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(hapter Fioe

Characteristics of
Successful Program Evaluations
S

Michael J. Wargo

This chapter describes and analyzes three unusually successful
evaluations of natonal food and nutrinon programs.* These
exemplary evaluations focused on the Food Stamp Program, the
National School Lunch and Breakfast programs, and the Supple-
mental Food Program for Women, Infants, and Children (more
commonly referred 1o as WIC). All three evaluations were judged o
be successful on the basis of thenr demonstrated impact on one o1
more of the primary functions ol the agency responsible for then
administration—the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) of the U.S.
Department of Agriculwure.

First, the context within which these evaluations operated,
their objectuives, methods, and results, and their impact on the FNS
are discussed. Then, charactenistics common to these three dissim-
tlar program evaluations that conuributed to their significant
impact on program and agency operations are identified. Finally,
it 1s suggested that if the characteristics that contributed 1o the
success of these evaluations are replicated they will contribute to the
utihizanon of any evaluation.

The three evaluations discussed in this chapter tocus on the
ENS's primary programs, which together have an annual appropri-
ation that exceeds $17 billion. By far the largest of these programs

* The views expressed in this chapter are those of the author and should not
be construed to be those of either the U.S. Department of Agriculture or the
LS. General Accounting Office.
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is the Food Stamp Program, with an annual budget of £i2 billion. models de

The annual appropriation tor the National School Lunch and '””‘I‘ Ham

Breaktast Program exceeds $3.7 billion and that of the WIC i lfi“““Pi"

approximately $1.6 billion. The combined budgets of these three T, and

programs represent approximately 40 percent of the annual budger eight moc

of the U.S. Department of Agriculture. twelve-me

The Food Stamp Program provides food vouchers to families thr(.)u.gho

with incomes below the official U.S. poverty income guidelines, mdividual

The National School Lunch and Breakfast Program provides fund, to the pr

and agricultural commodities to school systems that provide pux‘t‘dur_e

i nutritionally adequate meals to school-age children. The price and partic
! charged students for school breakfast and lunch is based on period. Tl

sense that
teatment

measures of their family's economic need. WIC provides food
supplementation in the form of food packages or tood vouchers o

low-income pregnant, breastfeeding, and postpartum women as Iungllydn
well as 1o their infants and childien 1o age tive. Although all of Cipan
The

these programs are designed 1o provide food supplementation, they
differ significantly in terms of size, targer population, eligibilin
requirements, form of tood supplementation, and mechanism for
and organizations involved in service delivery (ULS. Department of

strated tha
4 variety o
were found

Agriculture, 1983). slamp ben
| As indicated earlier, the three evaluations that are the subject benefits th
; of this analvsis were judged unusually successtul i terms of then Th‘
‘ impact on a national food program or on the agency responsible for h"‘! a 5‘|Kl
; their admimistration (FNS). More specifically, these three evalua- legislation

tions were judged successtul because they had a direct impact on one ment .'*"‘d

or more of the following products of ageney tunction: legislative contribute
initiatives, regulations, budget. policy, operations, and program tollow to
performance. Although the specitic impacts associated with thes the WOdf]

three successful evaluations differed, they all, in some way, had a "_“hmml i

positive impact on agency functions and program operations. Food Stan

mpact on
Three Successful Evaluations dbSISIal:\cc ,
no

locused w
‘W oilish a
F'his evaly
school dist

A recently completed national evaluation of eight work
registration models for the Food Stamp Program fits the previoush
mentioned criteria for success (Brandeis University and Ab!
Associates, 1986). This study assessed the effectiveness of eight




e

n.
nd

ies
es.
ids
de
ice
on
od
1o
as
of
1€y
[ty
for
ol

ject
el
for
Ua-
me

e
am
s
da

ork
ashy
Abt
ght

~—-m\—

Characteristics of Successful Program Evaluations 73

models designed o facilitate finding employment tor able-bodied
food stamp recipients. Program impacts were measures in tenms of
participant employment and earaings, food stamp benefit reduc-
nons, and the relationship of benefits accrued o program costs. The
cight models were fully implemented and then evaluated over a
twelve-month period at eighteen sites geographically dispersed
throughout the United States. At each site, program-cligible
mdividuals were rarcomly assigned 1o a work registration model o
to the program’s standard work registration and job search
procedures (control condition). Data were collected from managers
and parucipants at the eighteen sites throughout the twelve-month
period. This study ¢ be characterized as a true experiment in the
sense that there wa  random assignment of participants 1o the
teatment (model) o« control (standard) conditions. Tt also was
longitedinal in natv ce in that data were repeatedly collected on
participants over eleven months,

The Food Stamp Work Registravon Evaluaton demon-
strated that all eight models could be successtully implemented
avarnety of sites. All ¢! the work registration and job search models
were found o inaease employment and carnings and o reduce tood
stamp benefit payments. All but one of the eight models produced
benelits that exceeded “hen costs.

The results of the Food Stamp Work Registration Evaluatuon
had a signiticant 1impact on the development of new tood stamp
legislation that required all states 10 develop food stamp employ-
ment and tnaiming programs by Apnl 1, 1987, The evaluanon also
contributed 1o the development of regulations that states must
follow 10 implement the new legislaton, Finally, descriptions of
the models used in the demonstration have been included 1n
technical assistance material dgisseminated o states. In short, the
Food Stamp Work Registration Evaluation has had a significamt
impact on food stamp legislatuon, regulatons, policy, technical
assistance, program operations, and service delivery.

Another unusuall successful evaluaton conducted by FNS
focused on the Nationit school Lunch and Breaklast programs
(Wellish and others, 19 1, 1983b: Radzikowski and Gale, 1984).
This evaluation was do rned 10 describe the characteristics of
school districts, schools, u xd students partcipatung in the National
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School Lunch and Breakfast programs; to determine progran
impacts on the nutnitonal imtake of parucipents and on they
family’s food expenditures; and to idenuty the determinants o)
program participation.

The Natonal Evaluation of School Nutrition Program.
collected data frem a natonally representative sample of publi
school districts, schools, students, and their families. Program
participation, dietary imtake, and growth and development dar
were collected from approximately 6,500 elementary and secondan
school students. Data on tamily composition, income  and food
expenditures were obtained from the students’ parents. School
district, school, and program characterisuic data were collected hy
matl survey from principals and tood service managers in 1,100
public schools. These data were synthesized and then analvzed
terms of the study's primary objectives.

The results of this evaluation indicated that the National
School Lunch Program was available to 98 percent of the studenis
in public elementary and secondary schools. In contrast, the
Nauonal School Breaktast Program was avaiiable to only 39 percem
of those students. Participation in both programs was highest fo
students from families with incomes m the lowest quartile of otal
income. Both the lunch and the breakfast programs supplemented
tamily food expenditures; that is, tamihes did not reduce tood
expenditures when their children received subsidized meals ai
school. The school iunch was found to be nutritionally superior 1o
noon meals eaten by nonparticipants, and the total twenty-four-
hour nutritional intake of partcipants was determined to be
superior to that of nonparticipants. The study found that the
primary determinant of participation in the lunch program was the
price charged for the meals.

The National Evaluation of School Nutrition Programs has
had a significant impact on the FNS's policy, legislative, and
budget formulation processes. The study produced a very large and
extensive participant characteristic data base as well as a model to
estimating program participation. Both of these products have
proven invaluable in the preparation of budget proposals for the
programs and in the development of policy and legislative
alternatives. The results and conclusions of the evaluation have alyo
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heen used to justify administratnen budgets and legislative propos-
As and 1o develop new regulations 1o improve the nutritional
quality ot meals provided by the National School Breakfast
Progran.

I'he third example of an unusually successful evaluation is
i study that focused on determining the number and characteristics
of women, infants, and children eligible for the WIC. Three basic
arterta are used to determine WIC ehigibility: categonical, income,
and nutritional nisk criteria. Categorical criteria relate to the focus
ol program on pregnant, breastfeeding. and postpartum women,
and their infants and children. Applicants’ incomes may not exceed
185 percent of the federal poverty guidelines and applicants must
be certified by a health professional to be at “nuuritional risk.” The
program’s regulations allow states considerable lattude in apply-
ing these criteria. Consequently, FNS has never had good estimates
of the actual number of individuals who are ehigible for partcipa-
non in the program.

The primary objecuive of the WIC Eligibility Evaluation was
to develop a methodology and model for estimating the character-
istics and number of WIC eligibles. Such informaton is useful in
determining the need oy WIC services in cach state, in developing
resource allocation strategies, and 1n targeting services 1o the most
needy individuals.

The WIC Eligibility Evaluation developed a mathematical
model that permitted a linkage between 1980 U.S. census data
(which provided excellent income and family characteristic infor-
mation) and nutritional risk data derived brom large natonally rep-
resentative samples of women, infants, and children included in two
1S, Department of Health and Human Services surveys: the 1976-
1980 National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey and the
1980 National Natality Survey Natonal Fetal Mortality Survey.
Prior to development of this model, FNS esumates of WIC
chigibility wwoic based entirely on census data. Those estimates were
known to be overestimates because census data do not include any
information on nutritional risk nor do they provide sufficient
information to accuratcly determine categorical eligtbility. The

WIC Eligibility Evaluation provided the agency's first national and
statewide estimates of WIC eligibiiity that included improved
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categorical criteria as well as a standardized measure of nutr tiony)
risk tor all participant groups.

he primary products of the WIC Eligibility Evaluation
were a comprehensive set of baseline estimates of the WIC-cligible
population, a model that can be used 1o estimare program eligibility
under a variety of criteria, and a projection model for producing
regular annual updates of the WIC-eligible population.

I'he findings of the WIC Eligibility Evaluation are currently
being used 1o develop policies to improve and coordinate programs
targeting on the most needy, to assist in developing guidance to
standardize nutrinonal risk assessment across states, and to improve
WIC resource allocation. The eligibility estimating mode! has also
been used 1o explore various policy and legislatuve options tor the
WIC.

I'hese three evaluations have been described in some detail
to tllustrate how successful evaluatons can vary considerably in
terms of their tocus, methods. and results. The programs assessed
varted significantly in terms of size, target populations (families,
school children, pregnant women and their preschool children),
eligibility requirements. torm ot food supplementations (vouchers,
meals, and food packages): and service delivery structure, mecha-
nism, and organization.

Evaluation methods vanied from a natonal demonstration
emploving a true experimental design and longitudinal data
collection through cross-sectional data collection from nationally
representative samples, to a reanalysis and synthesis of existing
data. Finally, the results of these successtul evaluations were viewed
by the various stakeholders as positive, negative, or neutral. What
all three evaluations had in common was their significant impact
on the operations and performance ot the Food and Nutrition
Service and its programs.

Characteristics Common to Successful Program Evaluations

The preceding text emphasized the differences among the
three successful evaluations to demonstrate that the utility of an
evaluation 1s not necessarily tied to its focus, methods, or results.
Rather, there are attributes common to successful evaluations that
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transcend those characteristics and directly conuibute o then
success. Analysis of the three successtul evaluations substantiates
this point by indicating these evaluations had common character-
isties that were related 1o then success and that appear 1o be more
associated with the evaluaton process than with evaluation focus,
method, o results. Further, these common evaluaton characteris-
ties can be neatly categorized into three evaluations phases, namely,
planning, conduct, and dissemination of resulis. The remainder of
this chapter describes charactenistics of exemplary evaluations that
significantly contritbuted 1o the ultimate uulization of then
findings.

Planning
All three successful evaluations described had characteristics

associated with then planning process that conuibuted o then
utihizauon (see Table 2). For the purposes of this discussion,

ons (famihes,

ol children), Table 2. Characteristics Common to Successful Program Evaluation.
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‘evaluation planning includes all activities associated with
development of objectives, an evaluation design, a data collectioy
and synthesis plan, a data analysis plan, and data collection instry
ments. In short, the planning process includes all evaluation desigy
and development efforts trom the determination ot the need lor th
evaluation up to implementation of the final evaluaton design.

1. Early Audience Identification, Needs Assessment, and
Needs Prioritization. In addition to meeting the success criteria, al|
three evaluations devoted considerable effort to identification of th
evaluaton’s primary audiences. Further, all three evaluations
one way or another determined how mmportant it was to meet the
needs of cach audience group. Fhen imformaton needs of ke
audience groups were assessed and information requirements fo
the evaluation were prioritzed.

2. Stakeholder Identification and Participation Through-
out Evaluation. In all three evaluations, the major stakeholders
were imvolved early in the evaluation process. Major interested
groups were identified, and thenr representatives were asked 10
participate in the evaluation design. Stakeholders assisted
translating kev audience mformation needs into evaluaton
objecuves and in developing a sound evaluation design that would
produce the destred products on tnme and within budget. Thi
active stakeholder partcipation was maintained throughout the
planning process.

Clearly, early primary audience identification, neeas assess-
ment, and prioritization of information needs in conjunction with
stakeholder participation throughout the planning process signil-
icantly contributed to the ultimate success of these evaluations.

Conduct

Characteristics associated with the conduct of these evalua-
tions appeared 1o contribute signiticantly o then usefulness (st
Table 2). For the purposes of this discussion, the conduct phase ol
the evaluation begins with implementation, continues through the
final 2valuation design, and concludes with the final report, which
summarizes the study's objectives, methods, 1esults, conclusions.
and recorimendations.
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3. Formulation of Eveluation Teams. In all three exemplary
evaluations, teams with umque characteristics were tormed to
conduct the evaluations. These evaiuauon teams closely monitored
inplementanon of the evaluation design and analvsis plans and
participated in development of the final repornt.

Evaluation teams were led by highly qualitied and expe-
nenced agency program evaluators who were ultimately responsible
for the success of the evaluation. The members of the evaluation
team generally were agency policy analysis and program operation
specialists, as well as experts from other deparument agencies that
atfect program operations. In all three cases, consultants and
external taff obtained under contract were used to supplement the
technical, substantive, and managenal expertise of the evaluation
team and w form hield data collectuion stafts as needed. Contract statf
were mtegreted within the evaluaton eam and plaved an equal
role. They were, however, as were the other team members, subject
to the direction of the agency's evaluaton expert designated as the
evaluaton team leader.

In all three cases, these evaluation teams were also supported
by at least one advisory panel. Advisory panels were composed of
state and local program managers, special interest and advocacy
group representatives, evaluation specialists, and substantive
experts such as weltare and agricultural economists, public health
specialists, pediatnicans, child development experts, tood special-
ists, and nutritionists. Advisory groups were composed of the most
qualified experts who could be obtained in each desired category.

I'hese advisory groups also included representatives of all
major stakeholders.

4. Evaluation Team Monitoring of Evaluation Plan Imple-
mentation. Another characteristic assoctated with the success of
these three evaluations was very close monitoring of evalnation
plan implementation by the entire evaluanon weam. This resulied
in the application of program management, advocacy and interest
group, evaluation, and substantive expertise throughout the
evaluation. Problems were anucipated and correcuive action plans
were developed by the team, thus avoiding catastrophic failure and
ensuring that the evaluation produced the desired products on
schedule and within budget.
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5. Evaluation Team Participation in Analysis and Repor’
Preparation. ©'he entire evaluation team participated in dagg
analvsis and development of the final report. Evaluaton resulis
were mterpreied by the team, who then developed the conclusions
and recommendations.

6. Tailoring of Report to Various Audiences. The valua-
ton teams assoctated with these successtul evaluations wege
responsible for the development of one or more {inal reports
tatlored to the mmtormanon needs of the primary audiences—that iy,
the admimstraton, Congress, and state and local program manag-
ers. Latlorig s selecung the format, content, and exposition stvle
most appropriate for the specific audience. The purpose was 1o
maximize the usetulness of the report 1o s user

7. Dissemination. The disseminaton precess begins with
development of a plan for distmbuton of findings and usually
concludes when all major stakeholders are saustied with then
understanding of the results and conclusions. All three exemplan
evaluatnons were subject 1o the same aggressive dissemination
policy that s associated with ENS evaluaton acuvity (Wargo, 1981
Also common to these three evaluations was stakeholder participa-
tuon in development ot the dissemination plan. That aggressive
dissemination policy combined with stakeholder participation in
development of the dissemination plan seemed to contrtbute
significantly to the utility of these successtul evaluations.

8. Aggressive Report Dissemination Policy and Timely
Report Distribution. FNS's dissemination policy encourages the
tatloring of evaluaton reports 10 the needs of primary audiences.

providing desired informaton to kev decision makers in time tor
inclusion in the decision process and using oral presentation o
supplement written reports for sentor decision makers i both the
executive and legislative branches of government. The priman
objective of this dissemination policy is to provide needed informa-
tion in a format that facilitates its use in time for 1ts incorporation
in the decision making process.

To comply with FNS's dissemination policy, all three
successful evaluauons developed tinal reports that clearly and
concisely described their objectives, methodology, findings. major
conclusions, and recommendations. Supplementing the final repont
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was a short executive summary written in the parlance of its
primazy audience. Each executive surimary locused on the study's

objectives, results, and conclusions, only brietlv discussing

methodology. Techmical support for the validiy, reliabthiy, and
generalizability ot the hindings was provided in the final report
itselt

I'ke basic disseminauon package also included a memoran-
dum on policy imphications. ihe purpose of this memorandum 1s
to indicate what the in-house portion of Evalaation Team considers
as the major policy timphications of the study for the adminisuanon.
imphcanons for policy, regulatons, legislanve change, program
gurdance, and program mimprovement are highlighted. The memo-
randum 1s intended to promote action by senmor agency and
depaitment ofticrals, Te s an mternal document and 15 not
distnibuted outside the department

For all three successtul evaluattons, final reports and
executinve summaties were widely dissemimated throughout the
agency, department, and administaton. Reports were also
provided 1o the chanmmen and ranking nimorniny. members ol all
congresstonal committees and subcommuttees that have jurisdiction
over. ot mterest i, the programs evaluated. Groups 1epresenting
major program stakeholders were also sent copies of cach study's
executive summany. Finaliy, copies were sent to the Department ot
Commerce’'s Natonal Techmical Informaton Service, which serves
as the lead agency for public dissemimation of government-

Al
sponsored reseand!

In add:uon, kev deaston makers within the admimistranon
and Congress were breted oranly - These buehimgs emphasized how
the evaluauon’s iesults could be uthzed to improve various
decision-making processes

An mmportant by-product of the evaluation process was the
fosterimg of team member advocacy tor the evaluanion, s findings,
and their disseminaton. Teamm members became unothical advo-
cates tor dessemmation and use of the exaluanon results. Further,
most team members, as representatives of varous stakeholders,
tended o play the 1ole of change agent as well as evaluanon adve-
cate when they returned to thenespecuve

groups (see Lable 2),
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Conclusion

On the basis of this analvsis of three unusually successiy]
program evaluations, 1 appears that the primary factons thar
contmbuted o therr usefulness 1) kev administration and congres.
stonal decision makers were (1) the establishment of evaluatony
teams that included the necessarn techmical and substantiy,
expertise as o well as representation from primary evaluation and
program stakeholder groups, (2 1he parucipation ol evaluation
team members throughout 1he evaluation process: and (3, the
aggressive implementation of dissemination plans developed wihy
stakeholder participation. Faciors such as « valuation tocus, conteny.
methodology, and specific results seem 1o play a secondary role iy
determinimg the utilization ol study hindings
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