
This chapter explores the relative strengths and weah- 
nesses ofprogram theory as a tool for inlerring causality 
and outlines a five-stage approach that makes increased 
use of inductively built program theories and takes more 
deliberate account of the varying levels of certainty that 

’ are requiredfor evaluative conclusions. 
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“Causation. The relation between mosquitos and mosquito bites” (Scriven, 
1991, p. 77). Although causality is easily understood in everyday life, for- 
mulating a precise definition that spells out how it must be demonstrated 
proves to be considerably more difficult (for example, Sosa and Tooley, 
1993). Rather than delving into this difficult philosophical debate, this 
chapter focuses on the main issue for the practicing evaluator-determin- 
ing whether observed changes are due to the program (and can correctly be 
referred to as program effects), are due to some other cause, or are purely 
coincidental. 

Why is causality important? If an evaluator erroneously concludes that 
a program is meritorious (because it is thought to have caused some posi- 
tive changes), resources may be wasted on continuing it or expanding it in 
its current form. In addition to the obvious monetary costs to funders, there 
are serious opportunity costs for recipients and program staff, who could be 
putting their time and efforts into something more worthwhile. Conversely, 
a good program might be discontinued or altered if negative changes are 
wrongly attributed to it or if its positive effects are thought to be due to 
something else. In other words, causality is not merely an issue of relevance 
to academics; it deeply affects the lives of many stakeholder groups, whether 
they realize it or not. 

The attribution of causality to programs and other types of evaluand is 
a daunting challenge. However, there are a number of methods available, 
both traditional and nontraditional, that can help the practitioner address 
this issue. This chapter explores the relative strengths and weaknesses of 
program theory as a tool for inferring causality and makes two broad rec- 
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Finally, as Cook (Chapter Three) notes, theory-based evaluation should 
not be seen simply as a replacement for experimental and quasi-experimental 
designs. For high-stakes evaluations with large budgets and extended time 
lines, the two may be used in conjunction to allow virtually bulletproof causal 
attributions, provided they are used skillhlly For the everyday evaluator under 
more serious time and budgetary constraints, ideas from both methodologies 
shouId be considered in order to build evidence for inferring causality (see the 
list of potential types of evidence for inferring causality earlier in this chapter). 
The depth and breadth of the required evidence base is a key consideration 
in evaluation planning and should be based on a thorough assessment by the 
evaluator of stakeholder information needs. This not only will help with bud- 
geting the evaluation more accurately but also will facilitate any up-front dis- 
cussions with the client about the trade-offs between budgets, time lines, and 
the certainty of conclusions. 
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