
Even simple program theory evaluations could be used 
in meta-analysis to provide benefit. Several examples 
of ways to combine the two are explored, including a 
hypothetical model and an actual example of afederal 
funding program. 
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Determining whether and why a program has worked is risky business. A 
randomized experiment-if implemented and conducted with full 
integrity-can provide the least ambiguous answer to the question, Did the 
program work? But unless additional data, besides the outcome measures, 
are planned for and analyzed, an experiment can rarely provide an answer to 
the question, Why did the intervention work?l Even if we could successfully 
design a study that answers both whether and why questions, no small feat 
in itself, there is another problem. Single, stand-alone evaluations will rarely 
be definitive. Results from evaluations of the same program often vary across 
settings because of differences in clients, staff, and so on (Lipsey, 1997). 

Two different perspectives, however, have emerged that together may pro- 
vide better answers to whether and why questions. The first is program theory 
For at least thirty years, evaluators have written persuasively-and often-about 
the need to explicitly test program theory in evaluation (for example, Bickman, 
1987; Chen and Rossi, 1992; Weiss, 1972). Although the lexicon vanes across 

Note: Earlier drafts of this chapter were presented to the Harvard Children’s Initiative 
Evaluation Task Force (April 1998) and the American Evaluation Association (Novem- 
ber 1998). A Spencer Foundation fellowship at the Harvard Children’s Initiative and a 
Mellon Foundation grant to the Center for Evaluation facilitated this work. I appreciate 
the comments of Mary Askew, Anne Barten, Leonard Bickman, Iain Chalmers, Jodi 
Delibertis, Timothy Hacsi, Tracy Huebner, Mark Lipsey, Heather McMillan, Frederick 
Mosteller, Pamela Perry, Carolyn Petrosino, Patricia Rogers, Sean Riordan, Robert 
Rosenthal, Carol Weiss, and Stuart Yeh. The thoughts expressed herein, however, are 
those of the author only. 
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68 PROGRAM THEORY IN EVALUATION 

Notes 
1. Some may argue that factorial experiments isolate mechanisms for why a program 

2. I prefer the term causal model because of the general confusion surrounding “the- 

3.  Lipsey (1990) provides a conversion formula for effect sizes. 
4. Rosenthal and Rubin’s (1982) BESD can convert effect sizes into percentage differ- 

ences, permitting communication of results to nonacademic audiences. 
5. Some evaluations collect considerable data on participants, and some information 

could be conceptualized as mediating variables. Meta-analysis can handle such “kitchen 
sink” evaluations-if there are enough of them-and can examine correlations for both 
mediators and outcome measures. 
6 .  Mark Lipsey suggested the term cascading effects (personal communication with 

author, April 1998). 
7. Agencies usually administer grants under different funding “streams.” For example, 

the U.S. Department of Justice has many streams of funding (such as the Violence 
Against Women Act). Block grants are made to states for each stream, and states then 
make subgrant awards (Sherman and others, 1997). 

works. 

ory” (Petrosino, 2000). 
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