
Description of the Audio Asking the Right Questions 

This presentation addresses steps to develop the right research questions for program evaluation.  

We are going to refer to the logic model handout throughout the presentation, so please have that 
handy.  

For this presentation, we have identified a few learning objectives.   

• Understand the importance of research questions in program evaluation 
• Understand the four basic steps for developing research questions  
• Write research questions for different types of evaluation designs, specifically process 

evaluations and outcome evaluations 

Research questions are often viewed as the central element around which all other evaluation activities 
are anchored – they are the foundation of a successful evaluation and the key to defining exactly what it 
is you're trying to accomplish. Research questions define the topics an evaluation will investigate and 
guide the evaluation planning process. Choosing evaluation questions at the start of an evaluation 
makes clear what your program is trying to change and what you want your results to be. 

During the evaluation, the research questions help provide structure to all other evaluation activities. As 
depicted in the diagram on this slide, virtually all other evaluation activities should connect back to the 
research questions. For example, questionnaires are developed and data are collected to answer 
research questions. Analysis activities should be focused on answering the evaluation’s research 
questions and conclusions are drawn by directly answering the evaluation’s research questions.  

On this slide, we present four basic steps for developing research questions: 

• Step 1: Develop a logic model to clarify program design and theory of change 
• Step 2: Define the evaluation’s purpose and scope 
• Step 3: Determine the type of evaluation design: process or outcome 
• Step 4: Draft and finalize the evaluation’s research questions 

The first step in developing research questions for a program evaluation is to develop a logic model to 
ensure that there is clarity and a shared understanding of the program design and theory of change 
among your program’s key stakeholders. Research questions should test some part of the program's 
theory of change as depicted in a logic model so this is an important first step. Moreover, a well-defined 
logic model will help you to make decisions about what components of the program to focus the 
evaluation on and to select evaluation objectives that are feasible.  

A logic model is a detailed visual representation of your program and its theory of change that 
communicates how your program works, the resources you have to operate your program, the activities 
you carry out, and the outcomes you hope to achieve. Your program logic model should clearly 
communicate how your program works by depicting the intended relationships among program 
components. Key program components consist of: 



• Inputs or resources are considered essential for a program’s activities to occur. They may 
include any combination of human, financial, organizational, and community-based resources 
that are available to a program and used to carry out a program’s activities.  

• Activities are the specific actions that make up your program or intervention. They reflect 
processes, tools, events, and other actions that are used to bring about your program’s desired 
changes or results.   

• Outputs are what a program’s specific activities will create or produce, providing evidence of 
service delivery (e.g., the number of beneficiaries served).  

• Outcomes are the specific changes that may result from a program’s activities or intervention. A 
program’s outcomes fall along a continuum, ranging from short- to long-term results (e.g., an 
increase in knowledge of healthy food choices, a decrease in delinquency rates, or an increase in 
literacy). A program’s influence is most directly related to short- and medium-term outcomes. It 
is important to note that all program evaluations are not designed to measure long-term 
outcomes and CNCS is not expecting programs to measure them in all cases. 

Logic models are typically read from left to right, employing an if-then sequence among key 
components. A generic example is shown here. It reads, if your program has these inputs or resources, 
then it can carry out these activities. If your program carries out these activities, then it can produce 
these outputs. If your program has produced these outputs, then it will achieve these outcomes.  

We can think of a logic model as essentially having two “sides”. The process side focuses on how the 
program’s activities are carried out or its planned work – inputs, activities, and outputs (direct products). 
The outcomes side of the logic model describes the expected sequence of changes that the program 
hopes to accomplish, which can be short-term, medium-term, and/or long-term changes. The outcomes 
side reflects the changes, effects, or impact of the program.  

For more information on developing a program logic model, we encourage you to review the webinar 
How to Develop a Program Logic Model located on CNCS’s Knowledge Network [Resources page].  

On this slide we present an example of what a logic model might look like for a fictional AmeriCorps 
health literacy program. This is also in your handout. 

The following is a brief narrative description of the program: A disproportionate number of lower 
socioeconomic and minority groups in an urban region of the state have difficulty understanding and 
acting upon health information. This issue has negative implications for residents’ healthcare access, 
costs, quality, and safety. To combat the growing problem of health illiteracy in the county, an 
AmeriCorps program was created to improve the health literacy and ultimately the health and wellness 
status and quality of life for residents in the area.  

The logic model we present here is a visual summary of the health literacy program.  We’ll read through 
this logic model together, starting from left to right.  



On the left side, we begin with the program’s investments, referred to as inputs or resources. For this 
health literacy program, this includes: Funding, Staff, AmeriCorps members serving as advisors, Partner 
organizations in the community, Member training 

Moving to the next column, if this program has these inputs, then it can carry out a set of its planned 
activities which include the following: 

• Develop and disseminate accurate, accessible, and actionable health and safety information 
• Conduct health literacy workshops 
• Provide individualized health literacy sessions   

These activities will create or produce the following outputs, which are products or evidence that these 
activities were carried out: 

• 500 health and safety education materials disseminated 
• 4 half-day workshop sessions ( at least 20 residents per session; 80 total) 
• 100 individual and small group health literacy sessions (60 min each) serving 300 people 

As a result of the program’s activities, several changes are expected to occur:  

In the short-term, residents are expected to increase their understanding of prevention and self-
management of conditions, their motivation to adopt good health practices, and their ability to search 
for and use health information.   

These changes in knowledge, attitudes, and skills are expected to lead to an increase in the adoption of 
healthy behaviors and recommendations of the program  (such as getting necessary medical tests) and 
ultimately, improved health and wellness status and quality of life for residents in these communities. 

We will continue to refer back to this fictional program and logic model throughout this presentation. 

The next step is to use the logic model to set the purpose and scope of the evaluation, which essentially 
establishes the general parameters for the evaluation. As you define the evaluation’s purpose and 
scope, the following questions are important to consider: 

• Why is the evaluation being done?  
• What requirements does the evaluation need to fulfill?  
• Which components of the program are the strongest candidates for evaluation?  
• How does the evaluation align with the long-term research agenda for your program?  
• What resources (budget, staff, time) are available for the evaluation? 

Next we’ll discuss each of these in more detail. 

First, consider: Why is the evaluation being done? What questions do stakeholders need or want 
answered about your program?  



Each evaluation should have a primary purpose around which it can be designed and planned, although 
it may have several other purposes. The stated purpose of the evaluation drives the expectations and 
sets the boundaries for what the evaluation can and cannot deliver. In defining the purpose of the study, 
it is helpful to identify why the evaluation is being done and how the information collected and reported 
by the study will actually be used and by whom. For example, are program staff trying to understand 
how to operate the program more efficiently or identify barriers or constraints to implementation? Or 
does your program need to produce evidence that it is meeting its intended outcomes? Will the results 
be used by program staff to make changes to the program’s implementation? Will the results be used by 
the program’s funder to make decisions about future funding opportunities? In general, defining a 
specific purpose for your evaluation will allow you to set parameters around the data you collect and 
methods you will use.  

What requirements does the evaluation need to fulfill?  

Often times, a program’s funder has specific evaluation requirements that must be fulfilled and those 
requirements may drive the purpose and scope of an evaluation. For example, AmeriCorps State and 
National grantees that receive an average annual CNCS grant of $500,000 or more must conduct an 
external evaluation that covers at least one program year. In addition, the evaluation must be designed 
to provide statistical evidence of the impact of the program compared to what would have happened in 
the absence of the program through the use of a comparison or control group. 

Which components of the program are the strongest candidates for evaluation?   

It is important to remember that you don’t have to evaluate your whole program at once. Instead, you 
can break a bigger evaluation into smaller components to maximize the resources you have on hand. In 
deciding which components of the program the evaluation will cover, you should consider:  what parts 
of your program you want or need to evaluate; whether these potential program components have 
outcomes you can accurately and reliably measure; what data are already being collected on the 
program or how feasible it is to collect new data; whether the timeframe for the program aligns with the 
timeframe for the evaluation; and whether the program model has been fully implemented such that an 
evaluation is appropriate at this point and time. 

Also consider… 

How does the evaluation align with the long-term research agenda for your program? 

As you begin to plan your evaluation, step back and put your evaluation in the context of a long term 
research agenda. Ask program staff and various stakeholders “what does a long-term research agenda 
look like for this organization?” Figuring out what you want to know 5 or 10 years in the future will help 
you spend evaluation money more strategically by laying out studies that build upon one another, and 
will allow you to create complementary resources that can be deployed multiple times. CNCS’s approach 
to a long-term research agenda emphasizes that evidence of effectiveness is built over time. We discuss 
this point further on the next slide. 



And finally, consider: What resources, that is, budget, staff, and time, are available for the evaluation? 

It is important that your evaluation’s purpose and scope aligns with the resources your program is able 
to set aside for the evaluation. For more information on how to budget for an evaluation, review the 
webinar “Budgeting for Evaluation” located on CNCS’s Knowledge Network [Resources page]. 

This diagram illustrates CNCS’s approach to a long-term research agenda which emphasizes a 
developmental approach to evaluation whereby evidence of effectiveness is built over time. In general, 
the diagram shows that the evaluation activities associated with a program should be part of a larger, 
long-term research agenda that spans several years.  

The key building blocks for generating evidence are shown in the diagram.  

The first step is identify and implement a strong program design by gathering evidence that supports the 
intervention to be used. During this initial process, it is helpful to develop a logic model which clearly 
communicates the central model of your program. It also is recommended that the program be piloted 
during this initial step to ensure its effective implementation prior to expanding the program more 
widely. 

Once a strong program design has been identified, the second building block is ensuring the effective full 
implementation of the program. A process evaluation should be conducted to document program 
processes, ensure fidelity to the central program model, evaluate program quality and efficiency, and 
establish continuous process improvement protocols. Much of these activities can be supported through 
the identification and regular monitoring of performance measures.  

The next level in the continuum is assessing the program’s outcomes. This process involves developing 
indicators for measuring outcomes, possibly conducting one of the less rigorous outcome evaluation 
designs, such as a single group pre-post design to measure program outcomes, and conducting a 
thorough process evaluation. We will discuss what these types of evaluation designs entail later in this 
presentation.  

One step further in the continuum is obtaining evidence of positive program outcomes by examining the 
linkages between program activities and outcomes. Programs at this level of the continuum will have 
performed multiple pre- and post-test evaluations and conducted outcome evaluations using an 
independent evaluator.  

Finally, the highest level of evidence allows a program to make the claim of being evidence-based by 
attaining strong evidence of positive program outcomes. At this level, programs have established the 
causal linkage between program activities and intended outcomes/impacts. Programs at this level have 
completed multiple independent evaluations using strong study designs, such as a quasi-experimental 
evaluation using a comparison group or an experimental, random assignment design study. Many of 
these programs also have measured the cost effectiveness of their program compared to other 
interventions addressing the same need. 



Based on this understanding of a continuum of evidence, CNCS sees value in infusing evaluative thinking 
and knowledge into every phase of a program’s life cycle – program development, implementation, 
improvement, and replication/scaling. And CNCS continues to develop a funding strategy that will create 
a portfolio of programs reflecting a range of evidence levels (e.g., strong, moderate, preliminary) that 
are appropriate to the program’s life cycle and investment of public dollars. Therefore, in planning for a 
program’s long-term research strategy, grantees should consider the evaluation activities, design, and 
research questions that would best correspond to each stage of their program's life cycle.  

Let’s turn back to the steps involved in developing research questions. Once you’ve established the 
purpose and scope of the evaluation, the next step is to decide which type of evaluation design you will 
employ. The purpose and scope of your evaluation will determine which type is most appropriate for 
your study. As you may recall from a previous slide, there are two sides to a logic model – a process side 
and an outcome side. Similar to what is reflected in the logic model, there are two common types of 
evaluation designs: a process evaluation design and an outcome evaluation design. Therefore, the side 
of the logic model that the purpose and scope of your evaluation focuses on will largely determine 
which type of evaluation design should be used for the evaluation.  

It is important to highlight that process and outcome evaluations have several notable differences, 
especially in terms of their goals. The results of a process evaluation are most often used to change or 
improve the program.  A process evaluation can be used to document what a program is doing and to 
what extent and how consistently the program demonstrates fidelity to the program’s logic model. An 
outcome or impact evaluation can be used to determine the results or effects of a program. These types 
of evaluations generally measure changes in program beneficiaries' knowledge, attitudes, behaviors, 
and/or conditions thought to result from the program.  

To answer the types of research questions associated with a process evaluation generally a comparison 
group is not necessary. The collection of both qualitative and quantitative data through interviews, 
surveys, and program administrative data is usually preferred. The more rigorous outcome evaluations 
include a comparison group against which to measure changes in program beneficiaries. These types of 
outcome evaluation designs are referred to as impact evaluations. The use of a comparison group 
provides additional evidence that observed changes in program beneficiaries were due to the program 
or intervention. Thus, impact evaluations are better able to measure or estimate the impact of the 
program on beneficiaries. These types of studies typically require quantitative data collection and often 
employ advanced statistical methods for analyzing data.  

Remember, AmeriCorps grantees receiving over $500K a year from CNCS are required to conduct an 
impact evaluation, while those grantees receiving less than $500K a year can conduct either a process 
evaluation or an impact evaluation.  

Note that this step is about deciding on the basic type of design you will use. A later step, after you 
develop and finalize your research questions, will be to determine more specific details of your 
evaluation design.  



Once you’ve decided on the type of evaluation design, the next step involves drafting and finalizing your 
research questions. Research questions are a list of questions that you anticipate being able to answer 
at the end of the evaluation. Research questions should be clear, specific, and well-defined so they can 
be thoroughly answered after completing the other evaluation activities (e.g., questionnaire 
development, data collection, analysis, etc.). Research questions for a program evaluation should focus 
on your AmeriCorps program or a component of your program. Again, because the research questions 
need to eventually be answered, they must be measurable by the evaluation. The research questions 
also should be aligned with the program’s logic model.   

We will be referring back to these qualities of good research questions at multiple points during the rest 
of the presentation.  

The approach for developing research questions differs depending on whether you are conducting a 
process or an outcome evaluation. As this graphic illustrates, by tying an evaluation’s research questions 
and design to a program’s logic model, process evaluations address exploratory questions about 
program operations, processes, and procedures, namely the who, what, when, where, why, and how of 
program activities and program outputs. On the other hand, outcome evaluations test hypotheses about 
a program’s changes, effects, or impacts on short-, medium-, or long-term outcomes, ultimately 
assessing program effectiveness.  

Next, we will provide separate overviews of how to design research questions for a process and an 
outcome evaluation. 

It is important to remember during the development process that research questions for a process 
evaluation should:  

• Focus on the program or a program component 
• Ask who, what, where, when, why, or how? 
• Use exploratory verbs, such as report, describe, discover, seek, or explore 

For a process evaluation, it is best to start by considering what is the general question you want to 
answer. General questions should follow from the purpose and goals already identified for the 
evaluation and ask the who, what, when, where, why, and how associated with program activities and 
outputs. The questions should focus on studying some topic for general exploration and use neutral 
language that does not assume a particular outcome from the evaluation.   

Examples of general research questions for a process evaluation are:  

• How is the program being implemented? 
• How do program beneficiaries describe their program experiences? 
• What resources are being described as needed for implementing the program? 

Despite the fact that we provide a template here, it is important to keep in mind that there is no specific 
formula for writing research questions; however, in reviewing and assessing drafts of research 
questions, it is important to keep in mind the basic requirements described earlier. That is, research 



questions should be clear and well-defined, focus on a single, distinct program, model,  or program 
component, be measureable, and align with your logic model. Once you have drafted several potential 
research questions, it is important to ask whether they meet all of these requirements.  

It is often the case that programs are able to identify far more research questions for examination in 
both process and outcome evaluations than they can explore in a single study. In these circumstances, it 
is useful to consider how the research questions align with your program’s long-term research agenda, 
as described earlier. Although you may not be able to study all of your questions about your program at 
once, it is possible to associate certain questions with later stages of your program development and 
address these research questions in a future evaluation of your program.  

Because the general research questions for a process evaluation are often broad, they usually need to 
be broken down into more specific questions that will then actually guide the other activities of the 
evaluation toward collecting and analyzing more concrete details about the program. Often there is 
more than one type of evidence that should be considered in answering a general research question, so 
sub-questions need to be written so that they focus on examining one dimension or point of view for 
informing the general question. Many times these sub-questions form the basis for the actual 
instruments used to collect data, such as interview guides, surveys, questionnaires, and observational 
tools.  

Here we provide several examples of sub-questions that can be used to further inform general research 
questions for a process evaluation. The first example of a general question is “How is the program being 
implemented?” To further break this very broad question down into the actual areas of focus for the 
evaluation, several potential sub-questions are offered, including: 

• Are staff implementing the program within the same timeframe?  
• Are staff implementing the program with the same intended target population? 
• What variations in implementation, if any, occur by site? Why are variations occurring and 

are they likely to effect program outcomes? 
• Are there unique challenges to implementing the program by site? 

Another example of a general question is “How do program beneficiaries describe their program 
experiences?” To address this more general question, some potential sub-questions include: 

• What are the benefits for program beneficiaries? 
• Are there any unintended consequences of program participation?  

A final example of a general question is “What resources are being described as needed for 
implementing the program?” A potential sub-question for this general research question is “What 
recommendations do program staff offer for future program implementers?” 

Similar to when drafting general research questions, after sub-questions have been drafted, it is 
important to ask whether the sub-questions meet all of the basic requirements for research questions, 



namely clear and well-defined, focused on the program  or a program component, measureable, and 
aligned with the program’s logic model.  

(Facilitated Exercise) Now that we have presented examples of the types of questions that may be asked 
for a process evaluation, let’s apply these ideas to a set of potential research questions for the fictional 
AmeriCorps health literacy program described earlier. Please use the handouts that have been provided 
on the program’s description and its accompanying logic model as a reference as we walk through some 
potential research questions for a process evaluation together.  

For this exercise, the fictional AmeriCorps health literacy program is a small CNCS grantee receiving less 
than $500,000 annually and is required to conduct an evaluation of their program. The grantee has 
never conducted an evaluation of AmeriCorps-funded activities before and is interested in learning 
about how their program is working and what can be improved. In order to do so, the program plans to 
conduct a process evaluation to answer the following general research question: Is the program being 
implemented as intended?   

Assess whether each of the following is a good sub-question for the program’s process evaluation. For 
questions that could be improved, what kinds of changes would need to be made? To guide your 
assessment, consider the following questions discussed earlier: 

• Are the research questions clear, specific, and well-defined, such that they can be answered 
at the end of the evaluation? 

• Do the research questions appear to be measureable? 
• Do the research questions focus on the program or a program component?  
• Do the research questions align with the program’s logic model? 

 Sub-question 1 

Are all AmeriCorps members engaged in delivering health literacy activities? Is this a good research 
question?  Why or why not? 

Discussion: This question is too vague to provide answers to the overarching question of whether the 
program is being implemented as intended. While all AmeriCorps members may be found to participate 
in a variety of activities related to health literacy, those activities may or may not be specified in the 
central program model. Members may also be serving different populations that are not targeted by the 
program. The question needs to focus on the program itself in order to provide helpful information 
about the program’s delivery of service activities.   

How can we reformulate this question to answer the broader research question?  

One possibility is to ask instead: To what extent are AmeriCorps members consistently implementing the 
program with the same target population across all sites? This question is clear, specific, well-defined, 
and measurable.  

  



Sub-question 2  

To what extent are AmeriCorps members receiving the required training and supervision? Is this a good 
research question?  Why or Why not? 

Discussion: This is a good research question. The question is clear, specific, well-defined, and 
measurable. It also addresses the general research question.  

 Sub-question 3 

Are program participants more likely to adopt preventive health practices than non-participants? Is this 
a good research question? Why or why not? 

Discussion: This is not an appropriate question for a process evaluation for two main reasons. First, this 
question does not further inform the general research question about fidelity of program 
implementation that is being asked. Second, as noted earlier, process evaluation questions should use 
neutral rather than predictive language. This question is more appropriate for an outcome evaluation.   

 Sub-question 4 

To what extent are community partners faithfully replicating the health literacy program in other states? 
Is this a good research question? Why or why not? 

Discussion: This is not a good research question for this program. Although this question addresses 
fidelity of implementation, the question is not aligned with the program’s logic model. The goals of the 
program do not concern replication by community partners. In brainstorming ideas for research 
questions, sometimes program staff may raise interesting ideas that they are interested in investigating 
further. These questions may be worth saving for a future, separate evaluation, but not one that focuses 
on whether the program itself is being executed as planned. This does not mean, however, that 
questions about community partners cannot be asked at all. The question simply needs to be tailored to 
the overarching research question.     

How can we reformulate this question?  

One possibility is to ask instead: What variations in community partners’ participation, if any, occur by 
site? In addition to being clear, specific, and well-defined, answers to this question will also allow the 
program to learn more about how community partners engage with the program, including any 
activities related to replication.  

  In completing this exercise, you will find that sometimes developing the right research questions simply 
requires targeting and focusing existing questions that programs may have. By ensuring that research 
questions are clear, specific, well-defined, measureable, focus on the program, and align with your 
program logic model as well as your overarching research question, you will be able to obtain answers 
that can help inform and improve your particular program.  



[Alternate exercise if running short on time – ask “Which of these is a good research question, and 
why?] 

Now that we have discussed the process for designing research questions for a process evaluation, next 
we will discuss the process for designing research questions for an outcome evaluation. For an outcome 
evaluation, research questions tend to be narrowly focused on confirming a theory or prediction about 
changes, effects, or impacts of the program on a specified outcome(s). We now will provide a template 
and examples of research questions for an outcome evaluation.  

For an outcome evaluation, the research questions are used to present a theory about the program’s 
potential change or effect on a specific outcome or set of outcomes associated with a group of program 
beneficiaries. Research questions for an outcome evaluation tend to ask whether the model, program, 
or a specific program component resulted in a predicted outcome for program participants, which is the 
desired change anticipated by the program.   

As when drafting research questions for a process evaluation, it is important to ask whether research 
questions for an outcome evaluation meet basic research question requirements, namely are the 
research questions clear and well-defined, focused on the program or a program component, 
measureable, and aligned with the program’s logic model? 

Within outcome evaluations are a specific type of evaluation design called impact evaluations. A key 
element included in the research questions for an impact evaluation is the mention of a comparison 
group. Impact evaluations include two study groups: the intervention group (i.e., program beneficiaries) 
and a comparison group (i.e. the study participants that do not receive the intervention or program 
services, and therefore, serve as the basis for comparison when assessing the effects of an intervention 
on the program beneficiaries). Including a comparison group enables you to answer specific questions 
related to causality – such as, what would have happened to people if they did not receive the 
intervention your program offers (i.e., whether the observed changes can be attributed to your 
intervention). It is important to note that large AmeriCorps grantees (e.g., those receiving $500k or 
more per year) are required to complete an impact evaluation on their program. For a more detailed 
description on differences in types of evaluation design, CNCS grantees can refer to the module, 
“Overview of Evaluation Designs” located on the Knowledge Network [Resources page]. 

 (Facilitated exercise) We are getting near the end of the material, so at this point we will develop 
together potential research questions for an outcome evaluation of the fictional AmeriCorps health 
literacy program. Please use the handouts that have been provided on the program’s description and its 
accompanying logic model as a reference.  

The research questions should be designed to conduct an outcome evaluation of the program to 
determine whether the program is effective in changing any of its anticipated outcomes, including 
increasing residents’ understanding of prevention and self-management of conditions, their motivation 
to change their behavior, their ability to search for and use health information, and their adoption of 
good health practices.  



  

For this exercise, the fictional AmeriCorps health literacy program is now a large CNCS grantee receiving 
more than $500,000 annually and is required to conduct an impact evaluation of their program. To meet 
funder requirements for this evaluation, data will need to be collected for at least one year. In addition, 
it is important to note that programs conducting an outcome evaluation do not need to evaluate all 
program outcomes at one time. 

 It is helpful to begin by using the logic model of the fictional AmeriCorps health literacy program to 
determine which outcome(s) will be the focus of the evaluation. As described previously, research 
questions should test some part of the program's theory of change as depicted in the logic model, so 
this is an important first step. Since we are designing an outcome evaluation, the logic model is helpful 
for making decisions about which outcome(s) to focus the evaluation on. In deciding which outcome(s) 
to include, consider the following: 

Of all the outcomes described in the logic model, which outcomes can be achieved within the timeframe 
of the evaluation, (covering at least one year of program activities)? 

Discussion: It is important to consider what questions your evaluation seeks answers to and the 
timeframe of the evaluation and outcome measures (i.e., the amount of time you have available to 
collect your data as well as the time you can expect changes or program effects to occur, among other 
factors). As discussed previously, a program’s influence is most directly related to proximal outcomes, 
such as short- and medium-term outcomes. Also, all program evaluations are not designed to measure 
long-term outcomes and CNCS is not expecting programs to measure them in all cases. 

For this evaluation then, it would be important to direct our attention to the short- and medium-term 
outcomes in the logic model. Potential outcomes for the evaluation include: (1) increase in residents’ 
knowledge of healthy behaviors; (2) increase in motivation to adopt good health practices; (3) increase 
in ability to search for and use health information; and (4) increase in adoption of healthy behaviors. The 
long-term outcome of improved health status may take years to realize and would be unrealistic to 
achieve in the one year timeframe of this evaluation. For that reason, we will not consider the long-term 
outcome for inclusion in this particular evaluation.  

Which outcomes are feasible to measure? 

Discussion: As noted earlier, a logic model describes the underlying theory or logic of how a program is 
intended to work and how the various components of a program interact to produce results. While the 
program logic model is designed to help you understand the theory behind this process, not all of the 
components of a program are easily measured. In the fictional AmeriCorps health literacy program, 
short- and medium-term outcomes relate to knowledge, motivation, ability, and behavior change. 
Which of these outcomes would be the most challenging to measure? Of the four, the concept of 
motivation is an important outcome that contributes to the medium-term change of adopting healthy 
behaviors; however, motivation itself tends to be a very challenging (but not impossible) concept to 



measure. Focusing on the other short- and medium-term outcomes that can be more precisely and 
reliably measured are more likely to strengthen your evaluation’s findings.  

What data are already available? 

Discussion: AmeriCorps programs routinely collect data for performance measurement and programs 
can potentially build on these data for their program evaluation. For example, let’s assume that the 
fictional AmeriCorps health literacy program already collects performance data indicating whether a 
change has occurred in participants’ knowledge of healthy behaviors through pre- and post-surveys. For 
a rigorous impact evaluation, programs can collect the same data from an equivalent comparison group 
of residents who did not participate in the program.  

In addition to program data, external data such as administrative data may be available and relevant for 
programs to use. It is important to explore whether information already exists that focus on some of the 
same short- or medium-term outcomes as the program. It is worth noting that the range of data that are 
available will likely vary, depending on the program’s focus. For example, while most AmeriCorps 
programs, including the fictional health literacy program, may look to national or state surveys as 
possible data sources, education-related programs that operate out of schools may also have school 
records available to them as an option.  

In all these cases, using existing program or administrative data may also help reduce program 
evaluation costs, as primary data collection tends to be an expensive evaluation activity.    

Facilitator notes: Now that we have narrowed possible outcomes to study, our next step is to begin 
developing potential research questions for an outcome evaluation. You are welcome to divide into 
small groups for this half of the exercise.  

Here we provide the basic script for developing research questions for an outcome evaluation and for a 
more rigorous impact evaluation that uses a comparison group. As when drafting research questions for 
a process evaluation, it is important to ask whether research questions for an outcome evaluation meet 
basic research question requirements. Again, consider the following when developing your research 
questions: 

• Are the research questions clear, specific, and well-defined, such that they can be answered 
at the end of the evaluation? 

• Do the research questions appear to be measureable? 
• Do the research questions focus on the program or a program component?  
• Do the research questions align with the program’s logic model? 

[Optional Facilitator Notes] 

Examples of potential research questions for the fictional AmeriCorps health literacy program: 

For outcome evaluations that do not include a comparison group: 



• Did program participants increase their understanding of prevention after program 
completion? 

• Did program participants feel more confident in the self-management of their pre-existing 
conditions after program completion? 

• Did program participants improve their skills in searching for and using health information 
after program completion? 

• Were program participants more likely to search for and use health information on their 
own after program completion? 

For impact evaluations that include a comparison group: 

• Are program participants more likely to adopt healthy behaviors compared to similar 
individuals who did not participate in the program? 

• Are program participants more likely to obtain medical tests and procedures compared to 
similar individuals who did not participate in the program? 

• Does the impact of the program vary by program participants’ age, gender, or pre-existing 
medical condition? 

Remember, research questions should be 

• Clear, specific, and well-defined 
• Focus on a program or program component 
• Measureable by the evaluation 
• Aligned with your logic model 

Here we present some possible research questions for both an outcome evaluation without a 
comparison group and an impact evaluation that includes a comparison group. 

[Notes for this last question “Does the impact of the program vary by program participants’ age, gender, 
or pre-existing medical condition?”  Let’s say your impact evaluation showed that the program is having 
better results for women than for men. This is an important piece of information, and knowing this you 
might try to tweak your program model a bit so that you can more effectively serve the male 
population.] 

After you have a first draft of your research questions, it is important to ensure that they are the right 
questions for your evaluative and programmatic goals. It is helpful to conduct a final assessment of your 
draft research questions by revisiting some important questions that you asked at the beginning of the 
process for drafting research questions. These questions include: 

• Do the research question(s) fit with the goals for the evaluation? 
• Do the research question(s) align with the program’s logic model and the components of the 

program that will be evaluated? 
• Are these questions aligned with your funder's requirements? 



• What kinds of constraints (costs, time, personnel, etc.) are likely to be encountered in 
addressing these research question(s)? 

• Do the research questions fit into the program’s long-term research agenda? 

We’ll end with a few points that are important to remember when developing research questions: 

• Research questions are the keystone in an evaluation from which all other activities 
evolve. As discussed earlier, research questions are the central element around which all 
other evaluation activities are anchored. Research questions should guide the evaluation 
planning process, help focus and provide structure to an evaluation, and define the issues 
the evaluation will investigate.  

• Research questions vary depending on the evaluation design. The approach for developing 
research questions differs depending on whether you are conducting a process or an 
outcome evaluation. Process and outcome evaluations also have different goals and 
different emphases, which will affect the research questions you draft for your evaluation. 
For these reasons, it is important to establish which type of design you plan to implement 
prior to developing your evaluation’s research questions.  

• Prior to developing research questions, define the evaluation’s purpose and scope and 
decide on the type of evaluation design – process or outcome. Because research questions 
should test some part of a program's theory of change as depicted in a logic model, there 
are a number of important steps prior to developing research questions, including using the 
logic model to define the evaluation’s purpose and scope and determining which type of 
evaluation design is most appropriate to use (process or outcome) based on the evaluation’s 
purpose and scope. It is recommended that these foundational activities be completed prior 
to developing an evaluation’s research questions.  

• Research questions should be clear, specific, and well-defined. Research questions are a 
list of questions that you anticipate answering at the end of the evaluation, so to the extent 
possible they should be clear, specific, and well-defined so they can be thoroughly answered 
after completing the other evaluation activities. 

• Research questions should be developed in consideration of your long-term research 
agenda. An important consideration as you finalize your evaluation design and associated 
research questions is how these evaluation activities best correspond to the current stage of 
your program's life cycle. As discussed earlier, the evaluation activities associated with a 
program should be part of a larger, long-term research agenda that spans over several 
years. Therefore, a program’s evaluation scope, design, and research questions should align 
with the current stage in which your program operates, such that it helps the program 
improve and evolve.  

Here we provide a list of resources on program evaluation and developing research questions that you 
may find helpful.  

• CNCS’s Knowledge Network 



o http://www.nationalservice.gov/resources/americorps/evaluation-resources-
americorps-state-national-grantees 

• The American Evaluation Association 
•   http://www.eval.org  
• The Evaluation Center   

o http://www.wmich.edu/evalctr/  
• The Community Tool Box   

o http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/evaluate/evaluate-community-
interventions/choose-evaluation-questions/main 

• Choosing the Right Research Questions 
o http://www.wcasa.org/file_open.php?id=1045 
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