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Summary

To meet the growing need for services to support psychological health and care for traumatic 
brain injury (TBI), the Department of Defense (DoD) has developed and implemented a wide 
range of programs in recent years (Weinick et al., 2011). Given limited resources and the con-
siderable investments that have been made in developing these programs, it is critical to ensure 
that programs are operating as effectively and efficiently as possible. To do this, program per-
formance must be assessed on a regular basis and programs must continuously seek to optimize 
and improve performance. Without knowing the areas where a program may be falling short, 
it is not possible to ensure that the program is delivering the best possible services and operat-
ing as effectively and efficiently as possible. 

This report describes a tool intended as a guide for program managers and others who 
seek to assess the performance of ongoing programs and improve their quality. In presenting 
this tool, we are mindful of the realities of program improvement and assessment activities 
in military settings. Because of military command structures, decisions about the need to 
conduct program improvement activities may not reside with the individual who created the 
program or the individual charged with managing it. Furthermore, individuals responsible for 
managing the program may not necessarily control how the program is implemented. Because 
of these realities, we adopted an approach to program improvement in this guide that can 
be implemented by individuals with varying degrees of control over the program that they 
manage. In addition, since there is wide variation in the types of psychological health and TBI 
programs conducted and/or funded by DoD, we chose to keep the tool focused generally on 
program improvement rather than attempting to address specific elements of the DoD pro-
grams in this area. We felt that this general approach would be more useful to the range of 
potential users, who can then adapt this approach to program-specific conditions. 

The tool is organized around a series of key questions about program improvement in 
general. The questions can be adapted to specific DoD psychological health or TBI programs 
as needed. 

The tool’s key questions include the following:

•	 Is the program accomplishing its intended goals? The first step in assessing program 
performance is to determine whether the program is working well. This step involves 
identifying whether the program has clearly defined goals, articulating those goals as 
clearly as possible (or defining them if none can be identified), and determining how best 
to measure the program’s performance in reaching its goals.

•	 If the program is not accomplishing its intended goals, where are problems arising? 
If the program is not working as well as expected, the next step is to pinpoint as specifi-
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cally as possible what is wrong. Often, this step involves describing clearly how the pro-
gram is supposed to work, identifying the key program positions and the players who fill 
them, and tracing the activities of these key players across the program’s operations. 

•	 what are potential solutions for addressing the problems and what can guide the 
selection of which ones to implement? Once the problems have been pinpointed, a 
range of potential solutions can be identified and considered according to their feasibility 
and their likelihood of addressing the problem. Potential solutions can come from many 
different sources. They are found in the professional literature, suggested by people who 
may be interviewed, or derived from common sense and past experiences. The source of 
the solutions is less relevant; what is important is considering as wide and as comprehen-
sive a range of potential solutions as possible, regardless of whether they seem feasible 
when first considered. Selecting which solutions to implement involves rating the pro-
posed solutions by potential effectiveness, cost, and feasibility, and then determining the 
best solution through discussions with team members and other stakeholders. 

•	 how can solutions be implemented? Implementing a solution or set of solutions typi-
cally involves multiple steps, such as developing an implementation plan, informing 
people about coming changes, ensuring that people understand why the changes are 
needed, and making people in the chain of command aware of the implementation plan. 
In addition, implementing most changes means that at least some people will need to 
change how they think and what they do. 

•	 how well are the solutions as implemented addressing the problem? Because many 
programs may have limited available time or resources, the most practical method for 
assessing whether the changes have improved program performance is to follow a rela-
tively simple approach known as “Plan—Do—Study—Act.” This approach could also be 
known as “try it and see if it works.” 

•	 how can a program be monitored to ensure continued success? Once the specific 
problems identified have been addressed and the program is performing at its expected 
level, it is important to continue monitoring performance to ensure that the program 
remains free of those problems and to seek opportunities for further improvement. With 
periodic checks and ongoing monitoring, it is possible to identify early warning signs that 
program performance may be declining. 

It is important to note that this report provides a tool to assess the performance of indi-
vidual programs and is not intended for comparisons across programs to determine their rela-
tive effectiveness. In addition, this report does not provide the information necessary to deter-
mine whether a particular program should be ended, or whether additional resources should be 
devoted to improve the program’s performance. Rather, this report enables program managers 
and others to assess whether the program is meeting its goals and, if not, to develop a plan for 
identifying and solving problems that are hampering performance.




