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AN APPLE A DAY KEEPS the doctor away—or does it? Thinking about
how we would find out if this is true and how we might use those
findings shows the value of program theory. In this chapter, we set out the
key ideas in program theory and show how program theory can be used to
learn from success, failure, and mixed results to improve planning, manage-

ment, evaluation, and evidence-based policy.

VALUATION WITHOUT PROGRAM THEORY

Let us imagine that we have implemented a program based on the broad
policy objective of an apple a day in order to keep the doctor away. This pro-
gram, which we dubbed An Apple a Day, involves distributing seven apples a
week to each participant. A representation of this program without program
theory would simply show the program followed by the intended outcome
of improved health (Figure 1.1).
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Figure 1.1  An Evaluation of An Apple a Day Without Program Theory
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This is what is often referred to as a black box evaluation: one that
describes an evaluation that analyzes what goes in and what comes out with-

out information about how things are processed in between.

Fssonce of Program Theory 5

It can be difficult to interpret results from an evaluation chat has no
program theory. For an intervention that involves a discrete product for indi-
viduals, an experimental or quasi-experimental design might be appropriate
for the evaluation. We will assume that people have been assigned to either a
treatment group, who received the program, or to a control group, who went
onto a waiting list to receive the program later if the evaluation shows it is
effective. “Keeping the doctor away” has been operationalized as “maintain-
ing or achieving good physical health.” Data collection has been carefully
designed to avoid measurement failure of outcome variables, with adequate
sample size, appropriate measures of health, and systems in place to avoid
accidental or deliberate data corruption.

Despite careful evaluation, it can be impossible to interpret evaluation
results correctly in the absence of program theory. If the program failed to
achieve significant differences in health outcomes between the groups (apple
versus no apple), it might seem that the policy does not work—but it might
also be that it has not been implemented properly. Maybe the apples were
delivered but not eaten, or maybe they were too small, or too unripe, or too
averripe to work as expected. Although the evaluation might include some
measures of the quality and extent of implementation, it can be hard to
lnow what aspects should be included unless there is a program theory.

An evaluation using program theory would identify how we understand
this program works and what intermediate outcomes need to be achieved for
the program to work. This allows us to distinguish between implementation
fuilute (not done right) and theory failure (done right but still did not work).
Without program theory, it is impossible to know if we have measured the
tight aspects of implementation quality and quantity.

If the results showed that the program seemed to have succeeded, as the
trentment group had significantly better outcomes than the no-treatment
group, we might also have crouble using these results more broadly. If we
do not know what elements of the policy are important, we can only copy it
exactly for fear of missing something essential, It does not provide any guid-
ance for adapting the policy for other settings.,

Finally, if we had mixed results, where the policy worked on only some
sites or for some people, we might not even notice them if we were looking




Pury togram Theor,

'

the gr i i
groups or sites where it has been shown to work) but

genietalive fopherontesis with lictle ability to

EVALUATION WITH PROGRAM THEORY

If WE u d
oy sed a program theory approach, we would try to understand th
I an
We m.PhOCCSses that occur between delivering apples and improved h lt he
i .
= i lf t ;tart by unpacking the box to show the important interm e:.t '
e that people actually ear the colg
y les. The logi :
Figure 1.2 roe ) ahp e logic model dia i
& show this: one in the form of a pipeline model and one agmms .
s an out-

comes Chaln I he [)[l)el“[e I() IC 1( )(lel cpresetr 1(S l]le rogram 1n tCIlIlS O

P b P > P 3 . h S chail d. I h
mnputs rocesses ou uts a“(l U]I](()II[CS l f:()utc()[lle ll n modae SHows

a series i
of results at different stages along a causal chain

ougn these loo like many loglc models at are use reg axly ine
h k liki dels th d ul val-

Figure 1.2

Simple Pipeline and Outcomes Chain Logic Models

Pipeline model version

Outcomes chain version

in urban areas racher than
1€ position.
using the policy for

wwence of Program Theory

process, as Mark Lipsey and John Pollard (1989) called it, that identifies an
intermediate variable without really explaining how it works. These models
make it clear that eating the apples is understood to be part of the causal
chain (rather than some other variable, such as social interaction with the

apple deliverer or physical exercise from playing with the apples). But they

do not explain how delivering apples leads to people eating apples or how

eating apples improves health.

A plausible explanation would be that delivering apples increases the
availability of fresh fruit, which leads to the apples being caten, which
increases the amount of vitamin C in the diet, which improves the physi-
cal health of participants. This is only one possible explanation, of course.
Figure 1.3 shows this explanation as both a pipeline logic model and an
outcomes chain.

The diagrams in Figure 1.3 represent a program theory that articulates
(he causal mechanisms involved in producing the two changes (changed
behavior and changed health status). The first change relates to participants
willingness to act in the way the program intended and the second to the
impacts of their actions. For many programs, it can be helpful to articulate

both types of changes in the program theory.

e
Plgure 1.3 A Logic Model Showing a Simple Program Theory for An Apple a Day
Based on Improved Vitamin Intake
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Learning from Failure
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RY
I chapter has used a hypothetical example to explore how articulating a
i theory—an explicit statement of how change will occur and how

Learning from “An Apple a Day”
Speculating on different possible causal mechanisms enables us to develop an
evaluation thac will collect and analyze data to be able to understand to what

extent, for whom, and why an intervention does or does not work. (Chapter tervention will produce these causal processes—can make evaluations

Fourteen describes how to use program theory to guide evaluation design.) I8¢ ukeful. Throughout the rest of the book, we use examples from actual

Although a single evaluation is limited in its scope, program theory makes it Wliations to show how to develop, represent, and use program theory

easier to combine evidence from a number of studies. Table 1.1 summarizes BWlLation and other purposes.
how an evaluation informed by program theory can distinguish among dif-
ferent types of success and failure,

lls
1

The apple a day example shows the importance of developing program

theory that identifies the causal mechanism that is understood to be involved LI B o, campaign was used instead of dizect delive ty of
I Il social marke

- upples for the Apple a Day program, what would implementation
fuilure look like? What would theory failure look like? What would
partial theory failure look like, where it works only in particular con-

in producing the intended outcomes, This can help to produce more useful

evaluations and better evidence for policy.

texes?

Consider a policy that aims to increase student performance by
Increasing teachers’ salaries. What might be some alternative causal
mechanisms that would produce the intended outcomes?

Table 1.1  Using Program Theory to Interpret Evaluation Findings

Vitamin Health
Apples Apples  C Levels Outcomes

Delivered  Eaten Raised Improved Interpretation

X X X X Implementation failure

v X X X Engagement or adherence failure
(first causal link)

v v X X Theory failure (early causal link)

v Ve v X Theory failure (later causal link)

v v/ v v Consistent with theory

v v X VX Partial theory failure (works in some
contexts)

v v X v Theary fallure (different causal path)
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