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CHAPTER 4
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Using Program Theory to Link
Social Psychology and Program Evaluation

Manuel Riemer
Leonard Bickman

Imagine a social service agency intended to improve children’s mental
health outcomes. Also imagine a staff member who provides services to
children and who continues, unaware, to use practices that were ineffec-
tive for previous young clients. In this chapter we describe how basic social
psychological research and theories and program evaluation can be linked
using program theory, and we illustrate this linkage using a program that
addresses the problems that can arise when service deliverers do not have
feedback about their work. We begin by using Bickman’s experiences as a
social psychologist turned program evaluator to discuss the current lack of
a strong link between these two fields. Then, we provide a concrete exam-
ple of a program theory that draws heavily from basic social psychologi-
cal theories. We present both the change model and the action model for
this program, called Contextualized Feedback System. (CFS™), which is
intended to improve the effectiveness of mental health services. We dem-
onstrate how the rationale for each program component is derived from
the change model, and we discuss the ongoing evaluation of this program,
funded by the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH), at a large
mental health service provider.

104
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f
A Personal Voyage from Social Psychology, to
Evaluation, and Back to Social Psychological Theory

Although this chapter has two authors, the current section is based on the
experiences of one, Leonard Bickman, and so is written in the first person
singular (for more details, see Bickman, 2006). I (Bickman) was originally
attracted to social psychology because I saw the potential it had to deal
with applied problems. However, almost all the studies published when I
was a young professor were laboratory studies that used college students
as subjects. Nevertheless, I was optimistic that over time social psychol-
ogy would obtain a balance between applied field research and the more
theory-oriented laboratory studies. I could not have been more wrong in
those expectations. Helmreich (1975) charted the proportion of labora-
tory experiments in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology and
noted an increase from 56% in 1961 to 84% in 1974. Rodrigues and Levine
(1999) report a continued decrease in the use of longitudinal and field stud-
ies between 1986 and 1996. From my perspective, social psychology was
regressing rather than making progress in dealing with real-world prob-
lems, at least in terms of the use of field methods that I believe are impor-
tant for research on real-world problems.

Any efforts in the last 10 years to broaden social psychology also seem
to me to have fallen short. I did a small survey of the articles published in
the first two issues of 2006 in two of the elite journals in social psychol-
ogy, Journal of Experimental Social Psychology (JESP) and Journal of Per-
sonality and Social Psychology (JPSP). JPSP published 20 studies, 17 with
students and only three studies with nonstudents as subjects. JESP was even
narrower, with 22 studies, 21 of which had student participants and one an
Internet experiment with nonstudents. Moreover, very few collected data
on actual behavior in the laboratory but instead used written question-
naires. It appears that modern social psychology has become even more
removed from the real world, at least in terms of the methods and settings
represented in its top journals.

It is easier, less expensive, more controllable, and quicker to hand out
questionnaires than to conduct a field or laboratory experiment. However,
I do not believe my colleagues are avoiding hard work. It is more likely
that they simply do not think it is necessary to test their theories, often
social cognitive theories, in ways other than having college students com-
plete questionnaires or other measures in the lab. Another factor may be
the chilling effect of Institutional Review Boards (IRBs). Many social psy-
chological experiments, both field and laboratory, involve some degree of
deception. Researchers may be reluctant to conduct such studies because of
the perceived low probability of approval from an IRB. Social psychologists
may also believe that it is more difficult to study meditational processes, a
key concern in much of contemporary social psychology, in field settings.
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Regardless of the cause, the shortage of real-world studies in social
psychology led me to transition in other directions. However, the change
from social psychologist to evaluator did not happen suddenly. While I
eschewed the laboratory and still chose to use the real world as my stage,
I did not deal directly with real problems. My first program of research on
bystander intervention involved staging shopliftings in supermarkets to see
how people responded. But I did not take the additional step of attempting
to use our findings to design and evaluate programs to encourage bystander
intervention.

A significant shift of my research to program evaluation occurred in
1976, when the Westinghouse Electric Company asked me to develop the
Westinghouse Evaluation Institute while I continued to work part time at
Loyola University. I directed several diverse program evaluations including
those examining captioning for the deaf, crime prevention through envi-
ronmental design, health education, nutritional programs for the elderly
and a larger project on shoplifting and employee theft. After five years |
moved to Vanderbilt University to direct the Kennedy Center’s Program
Evaluation Laboratory. Social psychology played a small role in my life
after coming to Vanderbilt. There was a small graduate program in social
psychology that lasted only a few years due in part to faculty attrition. My
identity was that of an applied social researcher, methodologist, editor, and
program evaluator. I had little use for social psychology.

As the typical evaluator I had no role in the problem definition and
the design or implementation of the intervention. However, the develop-
ers of most of these interventions seemed unaware that they made critical
assumptions that had little or no empirical or theoretical support. Many of
the programs were developed out of “notions” of the problems and solu-
tions or from an ideological belief system. I believed that a major reason
these programs were so often found to be ineffective was that they lacked a
sound conceptual underpinning,.

Partially in response to this state of affairs, in 1987 I edited and con-
tributed to a volume of New Directions in Program Evaluation on a topic
that I called program theory. I argued that if we wanted to produce gen-
eralizable findings, then we needed to test the theory underlying the pro-
gram, considering the program as just one instance of the theory. Accom-
panying the concept of theory was the related idea of logic models. These
models conceptualized programs as having components that were linked
in some presumably logical fashion, with linkages across components typi-
cally labeled as input, process, outputs, and proximal and distal outcomes.
Many program theories are simply logic models. That is, they are internally
consistent (logical) and describe the assumptions that the program appears
to be making. However, it is rare for a model to be based on either social
or behavioral science theory or research. And in my experience and that of
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many other evaluators, program models that lack a basis in sound research
or theory are usually associated with programs that are ineffective.

Thus, the circle brings me back to social psychology as a source for
program theory. In the next section, my co-author and I describe how we
developed a program theory based on social psychological research. We
show how the more than 50 years of social psychological research can be
used to develop the intervention and guide our measurement. We used the
model to plan an intervention to improve the outcomes of mental health
treatment by providing feedback to the clinician on the client’s progress.

g
| Basic Psychological Research and the Real World

In understanding how the link between social psychology and program
evaluation can be made via program theory, it is helpful to draw on Chen’s
(1990, 2005) conceptualization. He sees program theory “as a configu-
ration of the prescriptive and descriptive assumptions held by stakehold-
ers and thus underlying the programs stakeholders create” (Chen, 2005,
p. 16). Descriptive assumptions concern the causal process underlying the
program’s effectiveness, that is, how the program is supposed to work in
addressing its targeted social problem. Chen refers to this as the change
model. Prescriptive assumptions, on the other hand, “prescribe those com-
ponents and activities that the program designers see as necessary to a pro-
gram’s success” (p. 17). He called this part of the program theory the action
model. The action model helps determine the program activities that are
necessary to ensure that the processes described in the change model can
occur.

As this description suggests, the link between social psychology and
program evaluation is greatest for the change model. Chen (2005) referred
to this kind of linkage as involving “scientific theory-based programs.” As
our example demonstrates, social cognitive psychology has much to offer
in developing applied theories of behavior change. These well-established
scientific theories have the potential to reduce the trial-and-error search
for determinants of program outcomes. Social programs and its recipients
are not the only ones to profit from this link, however. The use of social
psychological theories in this context moves them beyond the laboratory
and puts them to the test in real-world applications, which can further their
validity and generalizability.

Linking these two worlds is not without challenges. Basic social psy-
chological theories often describe a very narrow aspect of human behavior,
tested under artificial conditions with a limited group of subjects (e.g., col-
lege students). This is due to the aforementioned desire to have tight con-
trol over the experimental conditions. Social programs, on the other hand,
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often deal with very complex problems that are affected by many different
things and are targeted at populations that most often are quite different
from the white middle-class college students typically studied in laboratory
experiments. Tight control in basic social psychology research not only
extends to reducing the influence of extraneous variables, but also results
in a clearer operationalization of the independent and dependent variables.
However, this conceptual advantage is obtained by increasing the threats to
construct and external validity. Moreover, because in the real world most
events are determined by multiple causes, it is unlikely that one can simply
and directly apply a single social psychology theory in the development of
a change model. Given that basic theorists are primarily interested in test-
ing their theories, rather than solving a social problem, it is unlikely that
multiple causes are considered in testing the theory.

What is needed, then, is a process that translates several basic theories
and combines them into one coherent applied model of change. What we
will present here is the result of a process that can be considered theory knit-
ting. This was described by Kalmar and Sternberg (1988) as an approach
to “integrate the best aspects of a set of given theories with one’s own ideas
regarding the domain under investigation” (p. 153). We believe that the cre-
ative integration of multiple basic theories is a promising approach to cop-
ing with real-world complexities. If theory knitting can be accomplished
successfully, then basic psychological research will become more useful for
practitioners who need solutions for real-world problems. In laying out the
change and action model, we also illustrate the process we went through in
theory knitting.

| The Change Model

The change model of a program theory typically describes the program’s
goals and desired outcomes, as well as the determining factors (i.e., the
intervention as well as the mediating and moderating variables). Thus, in
describing the example of our program theory we begin by describing the
goals of the program. Then, we describe step by step how the change model
was created using different psychological theories. This will be followed by
a description of how the change model was used to determine the program
components and activities, that is, to develop the action model.

First, let us discuss the program goal. Our ultimate goal in developing
this program is to improve the lives of children who suffer from mental
health problems and their families by making the community-based mental
health services they receive more effective. Thus, if our program is success-
ful, the clinical outcomes of those children receiving services from agen-
cies that used our program will be better than those of children served
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