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Today, professional evaluation researchers have realized that it is not enough simply to perform rigorous experi-
ments to determine program efficacy; they must also be responsible for making sure their results can be understood 
and utilized by the practitioners (e.g., government officials, corporations, and nonprofit agencies) to make decisions 
about scrapping or modifying existing programs. For example, Patton (1997) coined the term utilization-focused 
evaluation as a way to emphasize that evaluations should be judged by their utility and actual use. That is, how people 
in the real world, especially those who are not researchers, apply evaluation findings and experience the evaluation 
process. In addition, there has been increased concern in the field regarding fiscal accountability, documenting the 
worth of social program expenditures in relation to their costs. Let’s get started with some evaluation basics.

22 Evaluation Basics
Exhibit 10.1 illustrates the process of evaluation research as a simple systems model. First, clients, customers, stu-
dents, or some other persons or units—cases—enter the program as inputs. Students may begin a new Drug Abuse 
Resistance Education (DARE) program, sex offenders may enter a new intense probation program, or crime victims 
may be sent to a victim advocate. Resources and staff required by a program are also program inputs.

Next, some service or treatment is provided to the cases. This may be attendance in a class, assistance with a health 
problem, residence in new housing, or receipt of special cash benefits. The process of service delivery (program pro-
cess) may be simple or complicated, short or long, but it is designed to have some impact 
on the cases, as inputs are consumed and outputs are produced.

The direct products of the program’s service delivery process are its outputs. 
Program outputs may include clients served, case managers trained, food parcels deliv-
ered, or arrests made. The program outputs may be desirable in themselves, but they pri-
marily serve to indicate that the program is operating.

Program outcomes indicate the impact of the program on the cases that have been 
processed. Outcomes can range from improved test scores or higher rates of job reten-
tion to fewer criminal offenses and lower rates of poverty. There are likely to be multiple 
outcomes of any social program, some intended and some unintended, some positive and 
others that are viewed as negative.

Variation in both outputs and outcomes in turn influences the inputs to the program 
through a feedback process. If not enough clients are being served, recruitment of new 
clients may increase. If too many negative side effects result from a trial medication, the 
trials may be limited or terminated. If a pro-
gram does not appear to lead to improved 
outcomes, clients may go elsewhere.

Evaluation research enters into this 
picture as a more systematic approach to 
feedback that strengthens the feedback 
loop through credible analyses of program 
operations and outcomes. Evaluation 
research also broadens this loop to include 
connections to parties outside of the pro-
gram itself. A funding agency or political 
authority may mandate the research, out-
side experts may be brought in to conduct 
the research, and the evaluation research 
findings may be released to the public, or at 
least funders, in a formal report.

Inputs  Resources, raw materials, 
clients, and staff that go into a program

Program process  The complete 
treatment or service delivered by the 
program

Outputs  The services delivered or new 
products produced by the program 
process

Feedback  Information about service 
delivery system outputs, outcomes, 
or operations that is available to any 
program inputs

Exhibit 10.1 A Model of Evaluation
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Source: Adapted from Martin, L. L., & Kettner, P. M. (1996). Measuring the performance of human service 
programs. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. Used with permission.


