Measuring and Monitoring Program Outcomes

Required reading: RLF, Chapter 7

In the last chapter we talked about how to find out whether a program is being implemented as it was intended to be implemented and how well the program process was working. In this chapter, our focus shifts to a different kind of monitoring, the monitoring of selected program outcome indicators that can be collected repeatedly over time. The focus here is on measuring and assessing continuing “performance” on selected program outcomes, such as outcomes listed in the impact theory. (I put performance in quotes because you must conduct an impact assessment, which is discussed in the next chapter, to draw a firm conclusion about program impact.) Just like the process data from the last chapter, we want to learn the specific details of program implementation to inform program managers (e.g., for formative purposes), program sponsors and funders (e.g., for summative purposes), and evaluators (e.g., to help write an implementation evaluation report or to help explain impact assessment data).  

As part of the RLF evaluation model, don’t forget that outcome monitoring involves assessment or evaluation. Therefore, you will be applying the four steps in the logic of evaluation to the outcome monitoring data (i.e., select dimensions of merit, set standards on those dimensions, collect performance data, and integrate the results into evaluative judgments).  

Here are the four major sections in this chapter:

· Program Outcomes. 

· Identifying Relevant Outcomes.

· Measuring Program Outcomes. 

· Monitoring Program Outcomes.

Program Outcomes

To understand program outcomes, you will need to consider several concepts (most of these definitions are from page 232): 

· Outcome. This is the state of the target population or the social conditions that a program is expected to have changed

· An outcome variable is the operationalized concept that you will be measuring in your study.

· Outcome level. The status of an outcome at some point in time. 

· Outcome change. The difference between outcome levels at different points in time.

· Program effect. This is what we are most interested in! A program effect is that portion of an outcome that can be attributed uniquely to a program, that is, with the influence of other sources controlled or removed. You can think of this as the pure or net effect of the program. 

· Impact assessment. This is when you attempt to obtain your estimate of the program effect. 

To start understanding these terms, consider that you  measure program performance on the outcome variable before the program, during the program, and after the program; this measurement will show the outcome levels. If you compared the before program outcome level with the after program outcome level you would have one estimate of program impact. However, this often is a biased estimate because some of the change that occurs from pretest to posttest can be due to other factors (e.g., history, maturation, testing, instrumentation, and regression artifacts). For a review of these threats to internal validity and additional threats and key designs, see Johnson and Christensen; go here: http://www.southalabama.edu/coe/bset/johnson/dr_johnson/lectures/lec8.htm http://www.southalabama.edu/coe/bset/johnson/dr_johnson/lectures/lec9.htm
http://www.southalabama.edu/coe/bset/johnson/dr_johnson/lectures/lec10.htm
http://www.southalabama.edu/coe/bset/johnson/dr_johnson/lectures/lec11.htm
In short, what we need is the best estimate we can obtain of the actual program effect (net effect), i.e., the outcome change purified of the any threat to internal validity that has taken place (these are discussed in the lectures provided in the above web links to my book).  

If you only look at outcome levels and outcome changes, note the caution pointed out by RLF: “Although outcome levels and outcome changes have quite limited uses for determining program effects, they are of some value to managers and sponsors for monitoring program performance” (p.208). 

Identifying Relevant Outcomes

When you are ready to begin identifying relevant outcomes, you will need to consider what stakeholders believe is important to measure, you will need to reexamine the outcomes that are specified in the program impact theory (including both proximal and distal outcomes and/or outcomes specified in program logic models such as the one on page 211), you will need to examine outcomes and their measures that have been used in prior research and you will need to think about the possibility of unintended outcomes and how you will be on the lookout for them. 

Measuring Program Outcomes

The issues now are prioritizing your outcomes and then operationalizing the selected outcomes into specific measurable outcome variables or indicators. A literature review can be quite helpful in seeing how various outcomes have been measured in past research and evaluations. As shown in Exhibits7-D and 7-E, frequently is it good practice to try to understand that many of your “outcomes” will have multiple dimensions; you will need to identify these dimensions and then determine how you will measure them. In general, good evaluations use multiple measures of outcomes and use multiple sources of evidence in establishing program impact and why program impact did or did not occur. See my article (with Onwuegbuzie) on mixed methods research for more on the concept of mixed research (here is a link: http://www.aera.net Click on the October, 2004 issue of the Educational Researcher and download our article. 

Sometimes you will have to develop new measures, but oftentimes you will be able to locate already used and validated measures.

When considering or developing measures you must think about the issue of reliability (RLF define reliability as the extent to which a measure produces the same results when used repeatedly to measure the same thing). You will never obtain perfect reliability because there always will be some measurement error, but you must attempt to minimize unreliability. A couple of types of reliability are test-retest reliability (correlation of you test across two times with the same people) and internal consistency reliability (the degree to which your measures of the same outcome intercorrelate with one another). 

You also need to consider the issue of validity. RLF use a simple but outdated definition as follows: “Validity is the extent to which a measure actually measures what it is intended to measure.” For more on measurement (including reliability and validity) go here: http://www.southalabama.edu/coe/bset/johnson/dr_johnson/lectures/lec5.htm
RLF point out that you also should consider the sensitivity of your measures. The sensitivity is “the extent to which the values on a measure change when there is a change or difference on the thing being measured.” This is an excellent point. You want SENSITIVE measures, or you might not find what actually occurred in your program. Tests developed to measure traits and standardized tests designed to measure achievement and aptitude are relatively insensitive. Try to determine what your program is SPECIFICALLY designed to change, and then find or develop a specific measure rather than some big, general measure. 

When thinking about measurement and choosing your outcome measures, remember the GIGO principle (garbage in garbage out); that is, if you don’t have good measures, then you don’t have anything of use in your evaluation. 

Monitoring Program Outcomes

In this section RLF discuss outcome monitoring. Outcome monitoring refers to the continuous (i.e., periodic) monitoring of outcomes that are supposed to occur as a result of program operation (i.e., what conditions are supposed to change as a result of the program?). It includes the monitoring of indicators or factors that are listed in the program impact theory. Outcome monitoring measures what is supposed to result from the program. This is not, however, an impact assessment, and it should not be confused as such. An impact assessment is specifically designed to isolate the impact of the program and allow stronger cause and effect conclusions about a program than typically does outcome monitoring. Outcome monitoring measures some of the same impact variables, but is not typically designed to provide a full or rigorous assessment of cause and effect. Nonetheless, outcome monitoring can be revealing, showing that various outcomes are occurring, and these data can also be used as part of an impact assessment if you decide to conduct an impact assessment. Be sure to carefully consider the pitfalls in outcome monitoring that RLF discuss on pages 227 and how to interpret the outcome data on pages 228-230.

