
From « What works? » to 
« How does it work? »

Anne Revillard  - Policy evaluation and impact 
assessment



Outline / main learning objectives

• Opening the black box
• Program theory
• Implementation evaluation
• Realist evaluation
• Non take-up



The limit of a strictly experimental 
approach: black box evaluation

Intervention Outcomes  

Two questions are open to evaluation regarding this black 
box:
- What does the program expect there to be inside? 
Program theory
- What actually happens inside the box?  Implementation 
assessment, realist approach...

Connection to previous discussion on causality: causality can 
be inferred, but also observed going beyond a variable 
based approach to evaluation

Theory-based 
evaluation



The need to study program theory

Carol Weiss (1927-2013) was a pioneer in pointing 
the need to study program theory  read text :
- What does Weiss call program theory?
- What is implementation theory?
- How do the two interact?



The need to study program theory

« For evaluation purposes, it is useful to know not only 
what the program is expected to achieve, but also how it 
expects to achieve it » (Weiss, 1998 [1972], p.55).

In Weiss’s approach: A program’s theory of change = 
program theory + implementation theory
Alternative terminology: Process theory = service 
utilization theory + organizational theory (Rossi et al, 
2004)
 program theory/theory-based evaluation as generic 
terms to describe this approach



What is program theory?

• Fluctuating vocabulary 
• Program theory refers to how the program is 

intended to work, NOT to how it actually functions
• Program theory can be more or less complex
• Program theory can be more or less explicit in 

existing program documentation: notions of 
articulated vs implicit program theory



What is program theory?

Role of evaluator:

• Making program theory (more) explicit, in 
interaction with program operators and 
stakeholders

• Assessing program theory: "a program based on 
weak or faulty conceptualization has little prospect 
of achieving the intended results" (Rossi et al, 2004, 
166)



How to assess program theory? 

What is to be assessed?
• Appropriateness of the program in relation to the social 

problem it is intended to address (connection to needs 
assessment)

• Assessment of logic and plausibility of the key assumptions 
and expectations of the program theory:

• Are the goals well defined? Are they feasible?
• Is the change process presumed in the program theory plausible?
• Are the procedures for identifying members of the target 

population and delivering service to them well defined?
• Are the resources adequate?

• Comparison with results from existing research and practice
(Rossi et al, 2004, p.157-159)



How to assess program theory? 

How to assess?
• Study of program documentation, interviews with 

stakeholders, preliminary observation of program 
activities (Qualitative methods)

• Internal logic
• Comparison with results from existing research and 

practice
(Rossi et al, 2004, p.157-159)



Implementation evaluation

Reminder: Two questions are open to evaluation regarding the 
black box:
- What does the program expect there to be inside?  Program 
theory
- What actually happens inside the box?  Implementation 
assessment, realist approach...

Why the question matters?
- Fundamental input from political science: there is a 

discrepancy between how policy is conceived and how it is 
actually implemented

- Fundamental input from sociology: humans have agency.



Implementation evaluation

Implementation (or process) evaluation = "a form of evaluation 
designed to describe how the program is operating and assess how 
well it performs its intended functions" (Rossi et al 2004, 199)
• Focuses on program delivery, not on final impact on recipients; 

but can be done in combination with impact evaluation
• Drawing upon program theory; may also include administrative, 

legal or ethical standards
• When repeated regularly over time: implementation (or process) 

monitoring
• At the interface between evaluation and program management
• 2 components to assess: organizational functions and service 

utilization



Implementation evaluation

Evaluation of organizational functions: 
• Evaluating to what extend the program's activities approximate 

the intended ones (as defined in program theory)
• Includes service delivery and support functions
• Analysis of implementation « failures » (Rossi et al., 2004, 191):

• No intervention or not enough
• Unstandardized intervention, with important variation across the target 

population 

• Important input of political science (ex. Pressman & Wildavsky 
1973; Lipsky 1980) in explaining the discrepancy between 
program theory and actual implementation



Implementation evaluation

Evaluation of service utilization:
• Evaluating to what extent the intended targets actually 

receive program services
• Key notions: coverage (general level of participation) and 

bias (differences in levels of participation between 
subgroups of the target population)

• Sources of bias:
• Self-selection by participants: see research on non-take-up (Warin, 

2016); also issues of attrition (dropping out of a program)
• Selection by program operators



Implementation evaluation

Evaluation of service utilization:
• Sources to analyse coverage and bias:

• Estimation of the target population: sometimes hard to 
specify; part of needs assessment

• Assessment of service utilization: program records, 
surveys of program participants, community surveys (to 
include eligible people who have not taken part in the 
program) (Rossi et al., 2004, p.187)



Case study: what could possibly go 
wrong?

Getting back to the schema on the job training 
program at the end of Weiss’s text (p.59): using your 
sociological imagination, what could possibly go 
wrong at each step?



Realist evaluation

• Founding authors: (Pawson & Tilley, 1997, Pawson, 
2006)

• Aim: understand how a program causes certain 
outcomes: test the theory behind the program AND 
determine the program’s outcomes

• Point of departure: Most interventions are active : 
« The triggers of change in most interventions are 
ultimately located in the reasoning of those touched by 
the initiative” (Pawson, 2006, p.27)

• Focus on the reasoning of individuals targeted by the 
program

• This reasoning varies across context



Realist evaluation

Notion of mechanism
- Programs often induce long chains of mechanisms (see 

above)
- Realist evaluation has particularly theorized the 

mechanisms involved at the end of the chain, in the 
interaction between program provisions and individual 
targets

- Key formula: mechanim + context = outcome
 Study of Context – Mechanism – Outcome (CMO) 
configuration: Not « what works? » but « What works for 
whom in what circumstances? »

(Pawson, 2006)



Realist evaluation

A specific use of semi-structured interviews: 
developing theory and testing hypotheses through 
the data collection process
Assumptions regarding mechanisms are explicitly

submitted to the interviewee
(Manzano, 2016)



Non take-up

Non take-up: “all persons or households that are not claiming the 
benefits and services to which they are entitled”.
Exploring the mechanisms:
• “Lack of awareness, in which the potential claimant is unaware of 

the benefits available or of his entitlement to claim
• Decision not to claim, in which the potential claimant is aware of 

his entitlement but chooses not to claim 
• Non reception, in which the claimant is aware of his entitlement 

and decides to claim but does not obtain his entitlement
• Non proposition, in which the provider does not propose a benefit 

to the potential claimant”
(Warin, 2014)
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