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of doing that, T had to go back and start questioning some of these earlier decisions, which irritated
the hell out of the National Academy of Sciences, who were offering me the job of evaluating their

new 40 million dollar project. And so I didn’t get it and deserved not to get it.  mean, I was misbe- .

having. So these are things that you learn from experience. You learn your own strengths and weak-
nesses. But for me, that’s a heavy problem. I can be 10 times more valuable than a service evaluator
but only to somebody who is willing to put up with the fact that I’'m going to kick down the walls of
the box and there’s not that many people who will do that. National Academy of Sciences is a very
conservative body, and they have made gross mistakes which I could have just shut up about and
maybe eventually got them to remedy the mistakes later on, once they had some trust in me, or
maybe simply saved up until I wrote the final report and then pointed all these mistakes out, but no, I
couldn’t shut about up it. I had to tell them there were mistakes right away. There we go, 30,000
bucks a year for 5 years. There it is.

Jane: Of all your various contributions to evaluation, what do you see as most significant?

Michael: The concept of evaluation as a transdiscipline.’

Jane: So, of all your contributions to the field, which are the most misunderstood or insufficiently well
grasped?

Michael: Well, goal free is the one that people really got pathetic about. It sort of brings out the worst in
people. . . . At any rate, so goal free is probably the thing that is most misunderstood.

Jane: It seems there is a big proportion of the field that knows about your work by what they read some-
body else said about it. '

Michael: There’s a lot of that when it comes to the nature of transdiscipline: I need to write more books!

Jane: So, in terms of getting people clear on the concepts that you think are really important to push the
discipline forward, what do you think we’ve learned from how evaluation has evolved so far that we
should try to apply to make sure we get on the right track?

Michael: Perhaps the key point is not to forget those outside our own discipline. Changes come from
external pressure as well as internal. Well, I think it is no different from any other discipline. The
birth of disciplines is always like this. The history of evolutionary theory, the history of molecular
biology, the history of signat theory, the history of string theory, there is loads of this stuff going on
in their early days. But I think the obligation really is on me to make it simple and with some help
from you doing the same thing, we may be able to get enough out there that swamps the misinterpre-
tations. . .. ] don’t care about their delay so much . . . my main interest is to get it right. ... to getthe
ideas straight. So, 1 do a lot of teaching, workshops, et cetera, but I've still got so many things that I
haven’t got straight yet, that that’s going to keep me busy for a while!
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Method Notes

This section includes shorter papers (e.g., 10-15 double-spaced manuscript
pages or less) describing methods and techniques that can improve evaluation
practice. Method notes may include reports of new evaluation tools, products,
and/or services that are useful for practicing evaluators. Alternatively, they may
describe new uses of existing tools. Also appropriate for this section are user-
friendly guidelines for the proper use of conventional tools and methods, partic-
ularly for those that are commonly misused in practice.
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Abstract: The emergence of theory-driven evaluation has drawn attention to the need for practical
ways for evaluators to construct program theory to achieve the benefits of the approach. This article
illustrates the use of concept mapping as a technique to explicate underlying program theory in the
context of family support programs. In this example, 29 professional staff members from a state-
wide family support program brainstormed 96 specific benefits for participant families. Fourteen
direct service staff members sorted and rated the items and interpreted the map produced by multi-
dimensional scaling -analysis and hierarchical cluster analysis. Some of the benefits of the tech-
nique for evaluators conducting theory-driven evaluations are highlighted. These include helping
evaluators decide what to measure, capturing the complexity of programs in the context of imple-
mentation, and managing good stakeholder-evaluator relations. The general limitations and issues
of concept mapping as it applies to theory development are also discussed.
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he growth and popularity of theory-driven evaluation has increased in recent years. Viewed
as an alternative to traditional method-driven approaches, theory-driven evaluation has
become a part of mainstream evaluation practice, and several exemplars demonstrating the ben-
efits exist (Donaldson, 2003). Theory-driven evaluation has been credited with improving pro-
gram conceptualizations, supporting sound implementation, creating value for stakeholders,
and improving evaluation design sensitivity (Birkmayer & Weiss, 2000; Donaldson, 2003;
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Hacsi, 2000; Huebner, 2000). Key challenges for theory-driven evaluation have been the short-
age of practical advice for evaluators, ways to manage stakeholder relations, and confusion

over what is meant by program theory (Donaldson, Gooler, & Scriven, 2002; Weiss, 1997). -

A critical requirement of theory-driven evaluation is the development and articulation of a
clear program theory. Leeuw (2003) recently suggested that methods for constructing program
theory could be organized into the policy-scientific, strategic assessment, and elicitation
approaches. Sources of information used in theory specification have included stakeholder
input from facilitated group work (Chen, 2005), program documentation, in-depth interviews,
and observations (Bickman, 1985; Wholey, 1987), social science concepts, and previous
research in the program domain (Donaldson, 2001; Riggin, 1990). Some have argued for the
integration of methods and sources in the construction of program theory because of the inher-
ent strengths and weaknesses found in each (Bickman & Peterson, 1990; Riggin, 1990).

One technique that can contribute to the specification of program theory is concept mapping
(Trochim, 1989). Concept mapping is a multistep process that helps articulate and delineate
concepts and their interrelationships through group process (brainstorming, sorting, rating),
multivariate statistical analyses (multidimensional scaling [MDS], hierarchical cluster analy-
sis), and group interpretation of the conceptual maps produced. The technique’s foundation is
- rooted in cognitive and organizational psychology. Concept mapping can be viewed as a variant
of the elicitation approach for constructing underlying program theory (Leeuw, 2003).
Caracelli and Riggin (1994) reported that concept mapping has demonstrated potential in
improving evaluation by providing a systematic mechanism for articulating and visually repre-
senting interrelationships of key concepts. Indeed, concept mapping has been used across a
number of human service settings in a variety of ways to support evaluation (Trochim, 1986).

Examples of the wide utility of concept mapping have been published recently in the evalua-
tion literature. Yampolskaya, Nesman, Hernandez, and Koch (2004) demonstrated how con-
cept mapping could help develop specific components of logic models and articulate a theory of
change. Shern, Trochim, and LaComb (1999) used concept mapping to assess fidelity when
program models were transferred from program designers to staff members. Similarly, Barth
(2004) used concept mapping to identify dimensions for rating program quality from which
actual data gathered during site visits could be compared. Despite its benefits, inciuding struc-
tured participant input and explicit criteria for distinguishing between concepts, concept map-
ping is used less often than might be expected. Few examples exist in the evaluation literature of
concept mapping being used with the specific intent of explicating underlying program theory
in theory-driven evaluations (Marquart, 1990; Mercier, Piat, Peladeau, & Dagenais, 2000;
Trochim & Cook, 1992).

Family support programs provide a valuable opportunity for illustrating how concept map-
ping might be used for program theory development. Models of family support programming
are relatively new and have emerged from a variety of theoretical and nontheoretical
approaches (Gottlieb, 1988). Models have inciuded the use of support networks to mediate
stress, prevent psychological and emotional problems, promote child and family development,
and empower individuals and families (Bond, 1982; Cochran, 1991, 1992; Elias & Branden,
1988). However, specification has been lacking as to which of these (or other) elements are
implemented and in what ways. In particular, questions remain as to how empowerment is con-
ceptualized as a specific part of a family support approach. This conceptual ambiguity has been
a long-standing issue, and theory-driven evaluations have been limited to date. Indeed, Olds
(1988) indicated that the lack of a clear theoretical framework has left evaluators and research-
ers unable to specify the benefits families might receive from family support initiatives. This
gap has led to confusion about what to assess and to the propensity to measure an unwieldy
number of outcomes in the child and family environment (Weiss, 1988). Consequently, evaluat-
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ing outcomes of family support programs has proved to be a challenge (Powell, 1987; Family
Support America, 2001; Weiss & Jacobs, 1988).

To further illustrate the benefits of concept mapping for evaluators, this article presents an
application of the technique in which the views of the benefits expected from a set family sup-
port programs were solicited from program staff members. It was expected that this process
would lead to the development of a theoretical outcome framework that would enhance a subse-
quent theory-driven evaluation.

Method

Participants

Participants in the concept-mapping exercise were professional staff members from various
family support program sites throughout the state of Delaware. This included individuals
responsible for providing direct services, as well as those serving in various administrative
roles, including supervision, quality assurance, and site management. Participants were pur-
posefully selected because of their direct connection to the processes and outcomes of the pro-
gram. Overall, 80% of participants were female. Participants represented geographically
diverse regions, with program sites located in both rural and metropolitan areas. More than 80%
of the participants were African American, 10% were Hispanic, and 7% were Caucasian. Par-
ticipants averaged 35 months of involvement with the program, but the range was considerable
(e.g., three administrators reported 10 or more years of involvement).

Procedure

Concept mapping was used to build the framework of intended benefits of the family support
model as currently implemented. The concept-mapping process was accomplished in six sepa-
rate sessions, each session lasting between 1 and 2 hours. The Concept System, a proprietary
software package designed for the concept-mapping process, was used to handle the entry, pro-
cessing, analysis, and reporting of the data.

Brainstorming sessions. The first three sessions were conducted with a total of 29 partici-
pants. The three brainstorming sessions were held on different days and in separate locations.
The brainstorming session activities were included on the agenda at regional quarterly staff
meetings. Eleven staff members participated in the first session, 10 in the second session, and 8
in the third session.

The context, rationale, and process for the inquiry were described- at the beginning of each
session. It was explained that the primary intent was to obtain participants’ ideas and percep-
tions of the family support program of which they were a part. Following the introduction and
background, the data collection process began with the brainstorming of items guided by the
focus statement: “Generate statements which describe the specific benefits that family mem-
bers engaged in the family support program should experience.” Items were listed on flip charts

' as articulated by participants and clarified only when needed. A running list was made at each

session. Following all three brainstorming sessions, the lists were compiled, items eliminated
on the basis of redundancy, and a final statement list was drafted. The generated items served as
the core content for the sorting and rating procedures. This data collection method produced a
total of 94 items, which are displayed in Table 1.
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Table 1 Table 1 (continued)
Brainstormed Items With Mean Importance Ratings Grouped by Cluster Item
Number Statement M SD
Item .
Number Statement M SD 69 Goals set for families by parents 4.50 0.52
. - 3 Parents foster a more family oriented attitude 443 0.65
Life skills cluster . 493 0 2& 73 Opportunities to improve interpersonal skills between family members 429 0.73
2 Pamily activities occur without drugs or alcohol . P 073 42 - Opportunities to develop trust between family members 421 0.89
44 Opportunftges to expand know}edge of ATOD preven'tlorg i . . 48 Respect is fostered among family members 421 0.80
12 Opportunities to develop and improve their communication skills 4.50 0.85 Average ratin 453
65  Increased exposure to educational opportunities 4.43 0.51 Personal growth cluster & & )
92 Opportunities to learn how to budget and control finances Py 088 80  Parents take responsibility for themselves 411 061
94 Opportunities to learn how to create resources il 186 0.95 52 A sense of self-esteem is developed by parents 4.64 0.63
1 Opponun!tps to develop and improve money management skills 3.86 0-53 30 Increased self-esteem for parents 457 0.65
32 Opportunities to develoP %.md improve time management skills 3'36 1-01 7 A sense of independence is developed by parents 457 0.65
4 Increased work productivity . . ) 421 78 A sense of self-worth is developed by parents 4,57 0.94
Average rating - 27 A sense of self is developed by parents 443 0.65
Resource control cluster " 421 070 6  Parents develop a sense of trust 4.36 0.84
66  Increased exposure to employment opportunities e 0.86 25  Ownership of responsibilities by parents occurs 429 0.73
57 Ability to access resources T , : ' 79 A sense of appreciation is developed by parents 4.29 0.99
86  Opportunities to develop relationship building skills 4.14 0.77 19 Increased confidence by parents 421 0.89
8  Increase knowledge of resources available in the community 4.00 0.78 A >nce by p: - .
. i 4.00 0.88 22 Increased life satisfaction by parents 421 0.89
67 Increased exposure to home ownership opportunities 103 0.83 55  Parents foster family closeness though activities 4.14 0.77
76 Opportunities to learn how to access support _ y ’ 23 Decreased sense of shame by parents 4.07 0.92
53 Qpportunities to lear how to establish fun family activities 3.79 0.97 Average ratin 439
38 Increased exposure to new and different activities 3.57 1.16 Critica! reflection cluster i 8 :
7 Opportunities to have different experiences 3.43 0.94 . .
1 PP pe . 301 75  Healthy lifestyle is developed by parents 471 0.47
. Average rating : 93 Improved adult life skills 4.64 0.50
Social connectedness cluster . 429 073 26  Ability to make decisions is increased 4.50 052
31 Opportunities to develop a sense of leadership P o 28 Parents understand their role in the family 450 0.85
S0 Opportunities to develop and improve social skills 308 o 46 Problem-solving abilities are developed and enhanced 443 0.65
74 Socnahzat‘l on with othe.r families occurs b . 3‘93 0'92 63 Parents gain knowledge of how to change their family structure 4.43 0.65
87 OPportun!t!es to experience support fmm group members . 3'86 0.86 16 Better decisions are made by parents 436 0.74
5 Opportunities to learn how to deal with others‘ outside of the family 3.86 1.03 21 Goal setting behavior is improved 4136 093
29 Opportunities fo experience a sense of belonging to a group 371 099 6! Family dysfunction and impact is recognized 436 1.15
18 Decreased feeling of isolation 357 102 58  Sense of opportunity and possibility is enhanced 4.21 1.05
20 Increased peer support ) . ) 3.90 82  Parents engage in parenting classes 4.21 0.89
. Average rating : 33 Planning skills are developed and enhanced 4.00 0.68
Community connectedness cluster Average rating 4.39
7 Increased ability to ask for help from others 4.07 0.92 Parenting behaviors cl .
f community pride is fostered 4.00 0.88 g ors cluster ) ‘
54 Senseof co Y Pr 1.93 092 14 Closer relationships with children are built 4.86 0.36
47 Opportun!t!es to organize & group & nd effect change 3'93 1'00 90  Parent-child communication is improved 4.86 0.36
83 Opportunities to become community leaders 393 092 10 Overall parenting skills are improved 4.79 - 043
85 Increase volunteerism in programs . 386 1.03 89  Children are helped to make better choices 4N 0.47
45  Opportunities to contribute to community 386 0.86 13 Listening skills are improved 4.64 0.50
71 Opportunities to develop ownership in the program 279 070 34 Children are held accountable for their actions by parents 457 0.94
84 Opportunities to build trust with professionals 371 073 40  An awareness of children’s needs is developed 457 0.76
11 Increased ability to work in a group 371 073 43 Youth development is supported 4.57 0.76
51 Increased exposure to cultural activities 3 0.83 49  Children are taught respect by their parents 4.57 0.65
77 Opportunities to participate in community events 3A64 0’74 9 Knowledge of child development is enhanced 4.50 0.52
35  Working relationships with professionals are developed 3.50 0.94 88  Understanding what children face daily is enhanced 4.50 0.76
24 Opportunities to learn how to form partnerships 329 0.99 60  Knowledge of how children cope and for what 4.43 0.76
91 Increased understanding of the local political system . : 378 37  Parents discover new ways to educate their children 436 0.63
. . Average rating ) 59  Parents develop a sense of control in their child’s life 4.36 0.74
Family guidance cluster . 493 027 64  Parents learn to advocate for their children 436 0.63
70 Positive parent role models for family members 479 0.43 36 New ways to discipline children are taught 4.29 0.73
81  Increased family responsibility from parents 471 0.47 41  Understanding how negative behaviors of children are influenced 4.29 0.83
62 Parents actively work to end family dysfunction : y 39  An awareness of children’s wants is enhanced 3.79 0.89
68  Bonding occurs among family members 471 0.47 Average ratin 450
56 Parents help foster a sense of family trust 4.57 0.76 8! 4 .
15 Parents facilitate increased family closeness 4.50 0.65

(continued)

NOTE: ATOD = alchol, tobacco, and other drugs.






