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· The think tank was a follow-up to the 2009 Think Tank in Orlando on the same topic. A handout was distributed with a listing of the alternative approaches for defining a counterfactual that were discussed in 2009. The workshop began with an overview by Jim Rugh of challenges in assessing impacts when a conventional comparison group design cannot be used.   Jim indicated that the goal this year was to dig deeper, to discuss practical experiences in the use of the different approaches,  and to assess the strengths and weaknesses of these approaches for assessing causality and as a tool for attribution analysis. 

· Jim facilitated a similar think tank at the European Evaluation Society Conference in Prague in October which proved to be standing-room only.  Michael reported that he and Frans Leeuw had organized a two day workshop on alternatives to the statistical counterfactual at IPDET (International Program for Development Evaluation Training) at Carleton University in June 2010.  Both of these events showed the interest in this topic and demand for guidelines on ways to evaluate the growing number of donor supported complex programs[endnoteRef:1] where most agencies are still seeking useful evaluation methodologies.  At the same time we were reminded that even at the level of “simple” projects, there are relatively few situations in which rigorous pretest-posttest randomized comparison group designs can be used, so even at this level there is a growing demand for alternative approaches for assessing the counterfactual.
 [1:   For a discussion of complex programs see Patton, M. (2011) Developmental Evaluation: Applying Complexity Concepts to Enhance Innovation and Use” (Guilford Publications) and Rogers, P. Using Program Theory to Evaluate Complicated and Complex Aspects of Interventions, in Evaluation journal, 2008 vol. 1, pp. 29-48  (Sage).] 

· So workshop participants were encouraged to share their on-the-ground experiences with creative approaches to the counterfactual challenge, and where possible to refer to case studies that were documented and could be shared through the www.RealWorldEvaluation.org  website.   

Points raised in plenary and small-group discussions  
1. There was lots of interest and engagement around talking about usefulness of various methods and approaches, and about those that seem to hit home with clients/donors; and many participants added interesting new approaches to the table of approaches prepared during the 2009 AEA workshop.  
 
2. However, there was less progress in assessing the strengths and weaknesses of the different approaches.  An important observation from a number of participants was that many agencies seem satisfied with anecdotal evidence, particularly when it represents their programs in a positive light, and many evaluation units did not feel pressure to increase the methodological rigor of their evaluations.  Michael referred to a recent article discussing the reasons why so many evaluations have a positive bias[endnoteRef:2].
 [2:  Bamberger, M. (2009) “Why do so many evaluations have a positive bias?” ___________. ] 

3. It was suggested that a main purpose of the counterfactual is to increase the confidence of the stakeholders in findings.  I.e. there may have been changes in key indicators during the life of a program, but would those changes have occurred anyway, without the program?

4. The attribution versus contribution debate continues and many participants acknowledged that their agencies feel that plausible contribution analysis (acknowledging other contributing factors) is as far as they can go, and that unique, direct attribution to higher level ‘impact’ indicators is usually not possible.  

Real-world challenges in using rigorous evaluation designs and defining counterfactuals

5. General reference was made to existing approaches to impact evaluation and their inadequacies. Econometric approaches require that a causal framework and logic is spelled out in advance but studies are often ad hoc and incidental and cause attention to focus more on program design issues, rather than impact. 


Defining a conceptual framework for assessing causality 

6. In order to assess causality it is important to articulate the conceptual framework that will be used to describe the evaluand (the intervention being evaluated) and its explicit or implicit theory of change and the context within which it is being implemented. The discussion touched on several important aspects.

A. Understanding the intervention

7. It was generally acknowledged that understanding impact depends quite significantly on having a good understanding of the intervention and its theory of change.  There is an important role here for evaluators and focus on increasing their contribution as an important first step. A deeper understanding of the intervention and its theory of change will help to get a better understanding of what is possible for impact evaluation. Attention should be paid to the business of supplementing techniques to elicit this deeper understanding.

8. Various participants referred to Realistic (also called realist) evaluation (Pawson and Tilley 1997; Pawson 2006)[endnoteRef:3], as a useful approach for understanding how a program actually works, who benefits (when, why and how) and who does not. [3:  Pawson, R. Realistic Evaluation (1997). Sage Publications & Pawson, R (2006) Evidence-based policy: a realist perspective. Sage Publications] 


9. One aspect that seems important is to ascertain the extent to which there is variation in understanding the theory of change among various stakeholders; there are concomitant implications for the coherence of the intervention. Of particular interest would be understanding the evolution of the conception of intervention goals. How has the conception of goals of a program evolved and changed among actors and why?

B.  Understanding Context

10. Understanding context and working that into impact evaluation was repeatedly mentioned as being essential. How is the intervention being adapted to external  context in which the program is being implemented? What variation in implementation and outcomes is apparent and how does this relate to the particular context of each project location? What is the role of context in creating variation? These are all important questions to be addressed, as is the distinction between attribution and contribution. The group reached general agreement that contribution should perhaps be the main interest given that context can be so pervasive and potent as moderating variables. 

11. Many of the case examples that emerged involved some sort of training and context was mentioned as important element in evaluation of training.  It was noted that Guskey (2000) (Evaluation of Professional Development, Corwin press) added value to Kirkpatrick’s framework in this regard. An example was UNDP capacity building training initiatives: people may have the skills but contextual forces such as regulations may prevent them from practicing them; also, practice was identified as an essential element of knowledge and skill consolidation. Similar comments emerged in reference to a Maori language training program. 

Promising approaches

12. As noted above, many participants referred to approaches that they use for assessing attribution or contribution, but there was almost no discussion of the methodological soundness of the approaches or the challenges in applying them in the field.

13. There was widespread support for mixed methods as an approach that can help eliminate alternative explanations, but the discussion was very general and no specific examples were cited. 

14. Contribution analysis (John Mayne)[endnoteRef:4] got high marks as the approach with best potential to take a mixed method approach which does speak to alternative explanation. Despite it being theory-based and not often tested in very practical terms, it was felt more real life applications would be immensely valuable to test the approach[endnoteRef:5].
 [4:  For a summary of this approach see Mayne, J. (2008) Contribution analysis: an approach to exploring cause and effect. ILAC Brief 16 May 2008 (www.cgiar-ilac.org).  This can also be downloaded from Google Scholar.]  [5:  Sebastien Lemire from Ramboll Management Consulting said he was using this approach in evaluating use of teaching assistants in Denmark Education System, and had a draft paper outlining the research, and would be willing to share case study. ] 

15. Case studies were felt to be critical complements to or pieces of mixed methods, to “bring the impact home”.  Though these are often used without a defined counterfactual, it is assumed that telling a convincing story will often be accepted by many stakeholders as credible evidence that the program achieved its objectives.  Such case studies would be strengthened if there were some description of the counterfactual, e.g. comparing perceived changes among program participants with stories of changes in the lives of non-participants. 

16. Most significant change got high marks among evaluators in at least one break-out group, especially for complex interventions.  However, a limitation is the inability to eliminate/assess alternative explanations.  It was noted that those articulating the “most significant change” are often those having something to do with the program.  This goes back to the earlier point about many agencies accepting biased or uncritical evaluation findings when the results confirm their expectations or show their programs in a favorable light. 

17. Expert panels draw on the pooled judgment of knowledgeable people on what the program has achieved, as well as for analyzing historical, political, economic and other factors  to estimate what would have happened if the program had not taken place. A more rigorous variation of an expert panel is concept mapping where statistical techniques can be used to organize initial brainstorming into a set of categories or dimensions that can then be scaled.  Concept mapping is becoming popular as a tool for internet surveys (Kane and Trochim 2007)[endnoteRef:6].
 [6:  Kane, M. & Trochim, W. (2007) Concept mapping for planning and evaluation. Sage Publications] 

18. At the other end of the methodological spectrum, cost benefit analysis gets the highest vote for the method that resonates with many economics-oriented donors and clients. However, many cost-benefit analyses are based on a methodologically weak counterfactual that relies on a before-after comparison with no comparison group.  

19. Variations in the intensity of exposure to program treatment or services is another useful way to define a comparison group.  An example was given where people who had attended only 1-2 sessions of a nutrition education program could be compared to those who attended 3 or more sessions.  A refined version of this approach is intensity score analysis, where for example, the impact of improved mobility is compared for people who live at different distances from a road; or impacts on families who use different numbers of community services (or different amounts of the services) can be compared.  These approaches are very useful in some situations, such as an urban development program offering many different services, where it is impossible to divide people into those who do or do not use any of the services. 

20. Other approaches/strategies noted: process tracing, use of Impact Grid as a good PRA tool to get a sense of what has changed, both negative and positive (www.intrack.com).

21. Aerial photographs were mentioned as a useful tool for measuring changes that can be seen from the air.  Before and after aerial photographs can be compared for districts with and without interventions.  Ground-level photographs can be used in a similar way for documenting change in housing and other kinds of infrastructure projects.  An evaluation of the Tondo Foreshore slum upgrading project in Manila included photographs that were taken from exactly the same locations every year (photographs taken facing North, East, South and West).

22. Another related approach that is showing great promise for evaluation is the use of Geographical Information Systems (GIS)[endnoteRef:7].  Extensive data sets are now available in the US that can provide detailed socio-demographic and many other kinds of information on very precisely defined geographic areas.  Often time-series data is available, including the provision of excellent counterfactual data.  Data sets are starting to become available in many developing countries, although with nothing like the detail available in the US.  Many mobile phones now have GIS capability so it is becoming possible to plot the GPS location of houses, roads and other physical landmarks and consequently to measure changes over time.  If resources are available it would be possible to do similar mapping for comparison group areas.
 [7:  See for example: Clemmer, G. (2010) The GIS 20 Essential Skills. ESRI Press and  Steinberg, S & Steinberg, S (2005) GIS Geographic Information systems for the social sciences (Sage)] 

23. Some comments were made about assessing the impact of public awareness campaigns and the complexities involved.  The primary concern is how to tease out the impact of other factors; again the connection with context. And how to conceptualize change in awareness in the first place?  Audit trails were mentioned as one approach that is being used. 

It was noted that focusing on end outcomes can be very difficult and measures hard to capture.  This links back to the theory of change issue and the importance of understanding outputs, immediate and short term outcomes.  There will always be a problem of attributing awareness to interventions, and therefore, again, contribution was underlined as the most reasonable goal for analysis. The development of complex evaluation approaches to capture the impact of multiple, aligned policies, programs and strategies, seemed to be important. 


Challenges

24. Problems of getting farmers to quantify income when evaluating the promotion of agricultural diversity in China 
25. Difficult to break away from a goal achievement perspective. The challenge is to combine this with a bottom-up approach.
26. Success stories are a potentially useful tool for documenting what works.  But how to assess whether changes are due to the intervention and how to assess how representative the particular story is?
27. Are psycho-social impacts important in a post-conflict zone – are they worth measuring?  While they clearly affect the individual patient, this is not an area that most donors have wished to become involved with.
28. In conflict situations like Afghanistan it is not feasible to have a comparison group (for security as well as methodological reasons).  Under these circumstances what is a realistic way to assess program effects?
29. Important to assess if agencies comply with their goal of “do no harm”.
30. Anecdotes: analysis of language:
a. Following tsunami people began to speak of “my kitchen” rather than “our kitchen”
b. Language use is an important tool.
31. How to factor-in major, unanticipated events such as the Israeli invasion of Lebanon?
32. Define the appropriate time horizon for studying issues such as food security and dependency.  Donors always want to measure results as quickly as possible but many changes can take longer to produce.  How to agree with clients on what kinds of results can be measured at different points in time?  Can logic models help define realistic time horizons?
33. Real time evaluation.  While many agencies talk about this, what does it mean in practice?
34. Some agencies work with a theory of not changing as the counterfactual.  What would have happened without the project – would things have gotten worse?
35. What counterfactual can be used for assessing long-term institutional change?
36. Single case analysis.  This approach has recently been endorsed by a panel of experts commissioned by the Department of Education (published on the “What Works Clearing House”), as an acceptably rigorous impact evaluation tool. The counterfactual is the pretest measurement of the subject.  The treatment has to be carefully replicated at least 3 times and if the results continue to be positive this is considered credible evidence of impact.  
37. Better monitoring is key element of impact evaluation.
38. Again the important role of logic modeling was stressed.
39. Taking advantage of natural counterfactuals.
40. Need to measure magnitude of change.
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