting the results of a theory-based evaluation have been outlined.
Evaluators must consider the impact of clients to the program, utilization of services, exogenous factors,
relationships and interrelationships among program components, the complexity of the program, as well as the
design of measures, timing measurement, and the length of time required to conduct a responsible evaluation.

7. Conclusions

In closing it is important to note that a theory is developed and refined over time as additional evidence (through
evaluation or other research) is discovered, similarly more refined theories will lead to additional evidence
(Lipsey, 1993; Wholey, 1987). Therefore, the theory development and evaluation processes are not immediate,
but require time and extensive energy. This paper outlined the process of developing a program theory and
provided detailed information related to theory-based evaluations.
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Overall, the paper provided the detail necessary to conclude that developing and evaluating a program's theory is
a complicated and intricate process; however, it has also been shown that the benefits of this method of evaluation
for the efficacy of program delivery far outweigh the time, money, and manpower required to accomplish a theory
based evaluation.
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