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208 EVALUATION

through which the target population is ex-
pected to make contact with the program, be-
come engaged, and maintain involvement
through completion of the intended services, A
full articulation of a program’s service utiliza-
tion plan will identify the junctures in the
process that are most critical to the program’s
success in serving the target population and,
therefore, most important to monitor for pur-
poses of evaluation, management, or account-
ability. Moreover, a good service utilization
plan will be sufficiently specific about what is
expected to happen at each juncture, and what
the undesirable alternatives are, to guide the
selection of measures or performance indica-
tors that can be used to monitor those events.

Coverage and Bias

Service utilization issues typically break
down into questions about coverage and bias.
Whereas coverage refers to the extent to which
participation by the target population achieves
the levels specified in the program design, bias
15 the degree to which some subgroups partici-
pate in greater proportions than others. Clearly,
coverage and bias are related. A program that
reaches all projected participants and no others
is obviously not biased in its coverage. But
because few social programs ever achieve total,
exact coverage, bias is typically an issue.

Bias can arise out of self-selection; that is,
some subgroups may voluntarily participate
more frequently than others. It can also derive
from program actions. For instance, a pro-
gram'’s personnel may react favorably to some
clients while rejecting or discouraging others,

One temptation commmeonly faced by programs
is to select the most “success prone” targets.
Such “creaming” frequently occurs because of
the self-interests of one or more stakeholders
(a dramatic example is described in Exhibit

6-F|. Finally, bias may result from such unfore-

seen influences as the location of a program

office, which may encourage greater participa-

tion by a subgroup that enjoys more convenient

access to program activities.

1t is usually thought desirable that a pro-

gram serve a large proportion of the intended

targets. The exceptions are those projects

whose resources are too limited to provide the
appropriate services to more than a portion of
the potential targets. In such cases, however,

the target definition established during the
planning and development of the program
probably was not specific enough. Program staff
and sponsors may correct this problem by de-
fining the characteristics of the target popula-
tion more sharply and by using resources more
effectively. For example, establishing a health
center to provide medical services to persons
without regular sources of care may result in
such an overwhelming demand that many of
those who want services cannot be accommo-
dated. The solution might be to add eligibility
criteria that weight such factors as severity of
the health problem, family size, age, and in-
come to reduce the size of the target population
to manageable proportions while still serving
the neediest persons.

The opposite effect, overcoverage, also oc-
curs. For instance, the TV program Sesame
Street has consistently captured audiences far
exceeding the original targets—disadvantaged
preschoolers—including children who are not
at all disadvantaged and even adults. Because
these additional audiences are reached at no
additional cost, this overcoverage is not a finan-
cial drain. It does, however, thwart one of Ses-
ame Street’s original goals, which was to lessen
the gap in learning between advantaged and
disadvantaged children.

In other instances, overcoverage can be
costly and problematic. The bilingual programs
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Based upon a rigorously designed survey of
homeless persons sampled from shelters and
food kitchens In American cities with a
population of 100,000 and over, Burt and Cohen
gave some precise dimensions to what we know
is true virtually by definition: The homeless live
on food intakes that are inadequate both in
quantity and in nutrittonal content. There is no
way that a demographic group whose incomes
hover slightly above zero can have adequate
diets. That the homeless do not starve is largely
a tribute to the food kitchens and shelters that
provide them with meals at no cost.

Because most homeless persons are eligtble
by income for food stamps, their participation
rates in that program should be high. But they are
not—Burt and Cohen reported that only 18% of
the persons sampled were receiving food stamps
and almost half had never used them. This is
largely because certification for food stamps
requires passing a means test, a procedure that
requires some documentation. This Is not easy for
many homeless who may not have the required
documents, an address to receive the stamps, or
the capability to fill out the forms.

Moreaver, the food stamp program is based
on implicit assumptions that participants can
readily acquire their foodstuffs in a local food
store, prepare servings on a stove, and store food
supplies in their dwellings. These assumptions do

not apply to the homeless. Of course, food stores
do sell some food items that can be consumed
without preparation and, with some ingenuity, a
full meal of such foods can be assembled. So
some benefit can be obtained by the homeless
from food stamps, but for most homeless persons
food stamps are relatively useless.

Legislation passed in 1986 allows homeless
persons to exchange food stamps for meals
offered by nonprofit organizations and made
shelter residents in places where meals were
served eligible for food stamps. By surveying food
providers, shelters, and food kitchens, however,
Burt and Cohen found that few meal providers
had applied for certification as receivers of foad
stamps. Of the roughly 3,000 food providers in
the sample, only 40 had become authorized.

Furthermore, among those authorized to
receive food stamps, the majority had never
started to collect food stamps or had started and
then abandoned the practice. it made little sense
ta collect food stamps as payment for meals that
otherwise were provided free so that, on the
same food lines, food stamp participants were
asked to pay for their food with stamps while
nonparticipants paid nothing. The only food
provider who was able to use the system was one
that required either cash payment or fabor for
meals; for this program, food stamps became a
substitute for these payments.

SOURCE: Based on Martha Burt and Barbara Cohen, Feeding the Homeless: Does the Frepared Meals Provision Help?
Report to Cangress on the Prepared Meal Provision, vols. [ and Il {Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 1988), Reprinted
with permissian,

requires both maximizing the number served
who are in need and minimizing the number
served who are not in need. Efficiency of cover-
age may be measured by the following formula:

number of participants not in need compared
with the total number of participants in the
program. Generally, it is the latter figure that is
important; efficient use of program resources
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212 EVALUATION

The cities of Philadelphia and New York have
standardized admission procedures for persons
requesting services from city-funded or -operated
shefters. All persons admitted to the public
shelter system must provide intake information
for a computerized registry that includes the
client's name, race, date of birth, and gender and
must be assessed for substance abuse and
mental health problems, medical conditions, and
disabilities. A service utilization study conducted
by researchers from the University of Pennsyl
vania analyzed data from this registry for New
York City for 1987-1994 (110,604 men and
26,053 women) and Philadelphia for 1991-1994
(12,843 men and 3,592 women).

They found three predominant types of users:
(a) the chronically homeless, characterized by
very few shelter episodes, but which might last

as long as several years; (b) the episodically
horeless, characterized by multiple, increasingly
shorter stays over a long period; and (c) the
transitionally homeless who had one or two stays
of short duration within a relatively brief period
of time.

The most notable finding was the size and
relative resource consumption of the chronically
homeless. In New York, for instance, 18% of the
shelter users stayed 180 days or more in their first
year, consuming 53% of the total number of
system days for first-time shelter users, triple the
days for their proportionate representation in the
shelter population. These long-stay users tended
to be older people and to have mental health,
substance abuse, and, in some cases, medical
problems.

SOURCE: Adapted by permission from [ennis P. Culhane and Randall Kuhn, “Patterns and Determinants of Public
Shekter Utilization Among Homeless Adults in New York City and Philadelphia,” fournal of Policy Analysis and
Management, 1998, 17{1):23-43. Copyright © 1998, John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

health systems, for example, sophisticated,
computerized management and client infor-
mation systems have been developed for man-
aged care purposes that would be impractical
for many other types of programs.

In measuring target participation, the
main concerns are that the data are accurate
and reliable. It should be noted that all record
systems are subject to some degree of error
Some records will contain incorrect or outdated
information, and others will be incomplete.
The extent to which unreliable records can be
used for decision making depends on the kind
and degree of their unreliability and the nature

of the decisions in question. Clearly, critical
decisions involving significant outcomes re-
quire better records than do less weighty deci-
sions. Whereas a decision on whether to con-
tinue a project should not be made on the basis
of data derived from partly unreliable records,
data from the same records may suffice for a
decision to change an administrative proce-
dure.

If program records are to serve an impor-
tant role in decision making on far-reaching
issues, it is usually desirable to conduct regular
audits of the records. Such audits are similarin
intent to those that outside accountants con-
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214 EVALUATION

In addition, it generates information on the
uncovered but eligible target populations.

Assessing Bias: Program Users,
Eligibles, and Dropouts

An assessment of bias in program partici-
pation can be undertaken by examining differ-
ences between individuals who participate in a
program and either those who drop out or those
who are eligible but do not participate at all. In
part, the drop-out rate, or attrition, from a
project may be an indicator of clients’ dissatis-
faction with intervention activities. It also may
indicate conditions in the community that
militate against full participation. For example,
in certain areas lack of adequate transportation
may prevent those who are otherwise willing
and eligible from participating in a program.

It is important to be able to identify the
particular subgroups within the target popula-
tion who either do not participate at all or do
not follow through to full participation. Such
information not only is valuable in judging the
worth of the effort but also is needed to develop
hypotheses about how a project can be modi-
fied to attract and retain a larger proportion of
the target population. Thus, the qualitative
aspects of participation may be important not
only for monitoring purposes but also for sub-
sequent program planning,

Data about dropouts may come either from
service records or from surveys designed to find
nonparticipants, However, community surveys
usually are the only feasible means of identify-
ing eligible persons who have not participated
in a program. The exception, of course, is when
adegquate information is available about the
entire eligible population prior to the imple-
mentation of a project (as in the case of data
from a census or screening interview), Com-

parisons with either data gathered for project-
planning purposes or community surveys un-
dertaken during and subsequent to the inter-
vention may employ a variety of analytical
approaches, from purely descriptive methods to
highly complex models.

In Chapter 11, we describe methods of
analyzing the costs and benefits of programs to
arrive at measures of economic efficiency.
Clearly, for caleulating costs it is important to
have estimates of the size of populations at
need or risk, the groups who start a program
but drop out, and the ones who participate to
completion. The same data may also be used
in estimating benefits. In addition, they are
highly useful in judging whether a project
should be continued and whether it should be
expanded in either the same community or
other locations. Furthermore, project staff re-
quire this kind of information to meet their
managerial and accountability responsibilities.
Although data on project participation cannot
substitute for knowledge of impact in judging
either the efficiency or the effectiveness of pro-
jects, there is little point in moving ahead with
an impact analysis without an adequate de-
scription of the extent of participation by the
target population.

MONITORING ORGANIZATIONAL
FUNCTIONS

Monitoring the critical organizational func-
tions and activities of a program focuses on
whether the program is performing well in
managing its efforts and using its resources to
accomplish its essential tasks. Chief among
those tasks, of course, is delivering the in-
tended services to the target population. In
addition, programs have various support func- .
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EVALUATION

In the early 19905 the state of California
initiated the Work Pays demonstration project,
which expanded the state job preparation
program (JOBS) and modified- AFDC welfare
policies to increase the incentives and support
for finding employment. The Work Pays
demonstration was designed to “substantially
change the focus of the AFDC program to
promote work over welfare and selfsufficiency
over welfare dependence.”

The workers in the local welfare offices were
a vital link in the implementation of Work Pays.
The intake and redetermination interviews they
conducted represent virtually the only in-person
contact that most clients have with the welfare
system. This fact prompted a team of evaluators
to study how welfare workers were communi-
cating the Work Pays policies during their
interactions with clients.

Using “backwards mapping,” the evaluators
reasoned that worker-client transactions ap-
propriate to the policy would involve certain
“information content” and “use of positive dis-
cretion.” Information content refers to the ex-
plicit messages delivered to clients; it was
expected that workers would notify clients about
the new program rules for work and earnings,
explain opportunities to combine work and
welfare to achieve greater selfsufficiency, and
inform them about available training and
supportive services. Positive discretion relates to
the discretion workers have in teaching, social-
izing, and signaling clients about the expecta-
tions and opportunities associated with welfare
receipt. Workers were expected to emphasize
the new employment rules and benefits during
client interviews and communicate the expec
tation that welfare should serve only as tempo-
rary assistance while recipients prepared for
work.

To assess the welfare workers’ implemen-
tation of the new policies, the evaluators
observed and analyzed the content of 66 intake
or redetermination interviews between workers
and clients in four counties included in the Work
Pays demonstration. A structured observation
form was used to record the frequency with
which various topics were discussed and to
collect information about the characteristics of
the case. These observations were coded on the
two dimensions of interest: (a) information
content, and {b) positive discretion.

The results, in the wards of the evaluators:

In over B0% of intake and redetermination
interviews waorkers did not provide and
interpret information about welfare re-
forms. Most workers continued a pattern
of instrumental transactions that empha-
sized workers’ needs to collect and verify
eligibility information. Some workers
coped with the new demand by providing
information about work-related policies,
but routinizing the information and adding
it to their standardized, scripted recita-
tions of welfare rules, Others were coping
by particularizing their interactions, giving
some of their clients some information
some of the time, on an ad hoc basis,

These findings suggest that welfare reforms
were not fully implemented at the street
level in these California counties. Worker-
client transactions were consistent with the
processing of welfare claims, the enforce-
ment of eligibility rules, and the rationing
of scarce resources such as JOBS services;
they were poorly aligned with new pro-
gram objectives emphasizing transitional
assistance, work, and self-sufficiency out
side the welfare system. (pp. 18-19)

SOURCE: Adapted by permission from Marcia K, Meyers, Bonnie Glaser, and Karin MacDonald, “On the Front
Lines of Welfare Delivery: Are Workers Implementing Policy Refarms?” journal of Palicy Analysis and Management,
1998, 17(1):1-22. Copyright © 1998, John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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218 EVALUATION

of a sample of projects whether the Head Start
concept works. The only generalization that
can be made is that some projects are effective
and some are ineffective and, among the effec-
tive ones, some are more successful than oth-
ers.

The Delivery System

A program’s delivery system can be
thought of as a combination of pathways and
actions undertaken to provide an intervention
(see Chapter 3). It usually consists of a number
of separate functions and relationships. As a
general rule, it is wise to assess all the elements
unless previous experience with certain aspects
of the delivery system makes their assessment
unnecessary. Two concepts are especially useful
for monitoring the performance of a program’s
delivery system: specification of services and
accessibility.

Specification of Services

For both planning and monitoring pur-
poses, it is desirable to specify the actual ser-
vices provided in operational (measurable]
terms. The first task is to define each kind of
service in terms of the activities that take place
and the providers who participate. When pos-
sible, it is best to separate the various aspects
of a program into separate, distinct services. For
example, if a project providing technical educa-
. tion for school dropouts includes literacy train-
ing, carpentry skills, and a period of on-the-job
apprenticeship work, it is advisable to separate
these into three services for monitoring pur-
poses. Moreover, for estimating program costs
in cost-benefit analyses and for fiscal account-
ability, it is often important to attach monetary
values to different services. This step is impor-

tant when the costs of several programs will be
compared or when the programs receive reim-
bursement on the basis of the number of units
of different services that are provided.

For program monitoring, simple, specific
services are easier to identify, count, and record.
However, complex elements often are required
to design an implementation that is consistent
with a program’s objectives. For example, a
clinic for children may require a physical exam
on admission, but the scope of the exam and
the tests ordered may depend on the charac-
teristics of each child. Thus, the item “exam”
is a service but its components cannot be bro-
ken out further without creating a different
definition of the service for each child exam-
ined, The strategic question is how to strike a
balance, defining services so that distinct ac-
tivities can be identified and counted reliably
while, at the same time, the distinctions are
meaningful in terms of the program’s objec-
tives.

In situations where the nature of the inter-
vention allows a wide range of actions that
might be performed, it may be possible to
describe services primarily in terms of the gen-
eral characteristics of the service providers and
the time they spend in service activities. For
example, if a project places master craftsper-
sons in a low-income community to instruct
community members in ways to improve their
dwelling units, the craftspersons’ specific ac-
tivities will probably vary greatly from one
household to another They may advise one
family on how to frame windows and another
on how to shore up the foundation of a house.
Any monitoring scheme attempting to doco-
ment such services could only describe the
service activities in general terms and by means
of examples. It is possible, however, to specify
the characteristics of the providers—for exam-
ple, that they should have five years of experi-
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220 EVALUATION

sponsors, decisionmakers, or the general pub-
lic; staff training including, possibly, the train-
ing of the direct service staff; recruiting and
retention of key personnel; developing and
maintaining relationships with affiliated pro-
grams, referral sources, and the like; obtaining
materials required for services; and general ad-
vocacy on behalf of the target population
served.

Program monitoring schemes can, and
often should, incorporate indicators of vital
program support functions along with indica-
tors relating to service activities, In form, such
indicators and the process for identifying them
are no different than for program services. The
critical activities first must be identified and
described in specific, concrete “output” terms
resembling service units, for example, units of
fund-raising activity and dollars raised, train-
ing sessions, advocacy events, and the like.
Measures are then developed that are capable
of differentiating good from poor performance
and that can be regularly collected. These mea-
sures are then included in the program moni-
toring procedures along with those dealing with
other aspects of program performance.

MONITORING PROGRAM
OUTCOMES

Outcome monitoring is the routine measure-
ment and reporting of indicators of the results
of a program’s efforts in the social domain it is
accountable for improving {Aftholter, 1994}, It
is important in this context to distinguish be-
tween the program’s efforts and the resulting
improvements (if any) in the target domain.
Program outcomes are changes in the social
conditions the program addresses that are pre-

sumed to result from program actions but are
not themselves the program actions. Thus,
providing meals to 100 housebound elderly
persons is not a program outcome, it is service
delivery encompassed within program process.
The nutritional effect of those meals on the
health of the elderly persons, however, is an
outcome, as are any improvements in their
morale, perceived quality of life, and risk of
injury from attempting to cook for themselves,

A prerequisite for outcome monitoring is
identification of the outcomes the program can
reasonably be expected to produce. Here, again,
a careful articulation of program theory is a very
useful tool. In this instance, it is the program
impact theory that is relevant. A good impact
theory, as described in Chapter 3, will display
the chain of outcomes expected to result from
program services and be based on detailed input
from major stakeholders, consideration of what
results are realistic and feasible, and efforts to
describe those outcomes in conerete, measur-
able terms. Another useful feature of well-de-
veloped impact theory is that it will distinguish
proximal outcomes, those expected to result
most immediately from program action, from
more distal outcomes that may require more
time or a greater cumulation of program effects
to attain.

Program outcome monitoring requires that
indicators be identified for important program
puteomes, starting with the most proximal and
covering as many of the more distal ones as is
feasible [Exhibit 6-] gives some examples of
outcome indicators). This means finding or
developing measures that are practical to col-
lect routinely and informative with regard to
program performance. The latter requirement
is particularly difficult. It is often relatively easy
to find indicators of the status of the relevant
social condition or target population on an
outcome dimension, for instance, the number
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222 EVALUATION

Guidelines for
Qutcome Indicators

Nonetheless, there are some guidelines for
developing outcome indicators that are as re-
sponsive as possible to program effects. One
simple point, for instance, is that outcome
indicators should be measured only on the
members of the target population who actually
receive the program services. This means that
readily available social indicators for the catch-
ment area served by the program are not good
choices for outcome monitoring if they encom-
pass an appreciable number of persons not
actually served by the program (although they
may be informative supplements to outcome
indicators). It also means that those initial
program participants who do not actually com-
plete the full prescribed service package should
be excluded from the indicator. This is not to
say that drop-out rates are unimportant as a
measure of program performance, only that
they should be assessed as a service utilization
issue, not an outcome issue.

Perhaps the most useful technique for fo-
cusing outcome indicators on program results
is to develop indicators of preprogram to post-
program change whenever possible. For exam-
ple, it is less informative to know that 40% of
the participants in a job training program are
employed six months afterward than to know
that this represents a change from a prepro-
gram status in which 90% had not held a job
for the previous year. One approach to outcome
indicators is to define a “success threshold” for
program participants and report how many
moved from below that threshold to above it
after receiving service. Thus, if the threshold is
defined as “holding a full-time job continu-
ously for six months,” a program might report
the proportion of participants falling below that
threshold for the year prior to program intake

and the proportion of those who were above
that threshold during the year after completion
of services.

A particularly difficult case for developing
outcome indicators with some responsiveness
to program-induced change is for preventive
programs, whose participants initially are only
at risk for a problem rather than actually mani-
festing the problem. Family preservation pro-
grams that intervene when children are judged
at risk for being removed from the home illus-
trate this point. If, after service, 90% of the
children are still with their family instead of in
foster care, this might appear to indicate a good
program outcome, What we do not know is just
how much risk there was in the first place that
the child would be removed. Perhaps few of
these children would actually have been re-
moved from the home in any event, hence the
“change” associated with intervention is triv-
ial.

The most interpretable outcome indica-
tors, absent an impact evaluation, are those
that involve variables that only the program
can affect to any appreciable degree. When
these variables also represent outcomes central
to the program’s mission, they make for an
especially informative outcome-monitoring
system. Consider, for instance, a city street-
cleaning program aimed at picking up littey,
leaves, and the like from the municipal streets.
Simple before-after photographs of the streets
that independent observers rate for cleanliness
would yield convincing results. Short of a small
hurricane blowing all the litter into the next
county, there simply is not much else likely to
happen that will clean the streets.

The outcome indicator easiest to link di-
rectly to the program’s actions is client satis-
faction, increasingly called customer satisfac--
tion even in human service programs. Direct’
ratings by recipients of the benefits they believe
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224 EVALUATION

placements for children with multiple prob-
lems. Workers responded by vigorously recruit-

ing and licensing new homes even when the

foster parents lacked the specialized skills
needed to take hard-to-place children or were
not appropriate at all for such children. Thus,

the indicator continued to move upward but
the actual placement of children in the target

population did not actually improve. In educa-
tion, this is called “teaching to the test.” Good
outcome indicators, by contrast, must “test to
the teaching.”

A related problem is the “corruptibility of

indicators.” This refers to the natural tendency
for those whose performance is being evaluated
to fudge and pad the indicator whenever possi-
ble to make their performance look better than
it is. In a program for which the rate of post-
program employment among participants is a
major outcomne indicator, for instance, consider
the pressure on the program staff who tele-
phone the participants six months after com-
pletion of the program to ascertain their job
status. Even with a reasonable effort at honesty,
ambiguous cases will be far more likely to be
recorded as employment than not. It is usually
best for such information to be collected by
persons independent from the program if pos-
sible. If it is collected internal to the program,
it is especially important that careful proce-
dures be used and the results verified in some
CONVINCing manner.

Another potential problem area has to do
with the interpretation of results on outcome
indicators. Given a range of factors other than
program performance that may influence those

to cover all important cutcomes, program ef-
forts to improve the performance they reflect
may distort program activities. Affholter
(1994}, for instance, describes a situation in
which a state used the number of new foster
homes licensed as an indicator of increased

indicators, interpretations made out of context
can be very misleading and, even with proper
context, can be difficult. To provide suitable
context for interpretation, outcome indicators
must generally be accompanied by other infor-
mation that provides a relevant basis for com-
parison or helps explain potentially anomalous
results on the indicator Qutcome indicators
are more informative, for instance, if they are
examined as part of a time series that shows
how the current situation compares with prior
periods, Tt is also pertinent to have information
about changes in client mix, demographic
trends, and the like as part of the package.
Decreased job placement rates, as one example,
are more accurately interpreted as a program
performance indicator if accompanied by sum-
maries indicating the seriousness of the unem-
ployment problems of the program partici-
pants. It may be no reflection on program
petformance if the placement rate decreases so
long as it is clear that the program is working
with clients who have fewer job skills and
longer unemployment histories.

Similarly, outcome information is often
more readily interpreted when accompanied by
program process and service utilization infor-
mation. A favorable job placement rate for
clients completing training may, nonetheless,
be a matter for concern if, at the same time,
monitoring of service utilization shows that
training completion rates have dropped to very
low levels. The favorable placement rates may
only reflect the dropout of all the clients with
serious problems, leaving only the “cream of
the crop” for the program to place. Incorporat-
ing process and utilization information into the
interpretation of outcome indicators is espe-
cially important when different units, sites, ar
programs are being compared. It would be nei-
ther accurate nor fair to form a negative judg-'
ment of one program unit that was lower on an .
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