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Reviewing the Logic and Plausibility of

Program Theory

The critical assumptions and expectations inherent in a program’s design should be evident in any well articulated program theory. One essential form of assessment is simply a critical review of the logic and plausibility of those assumptions and expectations. The review process is relatively unstructured and open-ended. The following questions can be used to guide the review.

Is the program’s mission clear? Are the program goals and objectives well defined? Is it clear who is to be effected, who the audience is? 

The outcomes for which the program is accountable should be stated in sufficiently clear and concrete terms to permit a determination whether they have been attained.

Are the program goals and objectives feasible?  

Program goals and objectives should be realistic in terms of actually being attainable as a result of the services the program delivers. A program theory should specify expected outcomes that are of a nature and scope that might reasonably follow from a successful program and that do not represent unrealistically high expectations. The stated goals and objectives should involve conditions the program night actually be able to affect in some meaningful way, not those largely beyond its influence.

Is the change process presumed in the program theory plausible? In other words, is it plausible that the program activities would achieve the intended effects? 

The presumption that a program will create benefits for the intended target population depends on the occurrence of some cause-and-effect chain that begins with the targets’ interaction with the program and ends with the improved circumstances in the target population that the program expects to bring about. Each step of the causal chain should be plausible. Since the validity of this impact theory is the key to the program’s ability to produce the intended effects, it is best if the program theory is supported by evidence that the assumed links and relationships actually occur. It is also best if there is agreement among professional staff and other key stakeholders about the intended effects

Are the procedures for identifying members of the target population, delivering service to them, and sustaining that service through completion well defined and sufficient? 

The program theory should specify procedures and functions that are both well defined and adequate for the purpose, viewed both from the perspective of the program’s ability to perform them and the target population’s likelihood of being engaged by them. 

Are the constituent components, activities, and functions of the program well defined and sufficient?

A program’s structure and process should be specific enough to permit orderly operations, effective management control, and monitoring by means of attainable, meaningful performance measures. Most critical, the program components and activities should be sufficient and appropriate to attain the intended goals and objectives. 

Are resources allocated to the program and its various activities adequate?

Program resources include not only funding but also personnel, material, equipment, facilities, relationships, reputation, and other such assets. There should be a reasonable correspondence between the program as described in the program theory and the resources available for operating it. A program theory that calls for activities and outcomes that are unrealistic relative to available resources cannot be said to be a good theory.
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