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1. Classic approaches to evidence focus on 
“What works?”



1. Classic approaches to evidence focus on “What works?”
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2. But we often need to know 
“What works for whom in what context?”



Not just “What works” – but also

5Logo here

• When it works for some people but not others (could even be harmful) 

• When it only works in conjunction with other factors – eg favourable 
implementation context

• When the scaling up changes the dynamics
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A simple, clear message but…



But …
• Children in the highest-risk families, however, appeared to be 

unfavorably affected by Early Head Start participation. (p.342)

• The Early Head Start programs had almost no statistically significant 
impacts on parenting among the parents in families with more than 
three risks, however, and the impact that was significant was an 
unfavorable impact on harshness toward the child during the parent 
interview. A few other impacts on parenting among these parents 
were relatively large and unfavorable. 

• The impacts of Early Head Start on the cognitive and language 
development of children in the families with more than three risk 
factors, however, were unfavorable.  p 343

Love, John M., and others, Making a Difference in the Lives of Infants and Toddlers and Their Families: The Impacts of Early Head Start, 
report prepared for the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Administration for Children and Families, 
Westhorp, Gill (2008) Negative Impacts of Early  Years Early Intervention Programs: Realist Methodology.  Presentation to the Australasian 
Evaluation Society conference. 
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Hormone Replacement Therapy

2002 

Day, A. (2002) Lessons from the Women's Health Initiative: primary prevention 
and gender health CMAJ. 2002 Aug 20; 167(4): 361–362.

But most of the women in the sample were over 60, and more than 10 years post-menopause.  
The findings for younger women, less than 10 years post-menopause was quite different.
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Hormone Replacement Therapy 

2018 

Leigh, A (2018) Randomistas.

Boardman et al 2015 Hormone therapy for preventing cardiovascular 
disease in post‐menopausal women Cochrane Database of Systematic 
Reviews

“RCTS showed HRT had only negative 
impacts…”

“Those who started HRT less than 10 years after the 
menopause had lower mortality…”
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Hormone First and second generation impact evaluation questions 

“First generation questions address 'does it work’. 

Second generation questions are 'how does it work for an how?' so as to improve programme 
performance.”

• Howard White – CEO of the Campbell Collaboration and former CEO of the International Initiative for 
Impact Evaluation

• ‘https://campbellcollaboration.org/blog/just-keep-testing-four-principles-for-evidence-based-policy-
and-practice.html

https://campbellcollaboration.org/blog/just-keep-testing-four-principles-for-evidence-based-policy-and-practice.html


First generation questions – ‘What Works?’ ‘Are we doing it right? 

What interventions look like Discrete, standardized intervention

How interventions work Pretty much the same everywhere

Questions asked in evaluation What works? Are we doing it right? (fidelity)

Evaluation methods to generate evidence Counterfactual designs (Experimental/Quasi-experimental)

Standardised measures and baselines

Nature of advice given by evaluation Single way to do it

Best practices

Processes needed for evaluation 

influence

Knowledge transfer – dissemination, policy briefs, ‘What 

Works’ clearing houses.

Metaphor for evaluation influence Google directions 

(one way to do it – little skill needed to follow instructions)
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Second generation questions (complicated) - ‘What works for whom in what 
situations and how’?
What interventions look like Different in different situations

How interventions work Differently in different situations (different people or different 

implementation environments)

Evaluation methods to generate 

evidence

Multiple arms of experimental/quasi-experimental designs

Realist evaluation – understanding causal mechanisms that work in 

particular contexts

Learning from outliers and exceptions

Non-counterfactual impact evaluation designs

Nature of advice given by evaluation Contingent, good practices in particular situations

Processes needed for evaluation 

influence

Knowledge translation to new situations – differential decision support 

based on contextual matching, including values

Metaphor for evaluation influence Transport map and timetable (need some skill to choose the most 

appropriate option for that time and place)



Second generation questions (complex) ‘What is working’?

What interventions look like Non standardized and changing, adaptive, and emergent

How interventions work Results sensitive to initial conditions as well as to context, 

generalisations rapidly decay

Evaluation methods to generate evidence Real-time data, A/B tests 

Realist synthesis of diverse evidence about outcomes and contexts

Rubrics which combine diverse evidence and values

Learning from outliers and exceptions

Non-counterfactual impact evaluation designs

Nature of advice given by evaluation Dynamic and emergent, principles

Processes needed for evaluation influence Ongoing, collaborative knowledge generation, synthesis, sensemaking

Metaphor for evaluation influence Topographical map and compass (need to work it out as you go along)



3. Insisting on counterfactuals encourages 
their use when inappropriate
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If only certain methods count as evidence …

Then only policies and interventions that 
can use them can generate credible 
evidence…

Then only those types can be supported

NOT:

Whole of government

Systemic

Adaptive

Presentation name   |   Thursday, 25 July 

2019

Evaluation methods can determine policy options
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PPHS (persistent pulmonary hypertension) and ECMO (extracoporeal
membraneous oxygenation)  

Survival rates Previous treatment ECMO

Prior rate 20%

First trial (n = 45) More than 80%

Randomised play 
the winner (n=12)

0% 100%

Random 
assignment (n=19)

60% 100%
(plus 100% of 

another 20)

Worrall, J. (2002). What Evidence in Evidence-Based Medicine? Causality: Metaphysics and Methods: Technical Report 01/03.
London: Centre for Philosophy of Natural and Social; Sciences, London School of Economic



5. Privileging counterfactual evidence risks 
accepting poor quality evidence and 
excluding relevant, credible evidence
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Significance tests computed for 100 comparisons between a program and control 
condition 

Only 2 were statistically significant  - 1 positive, 1 negative
Project ALERT was included on the lists of ‘Proven programs’ by the US Department 

of Education and other agencies involved in violence and drug prevention.

DMUUWeiss, C.; Murphy-Graham, E.; Gandhi, A. & Petrosino, A. (2008).  Making the dream of evidence-based policy come true: The fairy 

godmother and her warts. American Journal of Evaluation. American Journal of Evaluation, Vol. 29, No. 1, 29-47.
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Data corruption

Strategies used to manipulate results in drug trials:
• choice of placebo as comparator
• selection of subjects (Bodenheimer, 2000)
• manipulation of doses (Angell, 2004).
• method of drug administration (Bodenheimer, 2000).
• manipulation of timescales (Pollack & Abelson, 2006).
• suspect statistical analysis
• deceptive publication
• suppression of negative results (Mathews, 2005)
• selective publishing (Mathews, 2005, Armstrong, 2006; 

Harris, 2006; Mathews, 2005; Zimmerman & Tomsho, 
2005)

• opportunistic data analysis (Bodenheimer, 2000)
• control of authorship (Bodenheimer, 2000)

House, E. 2008, ‘Blowback: the consequences of evaluation’, 
American Journal of Evaluation, vol. 29, no. 4, 416–26.)
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Systematic Review of After School Programs

• Almost all the evidence found was discarded because it wasn’t an RCT (105/110 
studies)

• Then too little information to draw conclusions

Impacts of After-School Programs on Student Outcomes: A Systematic Review for the Campbell 
Collaboration



6. Alternatives exist – non-counterfactual 
approaches to causal inference.



“Over a five year period, New York experienced 
a precipitous drop in the burglary rate (53%) 
a 54% drop in reported robberies, 
and an incredible 67% drop in the murder rate.  … 
These extraordinary achievements were realized 
in large part due to the department’s innovative model 
of police management, known as CompStat.” 

(O’Connell, 2001, p.8) (Quoted in Kusek and Rist, 2004, p. 141)



• What might be alternative explanations?

• How could you check these out?
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EXAMPLE of using a range of data and iterative analysis: Decline in crime rate in 
New York
New approach to policing – zero tolerance 

and CompStat

Would expect decline to follow implementation in 

1994, and not be present in other cities

Increased number of police Would expect decline to follow increased police  

from 1991

Ageing of the population– fewer young men Would expect a gradual decline as population aged

Improved access to community colleges Would expect a decline linked to the time of 

introduction

Wider access to abortions from 1973 Would expect decline to have started earlier in 

states which introduced this earlier, and to be 

greater in states with high abortion rates

Fudging crime statistics

Improved survival rates from serious assaults Decrease in homicides matched by increase in 

serious assaults and attempted homicides



Timing

If CompStat was the 
cause, would expect 
to see the decline in 
1994 after it was 
introduced – and not 
be present in cities 
without it.

Langdon and Durose 2004



• Process tracing: focusing on the use of clues within a case (causal-process 
observations, CPOs) to adjudicate between alternative possible explanations – do 
they support or rule out that explanation?

• Contribution Analysis: assessing whether the program is based on a plausible theory 
of change, whether it was implemented as intended, whether the anticipated chain of 
results occurred and the extent to which other factors influenced the program’s 
achievements.

• Collaborative Outcomes Reporting (COR): mapping existing data against the theory of 
change, and then using a combination of expert review and community consultation 
to check for the credibility of the evidence.

• Qualitative Impact Assessment Protocol (QuIP): uses contribution analysis and process 
tracing with quantitative outcome measures and qualitative narratives of key 
informant attribution through blinded interviews to reduce bias

• Causal Link Monitoring (CLM) – a systematic approach to contribution analysis which 
adds information about two important sources of uncertainty - contextual factors that 
may influence the project and diverse perspectives on the problem and its solution

• Realist Synthesis – synthesises a range of evidence, identifying causal mechanisms 
that work in particular contexts

https://www.betterevaluation.org/evaluation-options/processtracing
https://www.betterevaluation.org/plan/approach/contribution_analysis
https://www.betterevaluation.org/plan/approach/cort
https://www.betterevaluation.org/en/plan/approach/QUIP
https://www.betterevaluation.org/en/approach/causal_link_monitoring
https://www.betterevaluation.org/evaluation-options/realistsynthesis


Summative evaluation of the WHO 
Rapid Access Expansion Initiative

NGOs support high burden countries to increase coverage of 
diagnostic, treatment and referral services for the major 
killers of children under 5 (diarrhea, pneumonia and malaria) 
through the scale up of Integrated Community Case 
Management (ICCM). ..  Democratic Republic of Congo, Niger, 
Nigeria, Mozambique and Malawi
http://www.who.int/about/evaluation/RFP_RAcE.pdf

Growing awareness internationally - WHO

“The evaluation of impact must use methodological 
alternatives to traditional counterfactual approaches 
ie assessing with confidence that the RAE initiative 
had an impact through the use of non-counterfactual 
mixed methods approaches”

http://www.who.int/about/evaluation/RFP_RAcE.pdf








www.betterevaluation.org

http://www.betterevaluation.org/
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SEARCH  for 
methods, processes, 
approaches by name, 

RESOURCES

APPROACHES

IMPACT EVALUATION



7. But alternatives to counterfactual  are 
often not recognised, known or promoted



Often only experimental and quasi-experimental approaches are 
covered
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Experimental 
design

Quasi-experimental 
designs

Non-
counterfactual 

approaches



Non-experimental approaches are often ignored or dismissed



“ 
Alternatives to econometric program evaluation [experimental and quasi-

experimental]

• Charlatans 

• Performance management 

• Customer satisfaction / participant self-evaluations 

(Smith & Sweetman, 2009 Putting the Evidence in Evidence-Based Policy. Presentation at the 
Productivity Commission Round Table on Evidence-Based Policy www.pc.gov.au )

36

Non-experimental approaches are often ignored or dismissed

http://www.pc.gov.au/
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1. Classic approaches to evidence focus on “What 
works?”

2. But we often need to know “What works for whom 
in what context?””

3. Sometimes a credible counterfactual is not possible
4. Insisting on counterfactuals encourages their use 

when inappropriate
5. Privileging counterfactual evidence risks accepting

poor quality evidence and excluding relevant 
credible evidence

6. Alternatives exist – non-counterfactual approaches 
to causal inference.

7. But they are often not recognised, known or 
promoted.

What might be done 
to promote better 

evidence for decisions 
in a complex world?
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