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The purpose of a program evaluation is to assess a
program’s performance. Program evaluation can help
organizations, such as nonprofits, Extension, and govern-
mental entities, solve implementation failure or program
theory failure. Implementation failure relates to program
execution; program theory failure means flawed program
design. Troubleshooting implementation failure is more
common. This article explains how to (1) identify which
type of failure nonprofit organizations may be facing, (2)
choose the right evaluation tool in order to determine the
specific problem, (3) interpret process evaluation results,
and (4) use the evaluation findings for continuous program
improvement.

Identification of the Problem:
Process versus Effectiveness

One must first determine which type of failure the orga-
nization faces: program theory failure or implementation
failure. Program theory failure occurs when a planned
program, process, or set of strategies is insufficient to
reach desired outcomes (Anderson, 2005; Shapiro, 1982).
Implementation failure occurs when a planned opera-
tion or set of strategies is not correctly put into practice
(Durlak & DuPre, 2008; Fixsen, 2005; Meyers, Durlak, &

Wandersman, 2012). Implementation failure is when a
program does not adequately perform the activities and
functions specified in the program design assumed to be
necessary for bringing about the intended benefits.

Two examples below compare and contrast the two types of
program failure. A logic model is a helpful tool for locating
a programming problem. Table 1 presents the two program
failure zones in logic model format.

Example of Program Theory
Failure

A farmers’ association’s sustainable agriculture certification
training curriculum is built upon the theory that, “If farmers
learn environmentally sustainable agricultural practices, they
will reduce environmental pollutants.” After providing a well-
attended educational program for small-scale tomato farm-
ers, the association noticed that the program did not result in
a decrease in environmental pollutants produced by farms.
They wanted to identify the cause. An outcome evaluation
helped the association identify three critical problems: (1) the
farmers’ motivation to implement sustainable practices did
not change; (2) the practices required more time and effort,
and thus sustainable practices were associated with a lower
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profit; and (3) the farmers who participated in the program
ultimately did not change their farming practices.

This first example demonstrates a few characteristics of

a farmers’ association sustainability certification course
experiencing program theory failure. A program theory
failure occurred when the curriculum was correctly imple-
mented and well-attended. Still, the farmers did not change
their attitudes about sustainability. Farmers were unwilling
or unable to commit the time and resources to engage in
new farming techniques. The course proved ineffective at
increasing sustainable farming practices. Ultimately, the
program failed to reach the organization’s long-term goals.
Changing the program’s implementation would not resolve
this program theory failure problem. To learn how to fix a
program theory failure using an outcome evaluation, see
Evaluation: A Systematic Approach (Rossi, Lipsey, & Henry,
2019).

Example of Implementation
Failure

A farmers’ association observed that participants begin their
sustainable agriculture certification educational programs,
but few complete the certification process. The education
program manager wants to identify the problem. The
program manager tracked attendance and observed that
participants were not attending all of the sessions for several
reasons. A process evaluation helped the organization identify
three fundamental problems: (1) the program is provided
synchronously online, which is an issue due to the limited
access to high-speed Internet in rural areas; (2) the instructors
only spoke English, which excluded non-English speaking
farmers; and (3) two certification classes occurred during
peak harvest time, limiting farmers’ attendance.

In this second example, the problem was the course presen-
tation modality, the exclusion of possible clients, or lack of
attendance. An implementation failure occurred when low
attendance was associated with how the farmers accessed
the course. The problem was not associated with whether
the curriculum affected the farmers” knowledge or decision-
making. This evaluation demonstrates that the error was in
the farmers’ association’s execution of the program, not the
curriculum. Changing how the program is delivered would
likely resolve this implementation failure. A process evalua-
tion is a correct tool for assessing this type of problem.

Process Evaluation Design

As in any empirical research, the evaluation question
should help determine the data source, data collection
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instrument, and analysis. Process evaluation questions
differ from outcome evaluation questions because the
program’s effectiveness is typically irrelevant. In a process
evaluation, one considers the relationship between
programmatic inputs, activities, and outputs. A process
evaluation assumes the program theory is correct. The data
collection instrument for a process evaluation does not
capture changes in knowledge, skill, behavior, or condi-
tions. Instead, the instrument assesses the implementation
steps. Determining the evaluation question and data
collection instruments are the most important steps in the
process evaluation design.

Process Evaluation Questions

Example Question 1: Does resource
allocation align with the scope of service?

Programs require meeting facilities, an evidence-based
curriculum, and skilled and knowledgeable facilitators.
Without sufficient resources, a program will likely fail. The
desired participation rates and characteristics should deter-
mine resource allocation. More participants probably mean
that more employees or employee hours, more printed
materials, and a larger facility should be dedicated to the
program. One may then conduct a cost-per-participant
analysis to determine the assignment of employees and
facilities.

Example Question 2: Does stakeholder
demand align with programmatic
outputs?

Needs assessments estimate problems within a community
or client population. A needs assessment also identifies
obstacles and barriers that could prevent the target audi-
ence from accessing the program (Padgett et al., 2016). The
organization could request feedback from the community
residents or potential clients about its abilities to meet
their needs. An evaluator would assess the program to
ensure it is accessible to the target population and that the
participants use the program as intended. For example, a
waiting list for access to a 4-H program would indicate high
demand. The program manager could adjust the program
design to accommodate the greater demand.

Example Question 3: Do program goals
align with service participation?

Nonprofits or Extension agencies can compare service use
to the size or scope of their target population by using com-
munity indicators of their intended clients’ or customers’
needs (Rossi et al., 2019). Service participation problems



typically break down into questions about coverage and bias
(Rossi et al., 2019). Failure to integrate the nonprofit’s mis-
sion into day-to-day programming is a common mistake.
An organization’s mission should be communicated fre-
quently and clearly to maintain support and commitment
from organization members (McDonald, 2007). A lack of
awareness and understanding of the organization’s mission
often results in a vague understanding of the organization’s
target population and a misallocation of resources. Setting
goals that align with the target population’s primary con-
cerns and needs and assigning the resources more strategi-
cally could correct this (Rossi et al., 2019). For example,
providing synchronous online sustainability certification
education to farmers without access to broadband limits
service use. Farmers would need to travel to a location with
broadband, like a library or Extension office, which may not
be feasible. A program redesign should eliminate the need
for strong and extended Internet signal.

Evaluation Instruments to Help
Assess the Problem

Process evaluation instruments should avoid simply col-
lecting subjective opinions. They should objectively identify
the problem (Padgett et al., 2016). The data collected by this
instrument should be easy to interpret, reliable, and valid.

Example of Data Collection Instruments
and Data Sources

The effectiveness of the data collection instrument depends
on what the evaluator wants to measure. Examples of data
collection instruments include the following.

Pre-tests and post-tests: Written or oral tests to measure a
change in knowledge or attitudes of program participants.

Participant sign-in sheets: Logs or documentation of
participant attendance to measure the program’s reach.

Customer service surveys: Questionnaires to measure
customer or client satisfaction with a service or product.

Task completion checklists: Step-by-step guides for each
activity to measure program implementation accuracy and

quality.

Annual personnel and volunteer performance reviews:
Assessments conducted by a manager to measure the
strengths and weaknesses in their employee’s or volunteer’s
work.

Community indicators: Data collected by government

or private entities that capture population-level counts of
important health, safety, and economic concerns. These are
used to measure the need or demand for services. Examples
include poverty rates, school grades, and crime statistics.

The demand for services in the community compared

to service participation can help to determine program
efficiency. Client satisfaction surveys, focus groups, inter-
views, and observations can assess demand for services.
Community indicators such as income levels, eviction rates,
incidence of disease, or the number of families receiving
Women, Infants, and Children or Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program benefits can help quantify the need for
programming. Community indicators help determine the
scope of the program’s target population. Organizations can
conduct cost-benefit analyses or family customer satisfac-
tion surveys to determine if needs are met and to identify
areas for program improvement.

For example, Feeding America is a hunger-relief charity
that works with a network of more than 200 food banks
and farmers to feed the hungry (Feeding America, 2014).
However, food banks often struggle to meet demand for
their services. In the case of Second Harvest Heartland,

a food bank in Minnesota and western Wisconsin, the
COVID-19 pandemic resulted in a food shortage (Fiocco
et al., 2020). Through process evaluation, organizations
such as Feeding America can use community indicators
and client satisfaction surveys to help ensure that their local
partners (e.g., Second Harvest) are prepared to meet the
specific needs of their target population.

Interpreting Process Evaluation
Data

After gathering data from participants and aggregates, the
evaluator can begin to interpret causes for implementation
failure and build a plan for program improvement. An
evaluator may find the program is inappropriate for the
audience, has low feasibility or fidelity, or has an ill-defined
program theory. Such problems are attributed to implemen-
tation and lead to dysfunctional programming.

When reviewing the data collected from the evaluation
instrument, an evaluator should assess the appropriateness
for the population and the organization. The important
questions here are:

 To what extent does the program address an identified
need?
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« How well does the program align with the organization’s
priorities or mission?

o Is this organization the right organization in the com-
munity to provide the program?

It is also important to ensure the program conforms to the
original design of the curriculum or protocols. Observa-
tion logs may demonstrate a lack of fidelity in program
provision and data collection. When implementation lacks
fidelity, each facilitator implements the program differently,
or participants do not complete the program as prescribed.
An evaluator can document facilitators’ behaviors or
engagement with participants over time to identify patterns
and problem areas. Organizational feasibility problems
could be due to a lack of training, insufficient management
oversight, materials, or facilities, or too many employees or
volunteers involved in implementation. Feasibility problems
associated with participants may be inconsistent participa-
tion, language barriers, or spotty Internet access.

Accessibility and enjoyment are important for satisfactory
program completion. Customer satisfaction surveys provide
rich data for process evaluations. Attendance logs capture
program completion, while satisfaction surveys capture

the aspects of the program a participant easily accessed

and most enjoyed. Most importantly, customer satisfaction
surveys can identify hidden problems.

By reviewing the program facilitators” daily service reports
or logs, an evaluator may find that the cause of program
failure may simply be a poorly defined program theory.
The program design and implementation instructions

may be too vague. Unclear program theory can lead to
inadequate evaluation questions and data collection instru-
ments, as well as a lack of fidelity in implementation. These
are implementation failure problems. Implementation steps
and the purpose of each step need to be clear to the facilita-
tor and the participants.

Engaging in Continuous Program
Improvement
Looking Ahead

Development of a program improvement plan using the
evaluation results is essential. This action plan should be
very specific, manageable, and measurable (Pell Institute,
2021). The plan should be specific, outlining the improve-
ment in outcomes that the organization expects to see.
Setting a timeline for completion and achievable and
relevant goals can help to ensure the plan is manageable in
size and scope. The evaluator should clearly communicate

what is expected and how the organization can demonstrate
completion of the program improvement steps.

Accountability

To improve programming, the organization must view
evaluation as a method of accountability. The evaluation
method should be rigorous and detailed. It should collect
the appropriate information to conduct a comprehensive
evaluation (Hoefer, 2000). The evaluation findings should
be concise and easy to interpret, promoting accountability
and transparency.

Conclusion

Nonprofits can assess the value of their program through
program evaluation, which can help resolve issues related
to implementation failure or program theory failure.
Implementation failure is more common and is best
understood through process evaluation. Process evaluation
assesses the program’s activities and objectives to determine
if they are executed as intended. By addressing these issues,
the organization can create an action plan to improve the
program.
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Table 1. A farmers’association’s sustainable farming certification curriculum logic model.

Evaluate for Implementation Failure

Evaluate for Program Theory Failure

Inputs

- Evidence-based
curriculum

« Broadband access

- Knowledgeable and
skilled instructors

Program Activity

- 12-week, two-hour,

synchronous, online
educational course

for farmers seeking
certification in
sustainable agriculture

Outputs

« Number of farms

participating

+ Weekly attendance rate

per participant and
farm

+ Course completion rate

per participant and
farm
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Outcomes

« Short-term: Number

of farmers motivated
to implement
sustainability practices
will increase.

« Intermediate: Farmers

commit the time and
resources to sustainable
farming practices.

+ Long-term: Farmers

implement sustainable
farming practices.

Impacts

- Decreased

environmental
pollutants produced by
farms within the region
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