
This chapter offers a critical commentary on theory-based 
evaluation, stressing its utility as a method of program 
planning and as an adjunct to experiments but rejecting it 
as an alternative to experiments. 

The False Choice Between 
Theory-Based Evaluation 
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It is currently fashionable in many foundation and some scholarly circles to 
espouse a theory of evaluation for complex, aggregated social settings such 
as communities and schools that depends on three steps: 

Explicating the substantive theory of the program to be evaluated so as to 
detail all the flow-through relationships that should occur if the intended 
intervention is to have an impact on major target outcomes. In education 
such outcomes include achievement gains, and in welfare policy they 
include stable employment in the labor force. 

Collecting data from a relevant sample of units (usually people) and in this 
way measuring each of the constructs specified in the substantive theory 
of the program. 

Analyzing the collected data in order to assess the extent to which the pos- 
tulated relationships have actually occurred in the predicted time 
sequence. If the data collection can cover only part of the postulated 
causal chain, then only part of the model will be tested. However, the aspi- 
ration is to test the complete program theory. 

One major reason that this theory of evaluation is currently in vogue is 
as much because of what it is not as because of what it is. It is not a theory of 
evaluation that depends solely on qualitative methods. Such a theory would 
lack credibility in many academic and policy circles if the results from the 
qualitative studies were used to support inferences about what a program has 
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need to conduct traditional causal modeling analyses of the pattern of influ- 
ence from the intervention to the various mediating variables and then from 
these mediators to a distal outcome. 

Few evaluators will argue against the more frequent and sophisticated 
use of substantive theory to detail intervening processes. Probably the sole 
exceptions are those who believe that the act of measuring process creates 
conditions different from those that would apply in the actual policy world. 
Few evaluators argue that it is not possible to collect measures of interven- 
ing processes. So it should be possible to construct and justify a theory-based 
form of evaluation that complements experiments and is in no way an alter- 
native to them. It would prompt experimenters to be more thoughtful about 
how they conceptualize, measure, and analyze intervening process. It would 
also remind them of the need to first probe whether an intervention leads to 
changes in each of the theoretically specified intervening processes and then 
explore whether these processes could plausibly have caused changes in the 
more distal outcomes of policy interest. I want to see theory-based methods 
used within an experimental framework and not as an alternative to it. 
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