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We also acknowledge the talent and artistry of Emma Walke, who designed the artwork for our acknowledgment of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. The design shows a story of connection to country and people, 

representing the breadth of work we do with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities across Australia. The 

colours represent the land, and the lines in between represent the water that connects us all.



VUCA world to VUCA action
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Outcomes of interventions into complex adaptive systems will always 

be non-linear, unpredictable and emergent…

…Sound value propositions for action that 

are humble and empathetic

VUCA world
Volatile, Unpredictable, Complex 

and Ambiguous 

VUCA action
Valid, Understood, 

Coherent, Adaptive

vuca programs
vain, unfounded, 

confused, absurd?



19 September 2025, Australian Financial Review, This Morning



Purpose and intended outcomes

1. Discuss the tools we use to evaluate 

before a program is funded and in its 

early stages.

2. Provoke thoughts about the use of 

logic and theory in evaluation.

3. Create incremental innovations (or 

more radical ideas?!) for prospective 

and developmental evaluation
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Time Task

11:30
Welcome & Introduction 

(1-5)

11:40 Q1 on own (6)

11:45 Q2 discuss with group (7)

11:50
My problems with TOC (8-

9)

12:00 Pause (10)

12:03
My problems with PL (11-

13)

12:05
An alternative: sound value 

propositions 

12:20 Innovation development



Early stages in the program lifecycle
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Formative: MID STAGE: Knowledge and 
understanding

Prospective and Developmental: Innovation and risk management

•NEW POLICY PROPOSAL: From a bright idea to a reasonable proposition for 
action. What reasons are there to think this proposed approach will address the 
problem that is motivating it in our context? 

•SEED STAGE: Working out the kinks. A focus on innovation and managing the risk 
of failure. This is usually the right place to start with a new policy or program once 
it is funded.

Summative: MATURE STAGE: Evidence for difficult 
funding decisions



1. New policy proposal 

• Think like a venture capitalist: if you were funding a program with your 

own money, how would you convince yourself it was likely to work and 

worth putting money into?

• What information or tools would give you the confidence to fund it?
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2. Developmental evaluation

• During delivery of a large, complex and developing initiative, how would 

you identify the risks that it might fail?

• What tools would help you?
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My problems with Theory of Change (ToC)

1 2 3 4 5

ScientismVague Reputationally

Risky
UnethicalJargon

ToC is vague and difficult to 

define so no one really 

knows what it means, or 

whether someone has 

created a good one. The 

literature is full of complaints 

about unclear terminology. 

Simple definitions of ‘Logic’ 

and ‘Theory’ are eschewed.

Often a successionist theory 

of causality is implicit in a 

proponent's mental model 

but rarely is an explicit 

theory of causality provided.

While valorising the process of 

reasoning, the jargon serves to 

exclude diverse voices and 

reinforces the power of ‘social 

scientists’ over citizens using 

common sense.

ToC tends to ignore the entire 

corpus of knowledge about 

ethics and effective reasoning 

(e.g. fallacies, bias, warrants, 

deductive, inductive logic etc) 

that is fundamental to 

understanding the value of 

human endeavours. This should 

be Eval101.

ToC implies interventions can 

be understood as a kind of 

‘theory‘ or transfactual claim 

about cause and effect. This 

leads inevitability to a focus on 

measuring outcomes for two 

reasons. First, we conflate 

outcome measurement with 

science. Second, experimental 

outcomes are widely 

considered the best way to 

test a theory. In both cases 

evidence usually tells a 

program history rather 

supporting a scientific claim.

Evaluation is at risk of being 

brought into disrepute for 

being unable to identify 

much in the way of ‘what 

works’, beyond simple  

interventions, despite 80 odd 

years of promises. 

Finding stable cause and 

effect relationships in 

complex phenomena has 

generally eluded us and is 

getting harder – but we seem 

to be doubling down on 

failure.

Evaluation is at risk of being 

an unethical accomplice to the 

status quo by allowing 

program proponents to apply 

a veneer of scientific 

respectability to a proposition 

or program that is wholly 

inadequate for its expressed 

purpose.

Let’s be real – programs exist in the 
minds of proponents and participants. 

They are abstract propositions for action 

– not facts or theories about the world.

A program is a possibility for its 

participants to interpret and a course of 
action for its proponents to shape. 



Source:  theoryofchange.org

A theory of change’ is often analogous 

to a strategic vision, mission and set of 

objectives.

Impact = vision

Outcomes/ outputs = objectives

Reasons or principles of action = 

mission.

This is why it has survived as a useful 

tool for program designers and 

evaluators. 



2. Pause – lets catch our breath 

14 October 2025 Slide 11



Problems with hopeful program logic



Does the blue box cause 

the box above it to occur?



Is this collection of outputs enough to ensure the outcomes 

occur? What's the connection between these and outcomes, is it 

causal, logical, hopeful?



Let’s get back to basics: what is ‘evidence’?

• Evidence is a property of claims not methods.

• Evidence is always evidence for something.

• Evidence is usually something we can observe that gives us a reason to believe 
something that is harder or not possible to observe directly (e.g. program outcomes)

• Facts become evidence for claims through logic and argumentation

• Facts do not support a program, evidence supports a program and evidence is part of 
an argument for something.

• Program logic when composed of necessary and sufficient conditions provides an 
argument structure than can be evaluated.

Warrant ClaimFact Supports 

Reasoning for

Fact Evidence

Allows, 

Inference

Fact becomes 

Evidence



A word on formal logic and program logic

Whenever it’s a weekday 

morning, I catch the 7:30 bus

Syllogism

Enthymeme

Premise

Today is a weekday morning

Therefore, I will catch the 

7:30 bus

Premise

Conclusion

Premise

Conclusion Therefore, I will (probably) catch 

the 7:30 bus

“Remember. When deliberating about action, premises and 

conclusions are probable not certain. Many assumptions are unstated.” 

It is Wednesday morning

It is not Christmas dayAssumption

Assumption Today is a weekday morning



Successionist Generative Configurational

Let’s go deeper - can you even have a ToC or PL without an 
explicit theory of causality?

• INUS/configurational theory of causality is often most useful for describing programs.

• The program must be sufficient for an outcome in a specific context, while outputs are conditions we 

think are necessary to be brought about when we implement the program

• We determine if a proposition for action is sufficient using logic

• When people with subject matter expertise (including lived experience) agree that ‘outputs 
(major premise) + assumptions (minor premise) = outcomes (conclusion)’ we say it is, valid.

• When we measure each condition to the extent expected we say it is, sound.



The end result is a deceptively simple formula
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Outputs Assumptions Outcomes

A proposition for action is a logical set of condition statements.

Outputs (major premises) + Assumptions (minor premises) = Outcomes (conclusion)
. 
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The golden rule = who/what is in what condition

Improved 

understanding 

about 

sustainability

Students 

demonstrate 

improved 

understanding 

about 
sustainability

Students with little 

knowledge of 

sustainability 

demonstrate 

improved 

understanding 

about sustainable 

activities they can 

do at home

Adding the who/what Being more specific helps 

focus future performance 

measurement

Students with little 

knowledge of 

sustainability can 

explain sustainable 

things to do at 

home

Removing the comparative 

allows this condition to be a 

premise (output) or 

conclusion (outcome)



Top tip: replace arrows with plus signs
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We are displaying a proposition in the 

causal language of the INUS model of 

cause and effect (Mackie 1974) 

That is, our set of outputs are collectively 
sufficient and individually necessary, for 

the program to be sufficient for our 

intended outcome(s)

This focus shifts out attention from 
measuring long term (and often indirect) 

outcomes of a proposition towards what 

it can actually be sufficient for achieving

The easiest way to ‘fix’ your program logic

https://www.propositionalevaluation.org/post/template-how-to-write-a-tips-blog-post


Humble ambitions
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Sphere of interest

Sphere of 

influence
Propositional Evaluation

Impact Evaluation



A fictious e-bike example



Program logic checklist 
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1. Is it clear and simple? 
(without being naïve) 

❑ Does it identify all the key 
activities?​

❑ Are outputs, assumptions 
and outcomes well 
expressed? 
e.g. outcomes written as 
[who/what] is [in what condition]

❑ Have the key assumptions 
and external factors been 
identified and stated?

❑ Do the indirect or long-term 
outcomes link to policy 
positions and government 
priorities?

2. Is the logic plausible 
and reasonable?

❑ If the order of activities is 
important, is this reflected 
the diagram?

❑ Is it likely that inputs + 
activities will → outputs​?

❑ Is it likely that outputs + 
assumptions will → direct 
outcomes​?

If what follows the ‘→’ seems unlikely…

❑ Do we need to articulate 
(more) assumptions?

❑ Do we be more realistic 
about the outcomes?

3. Does it cover 
everything ‘important’?

❑ Does it show all the 
elements that key 
stakeholders keep talking 
about?

❑ Can we locate our key 
stakeholders' questions in 
the logic?

❑ Do the outputs and 
outcomes link with any 
proposed or existing 
monitoring indicators?

❑ Does it highlight key risks 
that should be considered in 
an evaluation?



Monitoring risks becomes the key task



3. Innovation exploration

What kind of incremental innovations (or more radical ideas?!) can we 

develop to justify public expenditure and do rigorous developmental 

evaluation on new, emerging and complex but potentially valuable ideas?

• What should be the goal for evaluators in these situations?

• How can we deal with the need for both learning and accountability?

• How do we bring values in more explicitly?
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In a nutshell: what to take away from this session

1. Evaluators have overextended the role of theory and 

underdeveloped the role of logic.

2. Establishing the value of programs prospectively and in very 

early stages needs a pragmatic yet rigorous approach to 

justify public expenditure.

3. Propositional Evaluation is a different way of thinking: it is 

about establishing a reasonable and transparent basis for 

action, and a structure for developmental evaluation of 

maturing interventions or situations of great uncertainty.
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www.propositionalevaluation.org

https://www.propositionalevaluation.org/
https://doi.org/10.1177/1035719X241270560
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What are your thoughts?

How might the field or discipline of 
evaluation BEST be described?

What tools do we most need to create for 
ourselves as evaluators?

What are the signs of ‘quality evaluation 
that makes a difference’?

In a society with different values, how 
can we manage to bring values (even 
ones we disagree with) into evaluation?

What do we gain and what do we lose by 
referring to evaluation as an ‘applied’ 
social science?



Fit for purpose evaluation: getting started

Developmental: Innovation and risk management

• From a bright idea to a reasonable proposition for action and 
working out the kinks. A focus on innovation and managing 

the risk of failure. This is usually the right place to start with a 
new policy or program.

Formative: Knowledge and understanding

• Drawing on the full range of applied social scientific 
approaches and methods to identify causal mechanisms 

and contextual conditions affecting outcomes. Often 
mixed methods. 

Summative: Evidence-based funding

• Making hardheaded decisions about what to fund 

based on evidence of effects in a range of contexts 

(e.g. RCTs) and at what cost (e.g. CBAs) relative to 

other ways to spend money.

Evaluation must match the 

stage of development of the 

evaluand

There is lots of information 
about how to do formative 

and summative evaluation

New Policy Proposals and 

developmental evaluation are 
less well understudied - few 

tools exist other than the ex-

ante CBA which is known to 

have its limits.

How do we get started?



Claim: Evaluation is an art that employs science

1 2 3 4 5

ActionArt Values OngoingScience

Evaluation 

involves the art of 
asking the right 

questions about 

the potential or 
actual value of 

some proposition 
for action

Evaluation often 

uses methods of 
science for 

establishing facts 

to produce 
reliable answers 

and useful 
insights.

Evaluation focuses on 

decisions about 
‘good’ action – often 

when science 

struggles to establish 
facts or find reliable 

answers in dynamic 
situations of great 

uncertainty.

Evaluation must 

consider different 
‘values’ to make 

valid claims about 

the value implied by 
a set of facts, as well 

as the overall 
proposition for 

action.

Evaluation is an 

ongoing process 
that requires many 

minds to rigorously 

test the soundness 
of a value 

proposition and 
manage the risks of 

failure. 

6

Resources 

applied to 
evaluation should 

be proportionate 

to the stakes 
involved and the 

ability to make a 
difference.

Proportionate

Evaluation serves groups of people discussing propositions for public action



How we consider the value of action in the world

• We have lots of words to describe ‘trying to 

make the world a better place’.

• Most of them are about doing something we 

think will improve things.

• Not everything we do in the world is or 

should be well thought out. 

“That’s not the way the world really works anymore. We’re an empire 

now, and when we act, we create our own reality. And while you’re 

studying that reality—judiciously, as you will—we’ll act again, creating 

other new realities, which you can study too, and that’s how things will 

sort out.”

• But mostly, our plans should aspire to the 

standard of ‘making sense’
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Program logic and theory of change

• In evaluation, ‘action’ or the evaluand is often legislation, policy, programs 

or other kinds of interventions operating in complex adaptive systems.

• As a discipline, evaluators often talk about program logic and/ or theory 

of change to describe these.
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• What do these terms mean to you?

• What is the difference between them?

• What are the major ‘sins’ you see in program logic and 

theory of change?

• How can these be fixed?

• How would you know if a program logic or a theory of 

change was a good one?



Rebuttal

Informal logic

Claim: It was not raining too 

much this morning

Grounds: I caught the bus to 

work this morning

Warrant: I only catch the bus 

when it is not raining too much

Backing: my travel history shows a strong pattern of 

catching the bus when there is less the 5mm of rain

Qualifier: my mood might also affect my decision to 

get on the bus

Rebuttal: my car was not an option because it was 

broken down

Grounds Claim

Warrant

Grounds Claim

Warrant

Backing

Qualifier



Typical evaluation findings use informal logic

Claim The breakfast program was* effective 

Grounds
because 90% of children that attended the program attended school 

more often, increased their engagement in class, and obtained better 

results in standardised tests. At the same time there was a slight 

overall improvement in engagement and test results for all children 

and no increases in the reported levels of bullying in school as 

measured in student surveys. The students involved in the program 
reported they enjoyed the breakfast and parent volunteers reported 

more positive feelings towards children that had previously been 

considered ‘problem’ children.

Warrant These are the major criteria that have been shown 

by research to be important for an effective 

breakfast program.

Qualifiers

Backing

Rebuttal
RCT

CMOs

Literature 

Review



Some key terms 

• Inputs or activities: funds or actions necessary to implement the initiative as intended.

CONDITIONS

• Outputs: conditions the initiative must create to be delivered as intended.

• Direct Outcomes: conditions that will be achieved if Outputs are delivered and 
Assumptions hold.

• Indirect Outcomes or Impacts*: conditions the initiative will contribute towards, also 
affected by external factors.

• Assumptions: conditions we are relying on to generate our outputs and/or outcomes, but 
are not 100% sure about, so we need to keep an eye on them. They are not reasons or 
warrants.

• External factors: conditions outside our control that we are pretty sure will also affect 
impacts.

* Indirect Outcomes or Impacts usually appear on logic diagrams because these are the ultimate things we want to change. They are 
the conditions in the world that provide the justification for the program. Not all evaluation will usefully be able to quantify the effect 
of the program on these indirect outcomes or impacts. It is usually more useful for an evaluation to focus on whether and how it 
achieved its Direct Outcomes.
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Key concept

Program Design Logic is obsessed with conditions - outputs, outcomes, 
impacts, assumptions and external factors are all types of condition.

‘Who/what is in what condition’

Clients engaged at site

Young people with 

disability participate in 

meaningful work 

experience

Staff have good knowledge and 

relationships with internal and 

external services their clients need

Staff have a clear understanding of 

their role

Clients develop 

resilience



Simple calculation

Inputs + Assumptions = Outputs

Outputs + Assumptions = Direct Outcomes

Direct Outcomes + External factors = Indirect Outcomes

If what follows the = sign seems unlikely, what can we do about it?

1. Can we add activities to deal with unrealistic 

assumptions, so we no longer need to assume them?

2. Can we be more realistic and reclassify direct outcomes 

as indirect outcomes?



Inputs

Outputs

$108.4m in 
funding1

Administrative 
controls

64 FTE staff 
(IATD & IATC, teaching 

and non-teaching)

IAT policies

IAT product 
standards & 
guidelines

IAT marketing

IAT ‘classrooms’

Online system for 
student learning and 

management

1 $108.4 funding allocation is sufficient to 
deliver the IAT pilots as intended

3 Industry partners are willing to invest time 
and resources in the program

Assumptions

2 Cost does not deter students from 
enrolling

4 Micro-Skills/ Micro-Credentials are recognised 
as prior learning by other education providers 

and are ‘stackable’ 

IAT system of consultation ensures 
course content is developed and 

updated to meet changing industry 
needs and professional requirements

Education Initiative – Program Design Logic
 
 

Shergold & Gonski VET review

Governance mechanisms

Planning documents

Design stage outcomes

‘Target students’ are aware, willing, and 
able2 to enroll in IAT courses

Course content covers topics necessary 
for integrating theory and practice to 

meet changing industry needs

Educators are able to deliver course 
content in a way that integrates 

theoretical and practical components

Delivery stage outcomes

Educators deliver courses 
with effective pedagogy and 
with industry involvement3

Student engage with course 
content

Students access industry-
based work placements/ 

internships

Students pass relevant 
assessments and obtain 

qualifications

Impact stage outcomes

Industry employs 
students with 
IAT credentials

Industry finds IAT  
qualifications 
credible and 
prestigious 

Students obtain skills useful to 
industry

Students are able to use 
qualifications obtained at the IAT to 
access education programs offered 

by other providers4

Students develop a passion for life-
long learning

How to read: This program design logic lists the conditions required for the IAT 
pilot program to achieve its impact stage outcomes. The diagram should be 
read from left to right: the inputs and outputs collectively bring about the 
design and delivery stage outcomes, which in turn bring about the impact 
stage outcomes. Solid line arrows indicate a direct effect, dashed line arrows 
indicate an indirect effect.

Course content covers topics of interest 
to ‘target students’

Supports exists and are sufficient to meet 
the needs of ‘target students'Effective partnerships 

between education 
partners and industry

Students are able to access flexible 
learning pathways with multiple, 

seamless entry and exit points



How should evaluators describe interventions into complex 
adaptive systems? 
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• A promise to be kept

• A hypothesis to be tested

• A theory to be harnessed

• A plan to be discussed

• Something else….



What does that mean for the evaluator tool kit?
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Program logic example
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• Let's consider a 

program designed to 

make staff happy at 

work on a particular 

day by eating cake. 

• This is based on key 

activity of baking a 

cake and sharing it.



These are necessary for our 

intervention to be a success

Our intervention needs to be 

sufficient for this to occur

Our intervention needs to 

contribute towards this

People are happy at work that 

day

People eat cake 

Cake is baked

Necessary ingredients are 

available

Ingredients are combined in 

the right order

Cake is distributed



Cake is baked

Necessary ingredients are 

available

Ingredients are combined in 

the right order

Cake is distributed

People eat cake

These do not lead to the next step – but are 

necessary preconditions for the cake to be 

eaten.

They are not the only way to ensure a cake 

is eaten at work – but they are needed for 

our course of action to work.

Sometimes we distribute the cake, but it 

may not be eaten.
 What if people aren’t hungry?

 What if they don’t like any form of cake?

Only partially achieved by our cake

People are happy at work that 

day



Assumption or output?

People in the office like cake
Cake is baked

Necessary ingredients are 

available

Ingredients are combined in 

the right order

Cake is distributed

People eat cake

People are happy at work that 

day

Assumption: People in the office like cake

People in the office like cake



VUCA world to VUCA action
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VUCA world

Volatile, Unpredictable, 

Complex and Ambigious 

vuca programs

vain, unfounded, confused 

or absurd?

VUCA action

Valid, Understood, 

Coherent, Adaptive

Outcomes are non-linear, unpredictable and emergent…

…Sound value propositions for action
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