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What are Outcomes Models (Program logic
models)?
A Topic Article within the Outcomes Theory Knowledge Base

Outcomes models (also known as logic models, program logics, intervention logics,
means-ends diagrams, logframes, theories of change, program theories, outcomes
hierarchies and strategy maps, amongst other names) are attempts at spelling out
in detail how it is believed a program or intervention will lead to improvements in
higher-level outcomes. Such models can be represented in text, tables, as printed
diagrams, or, increasingly, as interactive models within software. In the past, there
have been a number of largely unexamined 'rules' about the way in which
outcomes models (logic models) should be drawn. This article starts by asking the
question: what are outcomes models for? It then works back from this to identify
the best way of drawing outcomes models so that they can be the most use for a
wide range of purposes. This is a topic article within the Outcomes Theory
Knowledge Base.
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Introduction [1]

Outcomes models are models used to show how a program or intervention works to achieve high-level
outcomes. They have a wide variety of names and can be presented in different formats (e.g. databases,
textual tables, visualized models and mathematical models or combinations of these). Some of the names
they go by include: logic models, program logics, intervention logics, means-ends diagrams, logframes,
theories of change, program theories, outcomes hierarchies and strategy maps.

In its most general sense, an outcomes model is a model of some sort which makes a claim about how
the 'world works'. More technically, it sets out the chain of causality which leads from lower-level steps
to higher-level outcomes within an outcomes system. An outcomes system is any system that attempts to
deal with specifying, measuring, attributing and holding parties to account for changes in outcomes of
any type. Such systems go by a variety of names such as: results management systems, performance
management systems, performance measurement systems, program evaluation, evidence-based practice
systems, investment strategies, value-for-money exercises, benchmarking exercises, best practice sharing
exercises, contracting for outcomes etc. While outcomes models tend to only be thought about explicitly
in some of these types of outcomes systems - particularly program evaluation - they are actually a
potential component of any of these outcomes systems whether or not they are formally recognized as
such. The are the first of the five building-blocks of all outcomes systems identified within outcomes
theory. 
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What purposes are outcomes models attempting to achieve?

In order to be clear about the best way of representing outcomes models we need to be clear about the
purpose they server.They can have the following five purposes:

Purpose 1: To set out a comprehensive picture of 'what it is believed causes what' from the level of
actions and steps taken before, during, and after, an intervention right up to the high-level outcomes
which an intervention is seeking to improve.

Purpose 2: To provide information from evaluations and/or experience regarding the evidence (or
rationale) for the links between the steps and outcomes in the case of a particular intervention (or types
of  interventions).
 
Purpose 3: To provide information about other factors which could influence an intervention achieving
its outcomes (these are sometimes referred to as assumptions, risks, external or exogenous factors etc).

Purpose 4: To provide information about measurements (often called indicators) which could be made
of steps and outcomes, and sources of information regarding these measurements (e.g. data collections,
surveys etc), sometimes these are called 'means of verification'. On occasion, these also include levels of
these measurements (targets) and comparative levels (benchmarks).

Purpose 5: To provide information about those measurements (indicators) for which one can
demonstrate attribution to a particular intervention (i.e. prove that the intervention caused them to
change).

Purpose 6: To act as a framework for structuring thinking about other important issues such as
evaluation questions. 

Timing and outcomes models

In terms of timing, there are two time frames for outcomes models:

1. Before the fact (ex ante) where they represent what it is believed is likely to happen in the case of
a particular intervention (or a type of intervention).

2. After the fact (ex post) where they represent what it is believed has actually happened in regard to
a particular intervention.  

Stakeholder perspective and outcomes models

Since outcomes models represent a claim about how the world works, in theory there could be a range of
outcomes models representing the claims by different groups of stakeholders about how a program is
working.

What should we be trying to represent in an outcomes model?

Much of the complexity and confusion in discussing and working with outcomes models comes from
attempting to achieve all of the six possible purposes set out above at the same time within a model. In
particular, many types of outcomes models suffer from the following problems: their 'technology of
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representation' (textual tables, single page diagrams etc.) imposes severe limits on the complexity of the
links between steps and outcomes that can be represented; they let the structure be determined by 4
above (measurement/indicators); or they let 5 above (demonstrating attribution) determine the structure of
the model. This means that such models often fail to achieve the first purpose of an outcomes model (1
above)  - to develop a comprehensive picture of 'what it is believed causes what'. All of the purposes
above should be able to be achieved by the overall process of outcomes modeling, but it is a mistake to
attempt to achieve them all too early in the process.

Some ways these problems show themselves are as follows:  

1. Outcomes models which cannot effectively represent the richness of causal connections within and
between steps and outcomes within a model. For instance, a single cascading list of outcomes and
steps as represented in a traditional textual table (e.g. in a system called logframe widely used in
the international development area) often cannot do justice to the complexity of the causal links
between steps and outcomes in regard to even a simple program.

2. Outcomes models which only show currently measurable steps and outcomes. Such models are
often appropriately criticized for being limited representations of the world of causes in which the
program is operating. The currently measurable is a result of the appropriateness, feasibility
and affordability of measurement at a particular point in time.

3. Outcomes models which only show those steps and outcomes which can be demonstrated as being
attributable to a particular intervention. Such models are likely to be even more limited than those
which are restricted just to the measurable (as in 2 above). 

4. A variation on 3 above is models which attempt to 'hard-wire' attribution into their horizontal or
vertical structure. This is done in the traditional logic model used in evaluation where often four
levels are set out: inputs, outputs, intermediate outcomes and final outcomes. This approach
determines the structure of the model based on measurement and attribution - outputs are, by
definition, measurable and attributable to the program. Such structuring often interrupts the free
flow representation of causality which is needed in order to achieve Purpose 1 set out above -
drawing a comprehensive picture of 'what it is believed causes what'. 

Example of the problem of forced horizontal layering

Figure 1 below shows an example of a traditionally horizontally structured outcomes model on the left
and a more freeform model on the right. As many levels as required are able to be represented in the
model on the right (sometimes the attempt is made to restrict outcomes models to single layers within
each of the horizontal bands in a model such as the one on the left). Outputs (colored yellow in this case
do not have to be kept within a single horizontal band within the model on the right. The model on the
right obviously allows a richer representation of the world while at the same time allowing outputs to be
identified. 
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Figure 1: A traditionally horizontally structured outcomes models on the left and a more freeform model
on the right

How outcomes models should be represented

Outcomes theory suggests that in order to be useful for a range of purposes, outcomes models should be
represented as follows:

1. The model should firstly provide the richest possible representation of 'what it is believed causes
what' in regard to an intervention. This representation should not be distorted by considerations of
measurement or attribution. The 'technology of representation'  should allow any step or outcome
to have a link with any other step or outcome and for the model to be as large as is needed to
represent all of the important steps and outcomes related to the intervention (including those which
are not influenced by the intervention but are relevant to it (often referred as assumptions, risks,
external or exogenous factors). 

2. In terms of structuring the model into higher and lower levels of causality, a visual representation
should be used rather than a textual representation (mathematical representations can be
enhancements on a visual model). Textual representations rely on verbal labels to classify the level
at which a step or outcome lies within an outcomes model. This often leads to discussions such as:
'is this an intermediate or final outcome?' When using a visual representation, this issue does not
have to be dealt with using verbal labels. Instead, it is dealt with by applying a simple rule as to
where a step or outcome lies within the visual space. If a model (as is the convention in outcomes
theory) runs from the highest-level outcomes at the top down to the lower level steps below, then
the simple rule which has to be applied to determine if Step A is above Step B is as follows. 'If
Step A could be achieved immediately, would one bother with doing Step B?' If the answer is 'no'
then Step A lies above Step B within the outcomes model. 

3. The model should map measurement and demonstration of attribution back onto the model after it
has been built.
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has been built.
4. The 'technology of representation' of the outcomes model should provide

the minimum possible obstacles to it being worked with in a group; easily amended in the course
of discussions; and represented in a variety of formats (e.g. printed, dataprojected, web-based and
on screen) so that it can be used across all stages of program planning, monitoring, evaluation etc.

What are the elements that should be allowed to be put into outcomes models?

There are often long debates, when outcomes models are being built, about what 'elements' should, and
should not, be allowed to go into a model. This discussion often takes the form of: 'that can't go in, it's an
activity'; 'you can't put that in because it's not measurable'; 'we can't put that in because we can't prove
that we did it'.  As discussed above, the issues of measurement and demonstration of attribution should
be dealt with after the basic model is built. 

In a technical sense, the 'elements' which are allowed within an outcomes models can be ones which
meet one or more of the following features of steps and outcomes (in relation to a particular program or
intervention). Such steps and outcomes can be:

Relevant - to the outcomes it is hoped will be influenced by a program or intervention. 
Influenceable - theoretically able to be influence by a program or intervention (not-necessarily
actually demonstrated that it is attributable).
Controllable - only influenced by one particular program or intervention. 
Measurable - able to be measured. 
Demonstrable (attributable) - it can actually be demonstrated that they can be attributed to a
particular program or intervention (i.e. it can be proved that the step or outcome has been changed
by it) 
Accountable - a particular program or intervention will be rewarded or punished for changes in
the step or outcome.

These features are discussed in more detail here. 

'Full' outcomes model versus ones only including the measurable and demonstrable (attributable)

Figure 2 below shows firstly a 'full' outcomes models which represents 'what it is believed causes what'
(represented on the left), the type of outcomes model recommended within outcomes theory. Secondly, in
the center, it shows a 'measurable only model' which only includes steps and outcomes which have
indicators (yellow icons and the word indicator) next to them. Thirdly, on the right it shows a
'demonstrable (attributable) only' model which only includes those steps for which it can be
demonstrated that changes are attributable to the program (the green ones). As can be seen from this
figure, the models on the right are much less rich than the model on the left. If 'full' outcomes models are
drawn, then measurement and demonstration of attribution can be mapped onto them at a later stage. 
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Figure 2: Comparison between 'full' outcomes model and ones restricted to the measurable or
demonstrable (attributable)

Usefulness of outcomes models drawn as 'full' outcomes models

Outcomes models drawn as 'full' outcomes models as described here are much more useful than
outcomes models which are limited to the measurable or demonstrable (attributable). By mapping
measurement (indicators) and demonstrability (attribution) back onto the 'full' model after the model has
been built 'full' models can have all of the functionality of more limited models without any of their
downsides. The wide range of functions such models can be used for include:

Working out how the program will work - this should focus on all the steps which it is believed
need to happen to achieve high-level outcomes, not in the first instance just the measurable
and demonstrable (attributable).
Discussing how the program works with stakeholders - they are interested in what it is believed
will happen in the program, the left-hand model in Figure 2 much more than just looking at
models like the ones on the right in that figure.
For high-level thinking in developing high-level policy. See here. 
For mapping a number of programs or interventions onto a common outcomes model.
Identifying what evidence and rationale there is for the links between the steps and outcomes in
the model. 
identifying what is currently measurable by mapping indicators onto the model - if the model has
been drawn to just show the measurable there is no way that those instances where there is a step
or outcome which is not currently being measured can be identified.
Identifying what is demonstrable (attributable) to a particular intervention and for what it should
be held to account - the discussion about this is much more efficient when it is conducted against a
'full' outcomes model rather than being dealt with in other ways (see For contracting below).
Setting out a visual evaluation plan for evaluation planning and implementation. For an example
see here
For planning economic evaluation. 
For reporting evaluation results.
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For contracting - such discussions, particularly in the context of encouraging providers to focus on
outcomes are likely to be more effective against a 'full' outcomes model. See Contracting for
Outcomes for an example.

These ways in which a 'full' outcomes model can be used are described in the Easy Outcomes system
which is an applied version of outcomes theory. For an article on Easy Outcomes see here.

Examples of outcomes models which meet outcomes theory criteria

Some examples of outcomes models which meet the outcomes theory criteria for a well represented
outcomes model are available at www.OutcomesModels.org. These have been drawn according to a set
of standards for drawing outcomes models and visualized in DoView outcomes and evaluation software
which has been designed to allow models to be built which meet the outcomes theory criteria discussed
in this article (models of any size, any step or outcome linked to any other, able to be amended when
working with a group).

Conclusion

This article has described what outcomes models are by identifying the purposes which they serve;
pointed to problems in the way many outcomes models are represented; and set out the way in which
they should be represented. Outcomes models developed in this way can be used for a range of different
purposes.
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