
If there is little consensus about the assumptions under- 
lying a program, theory-based evaluators can collect data 
relevant to more than one theov, selcctingfor study the 
specific links in those theories that answer key questions. 

Which Links in Which Theories 
Shall We Evaluate? 
Carol Hivschon Weiss 

Theory-based evaluation (TBE) offers many advantages to the evaluator 
who conducts the study and the program individuals who receive the 
results. It helps to specify not only the what of program outcomes but also 
the how and the why. Theory-based evaluation tests the links between 
what programs assume their activities are accomplishing and what actu- 
ally happens at each small step along the way. It also has clear limitations 
(Weiss, 1997). 

Other chapters in this issue explore the opportunities and challenges 
that enter into the decision to use this approach to evaluating programs. I 
want to enter the scene after all the actors have decided to take a theory- 
oriented approach and now have to put the approach into practice. What 
theory do they use? Do they settle on one theory, or do they consider several 
theories? In how much detail do they spin out the theories? If they have an 
elaborated theory (or theories), which links in the theory do they study? 
What criteria do they use in deciding which links are worth studying? 

Studying the Mechanisms of Social Change 
TBE is an effort to examine the mechanisms by which programs influence 
successive stages of participants’ behavior. Table 4.1 shows a possible the- 
ory of a job-training program. A theory-based evaluation can examine 
whether trainees learn the skills taught, whether learning the skills leads 
to the search for a job, whether the search for a job leads to interviews 
with prospective employers, whether interviews lead to getting hired, and 
so on. 
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Note 

culine pronoun €or all other actors to avoid the awkward “he or she” construction. 
1. In this chapter, I use the feminine pronoun to refer to the evaluator and the mas- 
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