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Selecting impact/outcome evaluation designs: a decision-making table
and checklist approach
A topic article in the Outcomes Theory Knowledge Base

Once it has been decided that using an impact/outcome evaluation design is likely to be appropriate, feasible and
affordable in regard to a particular intervention, the next question is working out which is the most appropriate
impact/outcome design to use. Making this selection can be complex, particularly for those not familiar with all of the
possible options. This article provides a decision-making table approach to selecting one of seven possible groups of
impact/outcome evaluation designs. It also provides a set of checklists for each of the seven possible types of
impact/outcome evaluation. In addition, it helps in selecting the best technique for attempting to deal with non-
equivalent comparison group issues in the pragmatic, and hence frequently used, constructed matched comparison group
designs.
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Introduction

[Please note: the decision-making table and checklist approach set out in this article is in its initial iteration, therefore any comments on ways of
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improving it would be much appreciated, please leave any comments at the bottom of this page]

Deciding on an impact/outcome evaluation design can be difficult due to the fact that there is a large range of options for the way that such evaluations
can be designed. This article uses a set of decision-making tables to assist in deciding on the the most appropriate impact/outcome design to use. It then
also looks at how to select techniques to deal with potentially non-equivalent comparison groups in the pragmatic, and hence popular, constructed
matched comparison group designs. Lastly, it provides seven separate checklists, one for each of the seven possible impact/outcome evaluation designs
which are used in the tables. These checklists can be used to assist in impact/evaluation design selection decisions and also when peer reviewing an
impact/evaluation design which is being proposed or has been carried out. (More information on the seven designs is available at: Seven possible
impact/outcome evaluation designs. An article which takes a very simple example and uses it to illustrate what each of the impact evaluation designs and
techniques described in this article look like in practice is available at: Impact/outcome evaluation designs and techniques illustrated with a simple
example.

The decision to use an impact/outcome evaluation design

It should never be a assumed that an impact/outcome evaluation design is always the most appropriate design to use in an evaluation. There are three
different types of evaluation - formative evaluation which attempts to help optimize intervention implementation; process evaluation which describes the
course and context of an intervention; and impact/outcome evaluation which attempts to attribute changes in high-level outcomes to an intervention. It
is often much more strategic to set up an evaluation which uses limited formative evaluation to ensure that an intervention is implemented in an optimal
manner; uses limited process evaluation to identify best practice; but which does not use impact/outcome evaluation. This is because impact/outcome
evaluation is often costly, difficult and hard to ensure that it is done properly. Impact/outcome evaluation resources are often better pooled and
impact/outcome evaluations undertaken on selected pilot programs where evaluators have sufficient resources and control over the intervention and its
context to maximize the chances of a robust and successfully completed impact/outcome evaluation. The findings from these pilots can then be used in
the full roll-out phase of programs by ensuring that best practice is applied (but often without doing an impact/outcome evaluation) (see: Impact
evaluation - when it should and should not be done; Full roll-out impact/outcome evaluation versus piloting impact/outcome evaluation plus best
practice monitoring; Best practice representation and dissemination using outcomes models).

Impact/outcome evaluation design can be a complex technical decision

However, in those instances where it has been decided that an impact/outcome evaluation design is going to be used in an evaluation, deciding on which
design to use can be a highly technical exercise. The evaluation designer is expected to be familiar with all of the potential impact/outcome evaluation
designs. The purpose of the decision-making table approach used in this article is to provide a framework which evaluation designers can work with
over time as a basis for thinking about impact/outcome evaluation designs and for justifying why they have made a particular design decision. In the
first instance, an evaluation designer who is not very familiar with impact/outcome evaluation designs will almost certainly have to talk through the use
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of the tables in this article with someone who has more experience. However if they work with this framework, over time it should be possible for them,
through the repeated use of the decision-making tables in this article, to develop a more consistent and robust framework for their thinking about
evaluation design. Advanced impact/outcome evaluation designers, will want to be more creative in their designs and will be able to develop hybrid
designs (e.g. randomized experiments combined with other elements) which are closely tailored to the complexities of the particular intervention they
are evaluating and its context.  

How to use this decision-making table approach

Below are two decision-making tables. Table 1 is the Impact/outcome evaluation design selection table. To use this table, look along the top of the table
and identify those things which apply to the intervention you are wanting to evaluate. If one of them applies to the particular intervention you are
looking at, then look down the  column immediately below it. Then look across to the left-hand side of the table and you will see which of the seven
possible types of impact/outcome evaluation may be appropriate in your particular situation. 

Table 2 Selecting techniques to improve constructed matched comparison group designs applies to situations where there may be doubts about a
comparison group being equivalent to an intervention group (i.e. in constructed matched comparison group designs). Within this table look down the
column on the left-hand side of the table to identify those things which apply to the intervention for which you are designing the evaluation. Then select
a technique which is appropriate for your particular intervention. 

Preliminary information 

The following section sets out preliminary information on what is contained in the decision-making tables to make it easier for the user to better
understand the tables.

Seven types of impact/evaluation design
The decision-making tables are based on a framework which divides impact/outcome evaluation designs into seven possible types. These are:

1. True experimental design
2. Regression-discontinuity design
3. Time-series analysis
4. Constructed matched comparison group design
5. Exhaustive causal identification and elimination design
6. Expert judgment design
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7. Key information judgment design

Note that not all of these designs (particularly the last two) are accepted by all stakeholders as robust impact/evaluation designs, but all are accepted by
some stakeholders in some situations as appropriate, feasible and affordable and hence are included for the sake of completeness.

(More information is available on these designs at Seven possible impact/outcome evaluation designs).

Decision-making Table 1: Impact/outcome evaluation design selection

Decision-making Table 1 focuses on the list of seven possible impact/outcome evaluation designs running from true experiments through to expert
judgment designs. Working out which impact/outcome designs are the most appropriate can be assisted by looking at the features of the intervention
being considered for impact/outcome evaluation. Interventions may have one or more of the following features (which are listed along the top of
Decision-making Table 1): 

Cannot control who gets intervention. Where evaluators cannot control who gets an intervention, this seriously limits the range of possible
impact/outcome evaluation designs they can use.
Cannot stop control/comparison group getting any intervention. In some cases, evaluators cannot stop a control or comparison group (if it is
being used in an impact/outcome evaluation design) from also getting a version of the intervention. This obviously causes problems for any
evaluation design based on comparing outcomes for an intervention group versus a control or comparison group.
Intervention applied to all. Where an intervention is applied to everyone (all people or units) this seriously limits the range of impact/outcome
evaluation designs which can be used. 
Causal mechanisms difficult for key informants/experts to discern. Due to the nature of some interventions, it is relatively easy to observe the
connections between the intervention and outcomes. However, in other cases it is possible that many things are influencing final outcomes.
Different designs are more appropriate in different circumstances.  
Limited resources for impact/outcome evaluation. There are often limited resources for evaluation and, as a consequence, for impact/outcome
evaluation. This can influence the type of impact/outcome evaluation design which is chosen.  
Powerful stakeholders skeptical about intervention. Where powerful stakeholders are skeptical about the effectiveness of an intervention, more
intense forms of evaluation are often needed which such stakeholders will take as having 'proved' that an intervention has caused final outcomes to
improve. 
Concern about risk of impact/outcome evaluation not being completed. It is easy to waste significant resources on impact/outcome evaluations
which are never completed because evaluation planners have underestimated the practical problems in actually bribing an impact/outcome
evaluation to completion. This risk needs to be factored into evaluation design. 
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Four techniques for improving constructed matched comparison impact/outcome designs

Of the seven impact/outcome evaluation designs, the constructed matched comparison group design is often chosen as a pragmatic design because it can
be used in (the often occurring) cases where an evaluator does not have control over who gets an intervention. Such a lack of evaluator control rules out
possibilities such as a true experiment or a regression-discontinuity design. However, constructed matched comparison group designs often suffer from
the actual, or potential, problem that the comparison group differs in some ways from the intervention group. This problem can be reduced or dealt with
by using one of four techniques. These techniques are:

1. Difference-in-difference
2. Instrumental variables
3. Propensity matching
4. Case matching

 (More information on these techniques is available at Techniques for improving constructed matched comparison group impact/outcome evaluation
designs.

Decision-making Table 2: Selection of techniques to improve constructed matched comparison group impact/outcome evaluation designs

Constructed matched comparison group designs are often considered (because they are usually more feasible than true experiments) and can often be
done even where an evaluator does not have control over who receives an intervention. While such designs are often much more acceptable (e.g. from
an ethical point of view) and feasible (e.g. from an intervention allocation point of view) a major problem often arises because there is a high risk that
the comparison group which is used will differ in important ways from the intervention group. In a number of cases of constructed matched comparison
group designs, the following features of the situation can mean that particular techniques can be used to improve, or deal with, differences between the
comparison group and the intervention group. These features are set out in the left-hand column of Decision-making Table 2. 

Can track trends in comparison and intervention group. Where it is possible to track trends in both the comparison and intervention group.
Can find another characteristic (variable) causing people (or units) to not go into the intervention group, unrelated to outcome.
Such characteristics can be used to identify a subset of potential comparison group members who are more likely to be like intervention group
members.  
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Can describe the intervention group and potential comparison group members accurately so predictions can be made as to the likely
outcome for someone (or some unit) in the absence of the intervention. Good data on intervention group and potential comparison group
members can be utilized with mathematical techniques to predict the expected outcomes for someone not receiving the intervention.
Can construct a comparison group by locating other individuals (or units) which are exactly 'matched' with members of the intervention
group on key characteristics (variables). This technique can be used to ensure that the members of the intervention and comparison group are
sufficiently similar. 

The decision-making tables

Below are the two decision-making tables. The first table should be used by looking along the top line and selecting the features which apply to the
intervention being considered for impact/outcome evaluation. Then the user should look down the appropriate column and at the list of impact/outcome
evaluation designs on the left to determine which design is most likely to be the appropriate. (More information on the Seven possible impact/outcome
evaluation designs is available).
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Table 1: Impact/outcome evaluation design selection

To use the second table, which particularly applies to constructed matched comparison group designs, look down the column on the left-hand side,
identify the features relevant to the intervention being considered for impact/outcome evaluation and select the appropriate technique.

http://knol.google.com/k/-/-/2m7zd68aaz774/461z74/d135-0.png
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Table 2: Selecting techniques to improve constructed matched comparison group designs
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Checklists for the seven impact/outcome evaluation designs

Below is a set of checklists, one for each of the seven impact/outcome evaluation designs. They can help the user assess the appropriateness, feasibility
and affordability of each type of design. These can be used when designing an impact/outcome evaluation and also when peer reviewing an
impact/outcome evaluation which has been set up with a particular type of design. 
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Checklist 1: True experiment design checklist

http://knol.google.com/k/-/-/2m7zd68aaz774/461z74/d138-0.png
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Checklist 2: Regression discontinuity design checklist
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Checklist 3: Time series analysis design checklist

http://knol.google.com/k/-/-/2m7zd68aaz774/461z74/d140-0.png


15/08/09 7:32 AMSelecting impact/outcome evaluation designs: a decision-making table and checklist approach - a knol by Paul Duignan, PhD

Page 13 of 18http://knol.google.com/k/paul-duignan-phd/selecting-impactoutcome-evaluation/2m7zd68aaz774/115#

Checklist 4: Constructed matched comparison group design checklist
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Checklist 5: Exhaustive causal identification and elimination design

http://knol.google.com/k/-/-/2m7zd68aaz774/461z74/d142-0.png
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Checklist 6: Expert judgment design checklist
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Checklist 7: Key informant judgment design checklist

Conclusion
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Two decision-making tables and a set of seven checklists have been set out to provide a framework for selecting impact/outcome evaluation designs and
for selecting techniques to improve constructed matched comparison group designs. They can be used in impact/outcome evaluation planning and in
peer reviewing evaluations which have been planned by others.
 
Please comment on this article

This article is based on the developing area of outcomes theory which is still in a relatively early stage of development. Please critique any of the
arguments laid out in this article so that they can be improved through critical examination and reflection.
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Hi Paul, I really like the idea of looking hard at the intervention and the evaluation situation and then selecting an approach to match. I have 2 comments
about the current version. For the second column (about 'contamination') I don't understand why the language is different to the other columns. I think it
would be better to stick to the label 'May be appropriate' rather than 'No control group'.

I've also been thinking about the list of designs and what I don't see is consideration of other analytical strategies like looking for a dose-response,
checking temporality, and arguing by analogy.

Finally, I wonder if we can be careful when we're discussing 'ruling out alternative explanations' that we don't exclude the possibility that 2 different
causes both contributed.

Patricia Rogers
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