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1. Introduction 

1.1  Purpose and approach 

The purpose of this discussion paper is to inform AusAID’s and other 3ie members’ 

engagement with 3ie (the International Initiative for Impact Evaluation). It precedes the 

forthcoming evaluation of 3ie, and is more limited in scope. It is expected to be complementary 

and useful to the larger Department for International Development (DFID) study now 

underway, Developing a broader range of rigorous designs and methods for impact evaluations, 

as the author of this report is also a member of that study team. 

AusAID is a member of 3ie and provides core funding to 3ie to contribute to the global public 

good of policy-relevant evidence on what works in development. Direct benefit to AusAID is 

not the purpose of the membership. However, it is important to AusAID that 3ie’s work is 

relevant to AusAID’s partners, particularly partners with low income and/or in fragile 

countries. AusAID’s Office of Development Effectiveness (ODE) manages AusAID’s membership 

of 3ie and has commissioned this discussion paper.1 

The focus of this discussion paper is on 3ie methodological approach, used in both the funded 

impact evaluations and systematic reviews, and how this has changed over time.2  

Questions include:  

¶ What are the strengths and weaknesses of the methodological approach, including any gaps 

and opportunity costs? 

¶ How appropriate is 3ie’s approach to the full range of development programs and 

situations, including fragile states? 

¶ Where does 3ie’s position on methodology fit within debates on the best approach to 

impact evaluation within the evaluation field? 

There are also more strategic issues to be examined, relating to: 

¶ Is 3ie’s methodological approach appropriate to achieving its objectives? 

¶ Are 3ie’s members better encouraging 3ie to focus on its comparative advantage 

(experimental and quasi experimental studies) or to broaden the range of impact 

evaluations it supports? 

Due to significant time constraints the sources used for this paper have, for practical reasons, 

been limited. The main sources of information included the 3ie website, 3ie progress reports 

                                                                 
1 The author, Dr Rick Davies, is an independent monitoring and evaluation consultant based in Cambridge, UK, and manages 

the Monitoring and Evaluation NEWS website at www.mande.co.uk 

2 As given in the Terms of Reference. 

../../../../../../../../../Local%20Settings/Temp/www.mande.co.uk
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provided to AusAID as a member of 3ie and AusAID personnel in contact with 3ie.3 The 

Executive Director of 3ie has helpfully provided additional information on request.4 Contact 

has not been made with other stakeholders.  

A focus on publicly available information is appropriate not only for practical reasons but to 

the extent to which information is publicly available circumscribes the extent to which the 

public at large can monitor, evaluate and learn from what 3ie is doing. 

1.2  A summary of 3ie's stated methodological approach 

Ȭ7ÈÁÔ ÉÓ χÉÅȭÓ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÎ ÍÅÔÈÏÄÏÌÏÇÙ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ÆÕÎÄÅÄ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ ÅÖÁÌÕÁÔÉÏns and 

ÓÙÓÔÅÍÁÔÉÃ ÒÅÖÉÅ×ȩȭ 

3ie’s methodological approach is embedded in a wider strategy.5 It aims to increase the 

production and use of quality evidence to improve the effectiveness of development policies 

and programs, and thus ultimately to improve people’s lives. 

In the medium term, 3ie aims to produce evidence by funding impact evaluations of existing 

policies and practices. These evaluations are expected to generate rigorous evidence of their 

effectiveness and the causal mechanisms involved. Evidence of effectiveness is to be sought 

through the use of experimental or quasi-experimental designs. Evidence on the causal 

mechanisms involved is to be sought by identifying and then testing the ‘theory of change’ 

about how the program’s activities achieve change.  

Experimental methods involve comparisons of the status of participants before and after an 

intervention and with members of a comparison ‘control’ group that has not been exposed to 

the intervention during the same period.6 Participants are to be randomly assigned to 

intervention or control groups in order to avoid any selection bias that might lead one group to 

be affected more than the other. Where that is not possible, quasi-experimental methods are to 

be used instead. Here statistical methods can be used to enable comparisons between 

members of the intervention and control groups. Both designs are expected to also address 

other challenges to attribution claims, including ‘spillover effects’ – where an intervention may 

affect others than it was intended for – and contamination, where the effects of other 

interventions affect some participants but not others. 

3ie is less specific and prescriptive on the preferred means of unpacking the causal chains 

involved, and simply refers to the need to use ‘mixed methods’. 

                                                                 
3 Information is also available from the websites of the 2010 and 2011 conferences organised by 3ie. However, these reflect 

many views beyond those of 3ie itself. See http://www.impactevaluation2011.org 

4 On request, 3ie provided copies of all of the 72 impact evaluation proposals and 15 of the 32 systematic review proposals, 

plus responses to two sets of queries made by email. 

5 This section summarises material from the 3ie strategy document 2010-2013 Improving lives through Impact Evaluation ɀ 

a strategy for 3ie, especially page six which describes how 3ie defines rigorous impact evaluation. 

6 Sometimes referred to as the double difference method or before/after-with/without comparisons. 

http://www.impactevaluation2011.org/
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Unlike the OECD Development Assistance Committee (DAC), 3ie does not define impact as long 

term effects7 but in methodological terms as effects that can be attributed to an intervention. 

That is, where ‘what happened with the programme (a factual record) [can be] compared to 

what would have happened in the absence of the programme (which requires a counterfactual, 

either implicit or explicit).ȭ8 This could be at any point in time during or after an intervention. 

In parallel with the impact evaluations, 3ie funds systematic reviews to synthesize and 

disseminate existing evidence through user-friendly and policy relevant formats and channels. 

Impact evaluations and systematic reviews constitute two of the five components of 3ie’s 

overall strategy. The other three components include:  

¶ building a culture of evidence-based decision making 

¶ developing the capacity to promote, use and undertake impact evaluations 

¶ developing 3ie's institutional capacity and performance, governance and management 

systems.  

This discussion paper focuses on the first two components, which account for approximately 

75 per cent of 3ie’s budget. These components were the area of particular interest to AusAID, 

as introduced above. The limited time available for the review has also limited the scope of the 

discussion paper.9 Nevertheless, some attention is given to the overall strategy in the final 

section of this discussion paper.  

BOX 1: 3IE ACTIVITIES 

Since it started in 2009 3ie has funded impact evaluations through a number of ówindowsô. These 

include the Open Window, which accepts proposals related to any sector; a Thematic Window, which 

focuses on priority themes and sectors; and Policy Window, which focuses on priority interventions 

and programmes selected by a panel of internationally, recognized policy-makers. So far 72 studies 

have been funded through three Open Window funding rounds and three studies under the Policy 

Window. In addition 22 systematic reviews have been funded through a separate mechanism.  

In parallel to these funding activities 3ie carries out a wide range of other activities, including the 

organisation of major international conferences, publications (3ie briefs, working papers and the 

Journal of Development Effectiveness), the maintenance of an impact evaluation database and 

expert roster and the provision of quality assurance services to other agencies contracting their own 

studies. 

                                                                 
7 ‘Positive and negative, primary and secondary long-term effects produced by a development intervention, directly or 

indirectly, intended or unintended’ at http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/29/21/2754804.pdf  

8 See 3ie Working Paper 9 ‘!Î ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÒÁÎÄÏÍÉÚÅÄ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌ ÔÒÉÁÌÓ ÔÏ ÅÖÁÌÕÁÔÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÓȭ at 

http://www.3ieimpact.org/admin/pdfs_papers/White_RCT_WP%209.pdf  

9 The Terms of Reference allocated five days for a desk-based study. 

http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/29/21/2754804.pdf
http://www.3ieimpact.org/admin/pdfs_papers/White_RCT_WP%209.pdf
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1.3  Debates on impact evaluation 

Ȭ7ÈÅÒÅ ÄÏÅÓ χÉÅȭÓ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÎ ÍÅÔÈÏÄÏÌÏÇÙ ÆÉÔ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÄÅÂÁÔÅÓ ÏÎ Ôhe best approach 

ÔÏ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ ÅÖÁÌÕÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÖÁÌÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÉÅÌÄȩȭ 

Ȭ7ÈÁÔ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈÓ ÁÎÄ ×ÅÁËÎÅÓÓÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÔÈÏÄÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ 

ÁÎÙ ÇÁÐÓ ÁÎÄ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÙ ÃÏÓÔÓȩȭ 

The value of Randomised Control Trial (RCT) impact evaluations has been the subject of 

increased debate over recent years. This debate has now spilled out of specialist journals and 

into mainstream newspapers and online media, partly as a result of the publication of two new 

books on the subject: More Than Good Intentions by Karlan and Appel,10 and Poor Economics by 

Banerjee and Duflo.11 Summarising the debate is a challenge, not only because of the range of 

participants, but also because it is ongoing. There are, however, a number of websites 

attempting to highlight key contributions.12 

A scan of the online debates and some of the referenced sources has generated the following 

list of issues which can be used to assess the strengths and weaknesses of 3ie’s approach, 

particular its preferred use of experimental methods. In the list that follows reference is made 

specifically to RCTs because this is the type of experimental method that is most commonly 

referred to in the online debates.  

¶ Are RCTs being inappropriately promoted as the gold standard of evaluation? Is this 

encouraging a methodological orthodoxy and rigidity?  

¶ Does the use of RCTs to identify what works mean neglect of the equally important 

question of how it works?  

¶ Are RCTs being used to focus on the simple questions and ignore the more difficult and 

sometimes more important questions? 

¶ Do the specific requirements of RCTs mean they are only applicable in a small proportion of 

situations? 

¶ How affordable are RCTs? 

¶ How valid are RCT results? 

¶ How generalisable are the results of RCTs?  

¶ What about the unintended consequences of using RCTs? Are RCTs displacing other forms 

                                                                 
10 D. Karlan and J. Appel, More Than Good Intentions: How a New Economics is Helping to Solve Global Poverty, April 2011, 

Dutton Press. 

11 A.V.Banerjee and E. Duflo, Poor Economics: A Radical Rethinking of the Way to Fight Global Poverty, April 2011, Public 

Affairs. 

12 See for example the almost weekly ‘‘IE Links’’ postings on the World Bank’s Development Impact blog, at 

http://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/ie-links, http://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/ie-links-of-the-

week, http://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/friday-ie-links, 

http://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/interesting-ie-links-this-week , 

http://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/interesting-ie-related-links-this-week 

http://www.poverty-action.org/book/more-than-good-intentions
http://pooreconomics.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abhijit_Banerjee
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Esther_Duflo
http://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/ie-links
http://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/ie-links-of-the-week
http://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/ie-links-of-the-week
http://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/friday-ie-links
http://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/interesting-ie-links-this-week
http://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/interesting-ie-related-links-this-week
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of evaluation? Are the needs of RCTs skewing the designs of development interventions? 

Are unintended impacts being ignored? 

¶ Are there significant ethical problems associated with the use of RCTs? 

These questions are examined in detail in Section 2 of this discussion paper. Section 2 ends 

with a reminder of the positive features of RCTs that are acknowledged by both critics and 

proponents. 

1.4  What we don’t know 

Before examining these issues it is important to note the limitations of the information that is 

available to assess 3ie’s approach.  

Little information is publicly available on the proposals 3ie has chosen not to fund. The three 

Open Window funding rounds attracted 700 proposals, of which 72 were funded. Information 

on the characteristics of the rejected group is not available on the 3ie website. If this 

information was available it would be possible to identify if the funded proposals were 

representative of those submitted or skewed towards particular types of countries, sectors or 

methodologies. It would also be possible to identify any trends over time in the nature of the 

bulk of the proposals. 

The same applies to the Policy Window, where three out of 30 proposals were funded and 

systematic reviews, where 32 out of 138 proposals had been funded by the end of 2010.13 

Information on the funded proposals is available in summary form only. 14 When asked about 

the possible public availability of proposals, 3ie’s initial comment was that ‘[o]ur application 

states that the information will only be used for review purposes and not shared with others 

outside what is necessary for the work of 3ieȢȭ 3ie has suggested that in future calls for proposals 

some of the cells in the application forms could be identified as being for public use, so that 

applicants know up front. 

Given the increased emphasis on transparency in aid delivery it could be argued that the 

default position for applications should be their public availability, with exceptions being made 

on a case by case basis. 3ie’s subsequent response to this view has been positive, noting that 

although there could be some sensitivity around the budget, as public funds are involved it 

could be argued that all these payments should also be in the public domain. On the other 

hand, they have also pointed out that many organisations that make a living competing for 

grants are likely to consider application information proprietary and confidential. 

Recommendation  1: That 3ie members encourage 3ie to develop a public disclosure policy to 

clarify what information will be publicly available and under what circumstances. The 

preferred default position would be that information about proposals (funded and unfunded) 

be made publicly available, along with details of the grants subsequently provided. 

                                                                 
13 Total proposal number taken from 3ie Grant Monitoring Report as of 31st December 2010. 

14 However, 3ie has provided copies of funded proposals to the author, when they were requested. 
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It should also be noted that none of the 75 funded impact evaluations have yet progressed to 

the point where a report on their results is publicly available. 15 The actual methodologies 

used may differ from those that were planned in the approved proposals. Some of the analyses 

in this discussion paper may therefore need correction. The same is true to a lesser extent with 

the systematic reviews, where final reports are available on only four of the 32 reviews. 

Protocols are available for 11 of the reviews. 

                                                                 
15 The first reports from the Open Window Round 1 impact evaluations are expected to become available this year. 
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2. The Issues 

2.1  Are RCTs being promoted to the exclusion of other 

approaches? 

Ȭ(Ï× ÁÐÐÒÏÐÒÉÁÔÅ ÉÓ χÉÅȭÓ ÍÅÔÈÏÄÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÔÏ the full range of development 

ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ÆÒÁÇÉÌÅ ÓÔÁÔÅÓȩȭ  

The 3ie website has two databases of impact evaluations. The database of 3ie Funded 

Evaluations covers all those funded by 3ie (72)16 and the Database of Impact Evaluations 

covers other impact evaluations that have come to 3ie’s notice (233).17 The latter categorises 

the evaluations into three types of design: 36 per cent are RCT, 47 per cent are quasi-

experimental and another 17 per cent are classed as other/mixed method. According to 3ie the 

contents of this database is not a representative sample of the universe of impact evaluations, 

however, ‘we are putting in everything we get subject to it being a large ‘n’ [number] study 

with a credible counterfactual.’ This group could be a useful comparator for the 3ie funded 

evaluations, to identify the extent to which 3ie are giving greater preference to RCTs.  

With Open Window grants 

3ie’s main mechanism for funding impact evaluations has been the Open Window grants. 

Three rounds of calls have been held and 72 proposals have been funded. The final report on 

one of these grants is now nearing completion.  

Information on each of the funded evaluations is available in summary form on the 3ie 

website.18 A scan of the summary descriptions suggests that approximately 60 per cent of the 

funded evaluations involve the use of RCTs. The 3ie Executive Director has suggested that the 

proportion might be higher, closer to 80 per cent. In either case 3ie appears to have a much 

stronger focus on RCTs than the larger group represented in the Database of Impact 

Evaluations.  

Does this predominance of RCT designs present a problem? As noted above, information is not 

available on the rejected proposals. However, 3ie does have an internal mechanism for 

tracking applicants’ satisfaction with the application process. Applicants to Round 2 were sent 

a satisfaction survey, and the results are now available on the 3ie website. Within the 24 per 

cent of the 255 applicants who responded to the survey ‘nearly half of the respondents (29) 

rated 3ie better than other grant makers, and less than 10 per cent (6) rated 3ie as worse than 

other agencies’ on responsiveness and fairness in the review process.19 Unfortunately, within 

                                                                 
16 See http://www.3ieimpact.org/3ie_funded_evaluations.html  

17 See http://www.3ieimpact.org/database_of_impact_evaluations.html  

18 See Round 1 descriptions at http://www.3ieimpact.org/openwindow/round1/  

19 See http://www.3ieimpact.org/openwindow/perception_report/  

http://www.3ieimpact.org/3ie_funded_evaluations.html
http://www.3ieimpact.org/database_of_impact_evaluations.html
http://www.3ieimpact.org/openwindow/round1/
http://www.3ieimpact.org/openwindow/perception_report/
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this sub-group we do not know what percentages of respondents were successful versus 

unsuccessful applicants.20 

Twenty-five per cent of respondents perceived the review process as not fair and more specific 

complaints included that the review process favoured RCT designs. Assuming all of these 

respondents were unsuccessful applicants, they represent about six per cent of all 

unsuccessful applicants. Given the low response rate all these figures must be treated with 

caution. 

In the analysis of the survey results 3ie has commented that: 

ȬɍÔɎÈÏÕÇÈ 2#4Ó represent the majority of the funded studies in the first two Open 

Window rounds, it is important to note that the majority of the proposals received 

also proposed an RCT design. However, we expect the share of RCTs to fall for the 

following two reasons: Under the Open Window Round 3, we are improving our 

review process whereby our external technical reviewers will shortlist all the 

proposals of acceptable technical standard. A first shortlist will then be screened by 

a panel of policy makers which will select proposals with high policy relevance and 

potential policy impact reducing therefore the bias that technical experts may have 

to experimental designs in the final selection. In addition, a new Policy Window has 

been launched to select priority interventions to be evaluated solely on grounds of 

policy relevance and potential policy impact. Some of these may well be ex-post 

studies, necessitating quasi-experimental designs.ȭ  

With Policy Window grants 

As of December 2010, 35 applications had been received in the first of two new Policy Window 

funding rounds and three had been funded. Summary descriptions are available on the three 

funded applications.21 Two involve quasi-experimental designs (regression discontinuity 

analysis) and one involves an RCT. In feedback given to AusAID, 3ie has described the 

approach taken in this first round as ‘experimental’ and not necessarily representative of its 

future use.22 A further round of funding is scheduled for 2011.  

The Research Methods Knowledge Base23 provides a novice-friendly description of regression 

discontinuity (RD) design. It includes the following commendation: 

Ȭ$ÅÓÐÉÔÅ ÉÔÓ ÌÁÃË ÏÆ ÕÓÅȟ ÔÈÅ 2$ ÄÅÓÉÇÎ ÈÁÓ ÇÒÅÁÔ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÆÏÒ ÅÖÁÌÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ 

program research. From a methodological point of view, inferences which are 

drawn from a well-implemented RD design are comparable in internal validity to 

ÃÏÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÒÁÎÄÏÍÉÚÅÄ ÅØÐÅÒÉÍÅÎÔÓȣȢ&ÒÏÍ ÁÎ ÅÔÈÉÃÁÌ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅȟ 2$ ÄÅÓÉÇÎÓ 

are compatible with the goal of getting the program to those most in need. It is not 

necessary to deny the program from potentially deserving recipients simply for the 

                                                                 
20 The text on the right side of the webpage mentions a 16 per cent figure which may refer to successful or unsuccessful 

applicants. 

21 See http://www.3ieimpact.org/policywindow/round1/  

22 In comments made by AusAID on the draft version of this discussion paper. 

23 Edited by William M.K. Trochim, Professor in the Department of Policy Analysis and Management at Cornell University 

http://www.3ieimpact.org/policywindow/round1/


 

3ie and the Funding of Impact Evaluations » December 2011 » www.ode.ausaid.gov.au 13 

 

sake of a scientific test. From an administrative viewpoint, the RD design is often 

directly usable with existing measurement efforts such as the regularly collected 

statistical information typical of most management information systems. The 

advantages of the RD design warrant greater educational efforts on the part of the 

ÍÅÔÈÏÄÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÅÎÃÏÕÒÁÇÅ ÉÔÓ ÕÓÅ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÁÐÐÒÏÐÒÉÁÔÅȢȭ24 

Recommendation 2: That 3ie members encourage 3ie to increase the proportion of quasi-

experimental studies it funds. Despite their methodological limitations relative to RCTs they 

might be more widely applicable because, unlike RCTs, they do not need to be designed into 

projects from the very beginning of an intervention.  

The evaluation practice of many international development agencies is biased towards 

assessing outcomes and impact in the near future, that is, during and at the end of 

development projects. Despite the fact that development agencies generally seek to promote 

sustainable development, very few undertake ex-post evaluations. The funding of RCTs risks 

reinforcing this bias because RCTs need advance planning and can involve significant costs. 

Projects already underway or completed will be out of reach. Where a long term impact 

assessment can be planned in advance costs may well be higher because there will be a more 

extended process of data collection and analysis. 

Recommendation 3: That 3ie members ask 3ie to identify what proportion of all the impact 

evaluations it has funded so far are ex-post impact evaluations, which examine impacts of 

interventions some time after they have been made.  

FEEDBACK FROM 3IE  

3ie have subsequently commented that it would be possible for an existing RCT type impact 

evaluation to keep tracking treatment and comparison groups after an intervention ceased or to go 

back a few years later and find them again. Such extended impact evaluations could be encouraged 

through a dedicated thematic window focusing on sustainability. 

In systematic reviews 

The question applied above to 3ie’s use of RCTs also applies to its approach to systematic 

reviews: Is the approach sufficiently flexible or is one approach being taken to the exclusion of 

others? Two aspects of the 3ie approach are examined below - the types of data sources and 

the types of synthesis methods. 

The systematic reviews FAQs on 3ie’s website emphasises that a diversity of data sources and 

approaches is acceptable.  

Ȭ$Ï ÔÈÅ ÆÕÎÄÅÒÓ ÏÎÌÙ ×ÁÎÔ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÁÔÉÃ ÒÅÖÉÅws of Randomized Control Trials? 

No. The type of study and method of synthesis must be appropriate to the question. 

RCTs might be the relevant study type for some interventions, but quasi-

experimental methods (such as statistical matching, regression-based designs, 

pipeline approach) are admissible studies of intervention effectiveness, and non-

                                                                 
24 Research Methods Knowledge Base at http://www.socialresearchmethods.net/kb/quasird.php  

http://www.socialresearchmethods.net/kb/quasird.php
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experimental methods may also be admissible for interventions in which 

experimental and quasi-experimental approaches are not appropriate or feasible. 

Qualitative or mixed methods evidence might be appropriate to understanding why 

ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ×ÏÒËÓ ÏÒ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ×ÏÒËȢȭ 

So far 3ie (including its supporting donors) has funded 32 systematic reviews. Protocols are 

available online for 11 of the reviews. Four have been completed and four have had published 

papers. 

The main concern expressed by some parties has been the inefficiency of the systematic 

review process, when substantial numbers of otherwise relevant studies are excluded because 

they do not meet acceptable standards for evidence. The ‘search results’ section of the first of 

the 3ie systematic reviews provides an example:  

The searches returned over 19,000 potentially relevant papers, including over 

19,000 from database searches, 19 from hand searches and 11 from contact with 

organisations and researchers. The majority of papers were excluded after 

reviewing titles and the abstracts of the remaining 278 papers were downloaded 

into Refworks. Two researchers then systematically reviewed the abstracts in 

the database and obtained full text copies of 68 studies. These papers were 

then reviewed and 11 papers met the inclusion criteria and were included in 

the review.  In addition to this 110 studies were identified from bibliographies of 

previous reviews. Full text copies of all these papers were obtained and 54 of these 

papers met the inclusion criteria and were included in the review.25 [Emphasis 

added] 

A scan of some of the more recently funded reviews26 suggests at least some researchers are 

taking a wider view and are considering different types of research evidence. A review of ‘Slum 

Upgrading Strategies and Their Effects on Health and Social Outcomes’ proposes to examine 

five different categories of studies, including ‘category #5 non-experimental 

descriptive/observational studies (including correlational studies; case-control studies; 

Comparative studies; Evaluative studies)’.27 

Similarly, ‘A review of the impacts of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) 

provision in rural areas’ 28 proposes to categorise the available studies into three types: (a) 

case studies and natural experiments, (b) pilot studies, (c) studies conducted using panel 

and/or cross sectional data. 

The protocols for these reviews are not yet available, so it is not clear how the results from the 

different categories of studies will be synthesised. 

                                                                 
25 Synthetic Review 001. See http://www.3ieimpact.org/admin/pdfs2/17.pdf  

26 3ie has provided copies of 14 of the 32 funded proposals. 

27 Systematic Review 2.03 

28 Systematic Review 3.1575  

http://www.3ieimpact.org/admin/pdfs2/17.pdf
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Recommendation 4: That 3ie members ask 3ie to identify the proportion of systematic 

reviews that are making use of multiple categories of studies and how satisfied they are with 

proposals for synthesising the results of different kinds of studies.  

3ie’s guidance on what is a systematic review notes that ‘there are many review methods, 

including meta-ethnography, narrative synthesis, realist synthesis and thematic synthesis for 

qualitative data as well as the meta-analysis approach to quantitative data’. The question of 

interest here is whether these methods have equal status. References to realist evaluation 

methods in 3ie’s criteria for systematic review suggests that this approach has an important, 

but subordinate, status to the meta-analysis approach to quantitative data:  

ȬχÉÅȭÓ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÉÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅÄ ÂÙ ÒÅÁÌÉÓÔ ÅÖÁÌÕÁÔÉÏÎȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÓÔÒÅÓÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ 

importance of recognizing how outcomes may vary by context and the underlying 

causal mechanisms at work. In practice this means: (1) setting the outcome review 

in the broader context of the underlying program theory, and reporting evidence on 

all assumptions and links in the causal chain, not only outcomes; and (2) examining 

the variation in reported outcomes, not only their mean. Effectiveness syntheses 

should use evidence from high quality impact evaluation evidence (3ie, 2008), while 

causal chain synthesis can draw on mixed methods, including qualitative data 

ÓÙÎÔÈÅÓÉÓȢȭ29 [Emphasis added] 

More recently 3ie has commented to the author that ‘[w]e do not think realist synthesis is an 

alternative. It is more of an approach than a method, many of aspects of which are 

incorporated into our own approach.’ A scan of 14 of the 32 systematic review proposals that 

were provided by 3ie suggests that realist syntheses methods will be used in at least five of 

these. In one study it appears in a subordinate role, where the focus is on experimental and 

quasi experimental studies only. However, in at least three of these cases realist syntheses will 

be used in conjunction with multiple types of studies. Other uses of realist synthesis may have 

been proposed in the other 18 proposals not seen. Whether and where realist synthesis is 

significant alternative means of systematic review is not yet clear. 

Recommendation 5:  That 3ie members ask 3ie to schedule an analysis of the potential and 

limitations of realist synthesis methods, after completion of the current set of systematic 

reviews.  

FEEDBACK FROM 3IE 

3ie has commented that while they recognise some of the concerns raised about systematic review 

the above analysis leaves out the wider context: ó[o]n the development front 3ie has led the way in 

introducing and promoting the concept of [systematic reviews] amongst the development community, 

and done a lot of work in supporting the production of reviews to [Cochrane Collaboration (C1) and 

Campbell Collaboration (C2)] standards. At the same time 3ie has engaged C1/C2 to get those 

standards shifted. We have engaged C1 to accept a broader range of quantitative approaches, 

having already had success with [regression discontinuity design] and are now starting on 

[propensity score matching]. Within C2 we have led the establishment of the first new [coordinating 

                                                                 
29 Criteria for systematic reviews, at http://www.3ieimpact.org/userfiles/doc/3ie_systematic_reviews_criteria_2011.pdf  

http://www.3ieimpact.org/userfiles/doc/3ie_systematic_reviews_criteria_2011.pdf
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group] since C2 started, [the International Development Coordinating Group (IDCG)]. Through IDCG 

we are promoting causal chain (theory based) [systematic reviews] which draw on a broader range of 

evidence across the causal chain. We have helped produce one such review piloting this approach 

(social cohesion) and the on-going Farmers Field School study will push the envelope further. Hence 

a battle on two fronts: greater rigour in systematic reviews amongst development researchers, and 

accepting a broader range of evidence in the [systematic review] community.ô 

2.2  Is attention being given to how it works, as well as what 

works? 

In June 2009 3ie published Working Paper No. 3 on Theory Based Impact Evaluation: 

Principles and Practice. In that paper it was argued that:  

ȬɍÃɎÁÌÌÓ ÆÏÒ ÒÉÇÏÒÏÕÓ ÉÍpact evaluation have been accompanied by the quest not just 

to find out what works but why. It is widely accepted that a theory-based approach 

to impact evaluation, one that maps out the causal chain from inputs to outcome 

and impact and tests the underlying assumptions, will shed light on the why 

question. But application of a theory-ÂÁÓÅÄ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÒÅÍÁÉÎÓ ×ÅÁËȭȢ  

The paper then outlined ways of strengthening a theory based approach. 

Since June 2009 there have been three rounds of funding for impact evaluations via the 3ie 

Open Window, the last being in late 2010. According to 3ie, in the third round participants 

were encouraged to submit proposals with evaluation designs based on the theory of change 

underlying the program with evaluation questions addressing the causal chain. 3ie reports 

that in the review panels the first round discussion ‘was mainly about statistical power 

calculations, whereas the last time it was mainly about ‘where's the theory of change’. 

A scan of the 22 funded proposals in Round 3 showed that the majority (13) made no 

reference to theory of change or causal chains.30 Four proposals made substantial references: 

¶ In the ‘Impact evaluation of the non-contributory social pension program in Mexico’ 

proposal (3.1229) the researchers have outlined a five step theory of change about 

expected changes in the nutritional status of the elderly. 

¶ In the ‘Fighting Tuberculosis Through Community Based Counselors in Northern Indian 

slums’ proposal (3.1226) the researchers ‘ȣÁÉÍ ÁÔ ÄÒÁ×ÉÎÇ Á ÃÁÕÓÁÌ ÃÈÁÉn that links the 

ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÃÏÕÎÓÅÌÏÒÓȭ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÍÅÎÔȟ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÁÎÃÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÁÔÉÓÆÁÃÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÊÏÂȟ ÔÈÅÉÒ 

patients' well being and the overall cost-effectiveness of Operation ASHA's centers’. 

¶ In the ‘Making Networks Work for Policy: Evidence from Agricultural Technology Adoption 

in Malawi’ proposal (3.1236) the researchers have made reference to what is sometimes 

called domain theory, rather than a theory specific to the intervention being evaluated: 

‘Network theory makes testable predictions on the types of individuals who may be 

particularly effective as extension partners given a specific network structure and the risk 

                                                                 
30 Key word searches were made for: theory, theory of change, causal, causal chain. 
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associated with the farming decision under considerationȭȢ 

¶ In the ‘Providing collateral and improving product market access for smallholder farmers: a 

randomized evaluation of inventory credit in Sierra Leone’ proposal (3.1180) there is a 

section on Motivational and Behavioral Program Theory, which also falls into the wider 

category of domain theory. In that context they concluded ‘[t]he evaluation design described 

below aims to isolate the specific role of credit market failures and liquidity  constraints from 

other possible explanations’. 

The results of the 72 impact evaluations have not yet been published, so it is not yet possible to 

identify to what extent the four proposals listed above, or any other proposals, have actually 

used some form of theory of change in their analysis of impacts.  

FEEDBACK FROM 3IE 

3ie has explained that ó[a]ll accepted proposals get a set of comments to deal with prior to first 

disbursement. So evaluation designs linked to an underlying theory will be more common in ongoing 

studies than is apparent from the proposalsô. 

Recommendation  6: That prior to any further funding rounds 3ie members ask 3ie to do a 

further analysis of Round 3 impact evaluations to identify to what extent adequate attention is 

being paid by grantees to the ‘how’ question through the articulation and testing of causal 

chains.  

2.3  Are RCTs focusing on the simple questions and ignoring the 

more difficult? 

Many of the most well known examples of the uses of RCTs appear to involve relatively simple 

interventions. Possibly the most well known is the study of the effects of de-worming of school 

children on their school attendance.31 Cash transfer programs are also a common subject of 

RCTs. More generally, it appears that the focus of many RCT based impact evaluations is on 

assessing the merits of different forms of service provision. This is in contrast to the longer 

term concern of many development aid agencies which is about improving the functioning of 

institutions,32 of which service delivery is one manifestation.  

An examination of the summary descriptions of the Open Window Round 3 funded evaluations 

shows that almost all focus on variations of service provision (20 out of 22). Examples are 

listed below.  

 

                                                                 
31 Miguel and Kremer (2004), Worms: Identifying Impacts on Education And Health in The Presence Of Treatment 

Externalities. Econometrica, Vol. 72, No. 1, 159–217. 

32 Meaning here both individual organisations, the sector they belong to and wider governance structures affecting them. 
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BOX 2: SERVICE DELIVERY EXAMPLES 

A debt swapping service in India 

The use of demonstration plots in Mozambique 

A low-cost early stimulation and parenting education program in Mexico 

Improved targeting in conditional cash transfer programs in Indonesia 

Affordable credit and agricultural training to women in rural Bihar, India 

Indexed rainfall insurance in Gujarat, India 

A non-contributory social program in Mexico 

Provision of modern contraception and vaccinations for pregnant women and children in Bangladesh 

Two of the 22 are more focused on variations in management practices. In one case although 

the focus is on reducing corruption, it is at the interface of service provision to beneficiaries. 

The second case is explicitly looking at different management practices, both of which engage 

community members in different ways. It appears that this is using a non-RCT design. The 

second case is unusual because of the long time span of the interventions (around 20 years). 

BOX 3: INSTITUTIONAL DEVELOPMENT EXAMPLES  

Using different forms of fortified meals provision to reduce contractor corruption in India 

Comparing experiences of Joint Forest Management (JFM) and Community-Based Forest 

Management (CBFM) approaches in Tanzania 

The development of the Policy Window was expected to broaden the types of activities that 

could be evaluated: ‘The aim is to ensure that the 3ie funded studies respond to the needs of 

developing country policy makers. The selection criteria for interventions to be evaluated are 

primarily based on policy relevance and potential policy impact of the intervention’.33 Within 

the first round of the Policy Window funding there is some evidence of a greater focus on the 

functioning of institutions in two of the three evaluations.  

¶ The Uganda study is clearly focused on management issues: the problem of staff 

recruitment and retention through special incentive packages in the post conflict setting of 

Northern Uganda.  

¶ One of the two Mexico studies looks at the effects of different mechanisms of funding 

graduate students and high level researchers on the quality of national higher education 

and research.  

The results of the second round of Policy Window funding scheduled for 2011 will make it 

clearer whether there is a trend here. 

Amongst the 32 systematic reviews there is a similar predominant focus on different 

approaches to the delivery of services, but there are also at least five reviews focusing on more 

institutional dimensions, including: 

                                                                 
33 See Frequently Asked Questions - Policy Window Grants, at http://www.3ieimpact.org/policywindow/faq/#1 

http://www.3ieimpact.org/policywindow/faq/#1
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¶ the impact of national and international assessment programs on education policy, 

resource allocation and teaching and learning practices 

¶ the usefulness of contract and para-teachers as a cost effective intervention to address 

teacher shortage 

¶ the effects of social accountability measures, specifically community monitoring, report 

cards and scorecards and social audits on behaviours of policymakers.34 

Broadening the institutional coverage of the systematic reviews and impact evaluations would 

help meet the criticism that has been stated by Bill Easterly: ‘RCTs are infeasible for many of the 

big questions in development, like the economy-wide effects of good institutions or good 

macroeconomic policies... Embracing RCTs has led development researchers to lower their 

ÁÍÂÉÔÉÏÎÓȢȭ35 

Recommendation  7: That 3ie members ask 3ie to identify how it might be possible to carry 

out more impact evaluations of programs that seek to improve the functioning of institutions, 

not simply the specific services they are providing. Examples of specific institution building 

programs funded by members could be introduced to ground the discussion. 

2.4  Do the specific requirements of RCTs limit their range of 

application? 

This question relates to the potential of 3ie’s approach, rather than its current actual practice.  

Advocates of RCTs, including 3ie, are clear that certain conditions need to be met in order to 

produce valid conclusions. Two conditions are probably the most basic:  

1. There needs to be enough cases, in both control and intervention groups, to enable 

statistically significant differences to be identified.36 Hence 3ie’s focus on ‘large n’ 

interventions. 

2. These cases also need to be independent of each other. Interventions should not affect 

those in the control groups, and intentional variations in interventions should not spill 

over from one intervention group to another.  

These conditions, when combined in a matrix form, define a possibility space where the need 

for other non-experimental methods can be seen: 

                                                                 
34 These were identified on the basis of two/three line summaries of each review, available at 

http://www.3ieimpact.org/systematicreviews/3ie-ausaid-dfid.php 

35 Quoted in ‘Policies, Politics Can Evidence Play a Role in the Fight against 

Poverty?’ presentation by Banerjee and Duo, at http://siteresources.worldbank.org/DEC/Resources/84797-

1298663992214/7759647-1298919834173/Esther-Duflo-presentation.pdf 

36 Case would typically be participants whose lives are expected to be affected by the intervention. However, in some situations 

cases might be groups or sections of organisations whose performance is expected to be affected. 

http://www.3ieimpact.org/systematicreviews/3ie-ausaid-dfid.php
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/DEC/Resources/84797-1298663992214/7759647-1298919834173/Esther-Duflo-presentation.pdf
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/DEC/Resources/84797-1298663992214/7759647-1298919834173/Esther-Duflo-presentation.pdf
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CASES TO BE EVALUATED 

ARE: 

MANY FEW 

Independent A: RCTs can be used here B 

Inter-connected C C 

Where there are few cases, then case study methods can be used. 3ie has begun to commission 

case studies relating to policy influencing processes. Their function seems to be a form of 

capacity building for 3ie and its grantees, as they seek to ensure their Policy Influence Plans 

associated with the funded impact evaluations have some chance of success. 3ie’s systematic 

reviews can also be considered as a form of cases study analysis, one where as noted above a 

variety of analytic approaches are acknowledged as possible. 3ie is planning to produce a 

‘small n’ (small number study) methods paper in late 2011. 

Inter-connected cases are the other category of development interventions not addressed by 

RCTs. Examples might be loose ecosystems of organisations like businesses in an economic 

sector, or a tighter system that function more like single entities, such as whole ministries of 

government. Integrated rural development projects would also fall into this category. 

Assessing change in these situations would seem to require a more systems oriented approach 

to evaluation, looking at the inter-relationship between many variables rather that isolating 

particular sets of relationships.  

In principle, theory of change based approaches to evaluation should be able to address 

systems with complex inter-relationships. In practice few usages of a theory of change 

approach manage to include even the most basic features of complex systems such as feedback 

loops.37 Other more innovative approaches involving agent based modeling and participatory 

simulations have yet to be explored by evaluators.38 This is not a space that 3ie has explored 

up to now. 

A third dimension needs to be added to this space of possible approaches, which recognises 

the variations in the autonomy of the actors involved. RCTs require the standardised delivery 

of a given intervention. This is more likely where those delivering the intervention have 

limited local autonomy – for example, in the provision of financial services or medical 

treatments. Where managers have more autonomy, variations in local management practices 

can become a confounding factor. Managers may change the intervention and even reinterpret 

its purpose. This risk is especially relevant where an intervention involves some kind of social 

process rather than a material transfer – for example, organisational development programs 

and civil society promotion programs, especially those operating on a decentralised basis 

through a grant funding mechanism. In addition, some of these program participants may not 

                                                                 
37 For a commentary on this gap, see ‘Models and reality: Dialogue through simulation’ at 

http://mandenews.blogspot.com/2011/04/models-and-limitations-of-models.html 

38 See for example ‘Participatory Simulation As A Tool For Agent-ÂÁÓÅÄ 3ÉÍÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȭ at http://www.berland.org/berland-

icaart09.pdf 

http://mandenews.blogspot.com/2011/04/models-and-limitations-of-models.html
http://www.berland.org/berland-icaart09.pdf
http://www.berland.org/berland-icaart09.pdf
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have distinct and passive roles as recipients of interventions; they may be part of the planning 

and management process. In these settings participatory forms of evaluation that explicitly 

attend to actors’ views of the world may be more appropriate.39 This does not seem to be a 

space that 3ie has explored up to now. Understandably perhaps, since the notions of rigour in 

participatory evaluations are typically based on a very different epistemology (that is, social 

constructionism).  

The picture described above is further complicated by reality. In most development projects, 

unlike research experiments, there will be a variety of interventions. Even in projects focused 

on a single measurable outcome, such as reducing maternal mortality,40 there will be 

interventions aimed at increasing the availability of midwives, increasing midwifery skills, 

improving supervisory practices, increasing community preparedness to deal with childbirth 

risks, improving referral systems for complications, improving availability of drugs, and more. 

In these contexts it is not possible to provide simple methodological guidance that links the 

attributes of the project to a preferred evaluation design. No one design will suffice. A mix of 

designs will be needed. These could well include experimental methods (for example, testing 

different modes of payment for midwives) but could also utilise participatory approaches for 

community level work, a systems perspectives for how the project and other interventions 

interact, a case study type approach for audits of maternal deaths,41 and a regression analysis 

of performance differences across the different districts implementing the project. Of course, 

what happens in actual practice may be something much more modest in its ambitions, 

because of the reality of budget constraints for evaluation activities within the context of 

development programs. 

Recommendation  8: That in addition to continuing its support for 3ie, 3ie members seek 

opportunities to fund the development and testing of other evaluation approaches, especially 

those relevant to large groups of inter-connected stakeholders having significant autonomy 

(for example, sector wide developments, donor coordination initiatives, and civil society 

development).  

                                                                 
39 In retrospect, the seminal de-worming study carried out by Miguel and Kremer (2004) may have misdirected subsequent 

researchers in that it was based on a medical treatment in which it was possible to know exactly what had been given, and 

received, by the treated subject. However, when randomization is used for larger, economics-oriented topics (for example, 

changing agents’ expectations by offering them new contract terms or technologies), the true treatment received by subjects 

becomes harder to discern. Subjectively perceived treatments are likely non-randomly distributed among experimental 

subjects whose capacity to comprehend and to act vary in subtle but substantive ways’, in The Power and Pitfalls of 

Experiments in Development Economics: Some Non-random Reflections Christopher B. Barrett* and Michael R. Carter Applied 

Economic Perspectives and Policy (2010) volume 32, number 4, pp. 515–548. 

40 Examples being three maternal health projects funded by DFID and AusAID in Indonesia between 2005 and 2010, in 

which the author was involved with as an external evaluator. 

41 See Maternal Death Audit as a Tool for Reducing Maternal Mortality, March 2011 at 

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTPRH/Resources/376374-1278599377733/MaternalDeathAuditMarch22011.pdf 

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTPRH/Resources/376374-1278599377733/MaternalDeathAuditMarch22011.pdf
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2.5  Who can afford RCTs? 

The implementation of experimental and quasi-experimental impact evaluations requires 

expertise, which can be expensive. Primary data has to be collected. Investments are required 

at all stages of the intervention, not just after the event. The 3ie website does not yet provide 

any comprehensive information on the costs of impact evaluations. Aggregate data is available 

in the Annual Report, and more detailed data is available in the quarterly reports provided to 

donors. It appears that the average cost is around USD250,000. The significance of this cost is 

hard to assess because no information is provided on the budgeted cost of the projects being 

evaluated, either in the quarterly reports or in the original proposals.  

If this information was publicly available, along with the full text of the funded proposals, it 

would enable others to see what could be done at what cost. At present there is no means of 

encouraging proposals to do more with less. As noted in the 3ie Working Paper 9, careful 

attention to limiting costs may help limit negative effects on the external validity of the results. 

Ideally, attempts should be made to ensure that an experimental pilot is as close in design and 

cost as the scaled up version of the program will be. 

Costs information also has relevance to the evaluation of 3ie’s effectiveness. Impact 

evaluations with relatively high costs (that is, as a proportion of the cost of the project being 

evaluated) might be expected to deliver more valuable results.  

Recommendation  9: That 3ie members request 3ie to devote a specific section of its website 

to the analysis of impact evaluation costs. 

It has been suggested that because of the costs involved, RCTs should be reserved for use 

where it is reasonably expected that the intervention has been successful. There are two 

problems with this advice. One is that investments in RCTs need to be made from the very 

beginning of an intervention, in the choice of control and intervention group participants, 

design of appropriate controls over the interventions, and baseline data collection. The other is 

that even if implemented (that is, by not completing some RCTs), this strategy would lead to a 

skewed sample of projects, and the possibility of making any valid generalisations about the 

wider applicability of their results would be seriously compromised. The possibility alone 

suggests a need for 3ie and others to dutifully track and analyse cases of non-completed RCTs.  

2.6  How valid are the results? 

RCTs are widely valued because of their rigor, particularly their ability to make conclusive 

statements about causal attribution. Randomised allocation to control and intervention groups 

enables alternative explanations to be conclusively ruled out. They can claim to produce 

results which have high internal validity, that is, that their results accurately reflect an 

underlying reality.  
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However, as Rasmussen et al (2011) have pointed out, problems can still arise within a RCT 

because of the risks of inappropriate ‘data mining’.42 That is, evaluators can examine so many 

possible correlations between independent and dependent variables that some positive 

correlations will appear by chance alone. This risk is present where the impact evaluation 

looks at more than one outcome measure and at several different sub-groups. Multiple 

outcome measures are likely to be used when examining the impact on complex phenomenon 

such as poverty levels. When there are many relationships being examined there is also the 

well known risk of publication bias, of the evaluator only reporting the significant results.  

One solution is for evaluators to adjust their significance levels, to make them more 

demanding as they increase the number of relationships being examined. According to 

Rasmussen ‘if the outcomes are assumed to be fully independent, p-values should be divided by 

the number of tests’. Other approaches involve constructing mean standardised outcomes 

across a family of outcome measures. However these do not deal with the problem of selective 

reporting of results. Rasmussen et al argue that this risk would be best dealt with through the 

use of trial registries, where relationships to be examined are recorded in advance.  

The risks of data mining are known to 3ie, and referred to in their latest Working Paper No. 9 

on RCTs. A scan of some of the 3ie proposals suggests that risks of spurious ‘significant’ results 

are present in many of the proposals, because of the numbers of variables under examination. 

However, in at least one case the proposal showed awareness of this risk, and proposed ways 

of dealing with it:  

Ȭ4Ï ÁÖÏÉÄ ÄÁÔÁ ÍÉÎÉÎÇ ɉÉȢÅȢ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÉÓ ÒÕÎ ÏÎ Á ÓÕÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÔÌÙ ÌÁÒÇÅ ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ 

sub groups some will always end up seeing a positive effect by chance) specific hypotheses of 

likely impact by subgroup have been agreed with the GoBifo team before the analysis takes place. 

Similarly, outcome measures are grouped into agreed families of outcomes, which have again 

ÂÅÅÎ ÁÇÒÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÉÎ ÁÄÖÁÎÃÅȢȭ 

Recommendation  10: That 3ie members ask 3ie to analyse the funded proposals to identify 

the extent to which (a) risks of data mining are present because of the number of variables 

being examined and (b) adequate steps have been taken to address those risks. 

 

Recommendation  11: That 3ie members ask 3ie to consider setting up its own trial registry 

which could be linked into a results database. This would enable users of that database to 

examine results in the context of initial plans for the impact evaluations. 

There are risks with this approach. One concern expressed by 3ie is that it might prevent 

evaluators from looking at the data and identifying new hypotheses that genuinely emerge as 

being of interest and worth testing.43 However, registering hypotheses to be tested would not 

                                                                 
42 Ole Dahl Rasmussen, Nikolaj Malchow-Møller, Thomas Barnebeck Andersen, Walking the talk: the need for a trial registry 

for development interventions, available via http://mande.co.uk/2011/uncategorized/walking-the-talk-the-need-for-a-trial-

registry-for-development-interventions/  

43 Howard White has highlighted the need for this kind of flexibility in H. White, Ȭ!Î )ÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÒÁÎÄÏÍÉÎÚÅÄ 

ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌ ÔÒÉÁÌÓ ÔÏ ÅÖÁÌÕÁÔÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÓȭ, 3ie Working Paper No. 9, February 2011, p. 13. 

http://mande.co.uk/2011/uncategorized/walking-the-talk-the-need-for-a-trial-registry-for-development-interventions/
http://mande.co.uk/2011/uncategorized/walking-the-talk-the-need-for-a-trial-registry-for-development-interventions/
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preclude this possibility. It should, however, make it evident when this is happening, and 

therefore encourage the evaluator to provide an explicit rationale for why additional 

hypotheses are being tested. 

The second risk is that the impact evaluation would become too narrowly focused on intended 

outcomes. According to the 3ie Strategy 2010-13, 3ie’s ambition is to establish the causes of 

both intended and unintended outcomes. However the requirement for adjusting significance 

levels and pre-specification of hypotheses to be tested would seem to severely limit the ability 

to identify the causes of unexpected outcomes (unless they are simply cases of registered 

hypotheses being disproved). This narrowness of focus is both a ‘bug’ and a ‘feature’ of RCTs; it 

provides the rigour, but at the cost of the scope of inquiry.  

2.7  How generalisable are the results? 

3ie and others hope to produce impact evaluation results which have both internal and 

external validity. In this context internal validity is taken to be a trustworthy correspondence 

between findings and an underlying reality. External validity exists where those findings have 

also been found to hold in other settings. To some extent there is an inherent tension between 

these ambitions. Generating results with high internal validity may involve setting up such 

highly controlled experimental circumstances that these same circumstances are not found to 

be naturally occurring. That extreme does not seem to be evident in the 3ie studies that have 

been examined but, as noted above, RCTs do have their requirements which limit the 

circumstances where they can be used, and thus where their results might also be found 

elsewhere. For example, a de-worming project for school children might not work where 

school management was highly decentralised. Some school management committees might 

have other priorities, and choose to redirect the available resources elsewhere. 

The ability to replicate44 findings of an evaluation in a different setting shows that the findings 

can be applied elsewhere (that is, in that setting). But replication studies will not tell us 

conclusively how applicable they are across a particular type of setting. Additional studies may 

support, revise or contradict generalisations that have been developed. The clarification of 

external validity is always a work in progress.  

Systematic reviews are the means by which 3ie and others seek to draw rigorous conclusions 

about wider applicability of findings from replication studies in a given field. The findings of 

such reviews depend on the availability of replications.45 Unlike some other journals, 3ie’s 

Journal of Development Effectiveness is willing to publish reports on replications, and equally 

importantly, negative findings (often found in replication studies). However, 3ie has not yet 

                                                                 
44 The focus here is on external replication of impact evaluation results in a different setting, not internal replication, 

through re-analysis of existing data or re-collection and analysis of a new set of data on the same intervention. 3ie have 

commented that it has recently initiated an internal replication program. 

45 In practice systematic reviews may include both explicit replication studies and other studies on closely related issues. 
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provided funding for replication studies.46 This is in contrast to other organisations doing 

similar work to 3ie, such as Innovations for Poverty Action, which seem to give more 

importance to replication in their theory of change, as summarised in the diagram below.47 

FIGURE 1: POVERTY OF ACTION THEORY OF CHANGE 

 

 

Recommendation  12: That 3ie members encourage 3ie to establish an additional funding 

window to fund replication studies of particularly studies relating to important areas of 

uncertainty identified through 3ie’s systematic reviews. A focused approach would help 

address concerns about the cost effectiveness of replicating evaluations. 

The difficulty of building up a body of knowledge about what works, through the replication of 

findings from experimental impact evaluations, should not be underestimated. In his review 

article ‘The Truth Wears Off: Is there something wrong with the scientific method?’48 Jonah 

Lehrer recounts case after case where new findings of significant relationships have been 

progressively eroded by subsequent studies, across multiple fields of inquiry, from psychology 

to ecology. Examples include the testing of new medicines, a field where there are some very 

demanding research procedures. Multiple explanations have been proposed, including 

publication bias (varying according to the stage of the hype cycle for a particular idea – initially 

towards positive findings then towards negative) and selective analysis and reporting prior to 

publication efforts. The author emphasises that ‘[s]elective reporting is not the same as scientific 

fraud. Rather, the problem seems to be one of subtle omissions and unconscious misperceptions, 

as researchers struggle to make sense of their resultsȭ. There is no reason to believe that impact 

evaluations of development interventions, and systematic reviews of these evaluations, will be 

exempt from this tendency.  

Recommendation  13: That 3ie members ask 3ie if the methodologies of the funded 

systematic reviews show any knowledge of this phenomenon and propose means for dealing 

with it. For example, systematic reviews could analyse how findings have varied over time, in 

addition to aggregating results across all time periods.  

                                                                 
46 3ie’s calls for proposals seek ‘innovative evaluation studies to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of development 

ÓÐÅÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÌÉÖÅÓ ÉÎ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÉÎÇ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓ’. Replication of the work of others is not mentioned, and the focus on 

innovation implies that they are not wanted.  

47 See Impact Evaluations for Social Accountability: Randomized Controlled Trials by Jessica Kiessel, Innovations for Poverty 

Action, at http://www.ghmeforum.org/newghmeforum/images/stories/documents/May2011/jessica.pdf  

48 See http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2010/12/13/101213fa_fact_lehrer This article cites the work of John 

Ioannidis, listed here: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_P._A._Ioannidis and discussed most recently here: 

http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/print/2010/11/lies-damned-lies-and-medical-science/8269/  

http://www.ghmeforum.org/newghmeforum/images/stories/documents/May2011/jessica.pdf
http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2010/12/13/101213fa_fact_lehrer
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_P._A._Ioannidis
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/print/2010/11/lies-damned-lies-and-medical-science/8269/
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2.8  Risks of unintended effects 

Two related concerns have been expressed about the possible unintended effects of promoting 

wider use of impact evaluation, experimental and otherwise. One is that aid bureaucracies 

pressed to produce results will increasingly resort to supporting projects that offer easily 

measured wins (bed nets delivered, books distributed), while not giving enough priority to 

system issues and institution building. This concern was expressed by participants in the Big 

Push Back meeting held in the UK in late 2010,49 and has been echoed in Sweden.50 

The actual evidence for such a trend is not easy to find. Evidence on the contrary is available, 

most notably in the form of agencies like DFID continuing to invest in fragile states, despite the 

very visible risks of implementation failure and major problems of evaluating interventions 

there.51 More impressive still would be an increased number of impact evaluations being 

undertaken in fragile states funded by bodies like 3ie. Up to now six per cent (4) of the 3ie 

funded impact evaluations are in ‘fragile states’52 in Africa – the Democratic Republic of Congo 

(1) and Sierra Leone (3). AusAID has programs in two fragile states in Asia – Afghanistan and 

Burma. It is not clear from the 3ie website how many rejected proposals were from fragile 

states. 

Recommendation  14: That 3ie members ask 3ie to examine the feasibility of increasing the 

number of impact evaluations carried out in fragile states.  

FEEDBACK FROM 3IE  

3ie has subsequently suggested that these could be funded through the Policy Window although 

requirements concerning the timing of applications would need to be more flexible, both because 

some opportunities arise very quickly, and the realisation of others can be subject to unexpected 

delays. 

The second concern is that the wider use of experimental methods is leading to changes in the 

types of evaluations being undertaken, most notably, a move away from the evaluation of 

projects that are difficult to randomize. The same kinds of projects are still being implemented, 

but the focus of evaluation is changing from one type of project to another.53 In reply David 

                                                                 
49 ‘Participants at the day-long event, entitled The Big Push Back, developed strategies to counter the trend which sees funding 

organisations increasingly supporting only those programmes designed to deliver easily measurable results’. See 

http://www.ids.ac.uk/go/news/development-professionals-launch-big-push-back-to-counter-audit-culture 

50 See Check Against Delivery, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, at http://www.sweden.gov.se/sb/d/14187/a/169762  

51 See Value for money is not compatible with increasing aid to 'fragile states' at http://www.guardian.co.uk/global-

development/poverty-matters/2011/apr/11/increasing-aid-to-fragile-states 

52 As classified by both the OECD and World Bank, see pages 14-15 of Fragile States ɀ Overview by Frances Stewart and 

Graham Brown. Centre for Research on Inequality, Human Security and Ethnicity. 2010. See 

www.crise.ox.ac.uk/pubs/OV3.pdf  

53 For example, as reported by Martin Ravellion at the WB ‘One often hears these days that opportunities for evaluation are 

being turned down by analysts when they find that randomization is not feasible’. See 

http://www.ids.ac.uk/go/news/development-professionals-launch-big-push-back-to-counter-audit-culture
http://www.sweden.gov.se/sb/d/14187/a/169762
http://www.guardian.co.uk/global-development/poverty-matters/2011/apr/11/increasing-aid-to-fragile-states
http://www.guardian.co.uk/global-development/poverty-matters/2011/apr/11/increasing-aid-to-fragile-states
http://www.crise.ox.ac.uk/pubs/OV3.pdf
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McKenzie of the World Bank has commented that ‘) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÒÅÃÁÌÌ ÓÅÅÉÎÇ Á ×ÈÏÌÅ ÈÏÓÔ ÏÆ ÓÅÎÓÉÂÌÅ 

evaluations of say electricity or roads or industrial policies being done 10 years ago that are 

suddenly no longer getting produced ɀ instead what I see is a massive surge in the number of 

ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈȭ.54 In a separate ongoing review of impact evaluations 

by DFID, AusAID, CIDA and others the evidence available so far does not suggest any form of 

displacement. Until now impact evaluations of any kind seem to have been relatively 

uncommon.55 There was, in practice, little there to be displaced.  

What might be of more reasonable concern is the possibility of a diminishing space for testing 

out other (non-experimental) approaches to impact evaluation? So far that space still seems to 

be available, as seen recently in AusAID’s trial use of Snowden’s SenseMaker software tool for 

evaluating a scholarship program, and Funnell’s participatory approach to identifying the 

theory of change for AusAID’s Philippines country strategy.56 That space seems reasonably 

secure. Both AusAID and DFID are well aware of the need to find other methods that will work 

where RCTs cannot be applied. It could be expanded if donor funding was available for 

innovations in non-experimental impact evaluation methodologies, as suggested in 

Recommendation 8 above. 

Another related concern is the neglect to evaluate some areas because they are not amenable 

to RCTs.57 That is, there may have been no impact evaluations there in the past, so there is no 

displacement, but neither is the area receiving the evaluation attention it should receive. On 

this issue Martin Ravillion, Director of the World Bank’s Development Research Group has 

highlighted the need for more evaluation of larger units of analysis, which he describes as 

portfolios, as distinct from the evaluation of individual projects within those portfolios of 

projects rather than individual projects. Mr Ravillion’s argument is that it is at the level of 

portfolios of projects that much of the discussion about aid effectiveness is focused, and rightly 

so; for example, focused on AusAID’s work in Papua New Guinea or DFID’s work in Sierra 

Leone. Adding up the results of the individual impact evaluations done will not be sufficient. 

Their numbers will be very limited and those that have been done will not have been sampled 

randomly.  

In contrast, 3ie’s funding strategy has taken it in the opposite direction, to the point where it is 

now funding 72 different impact evaluations across 25 different countries. The nearest 

approximation to a portfolio approach is the recently developed Thematic Window for funding 

evaluations of Social Protection interventions, being funded by DFID. It may be possible to 

                                                                                                                                                                                            
http://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/guest-post-by-martin-ravallion-are-we-really-assessing-development-

impact  

54 See the World Bank Development Impact blog at http://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/in-defense-of-single-

project-evaluations-a-response-to-ravallion 

55 ‘A broader range of rigorous designs and methods for impact evaluations’, Elliot Stern et al, for DFID. 

56 The failure of at least some of these methods may be a good sign of sufficient risk taking (when failure = decision not to 

re-use in future) 

57 For example, as reported by Martin Ravallion at the World Bank: ‘One often hears these days that opportunities for 

evaluation are being turned down by analysts when they find that randomization is not feasible.’ See 

http://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/guest-post-by-martin-ravallion-are-we-really-assessing-development-

impact 

http://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/guest-post-by-martin-ravallion-are-we-really-assessing-development-impact
http://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/guest-post-by-martin-ravallion-are-we-really-assessing-development-impact
http://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/in-defense-of-single-project-evaluations-a-response-to-ravallion
http://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/in-defense-of-single-project-evaluations-a-response-to-ravallion
http://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/guest-post-by-martin-ravallion-are-we-really-assessing-development-impact
http://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/guest-post-by-martin-ravallion-are-we-really-assessing-development-impact
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come to some aggregated judgments about their effectiveness through a 3ie-funded systematic 

review of the results. 

Recommendation 15:  That when sufficient numbers of evaluations have been funded, 3ie 

members ask 3ie to examine the feasibility of producing a systematic review of the results of 

the Thematic Window impact evaluations. 

2.9  Ethical issues 

Ethical concerns have been commonly cited as a reason against using RCTs. Perhaps the most 

common objection is that RCTs involve depriving some people, the control group, of an 

intervention that is likely to benefit them. The counter argument is that this happens even 

without RCTs. Where aid and government resources are limited, coverage is going to be 

incomplete. Where resources are sufficient then access to the intervention can be phased in, 

cohort by cohort, and late entry cohorts can be used as control groups to be compared against 

early entry cohorts (the ‘pipeline’ method). Where it is not certain that an intervention will 

benefit people, then not doing a RCT may be unethical both because of the wastage of scare 

public resources and the possible negative effects of the unproven interventions. Both sets of 

arguments have been put forward by 3ie in Working Paper No.9 on the use of RCTs.  

Within the 3ie impact evaluation application form there is a section that specially asks for 

information on ‘[w]hat, if any, ethical issues you believe are relevant to the proposed research 

project’. There is also a supporting 3ie Policy Governing the Use of Human Subjects in 3ie Funded 

Studies.58 A scan of 22 approved Round 3 impact evaluation applications shows the following 

issues have been mentioned in the section on ethical issues: 

¶ independent ethical review by a body relevant to the work of the applicant (19) 

¶ respondent consent (12) 

¶ privacy of information gained from respondents (8) 

¶ randomisation of access (8) 

¶ child protection (2) 

Less than half the applications referred to the need to deal with equity issues associated with 

differential access to the intervention. In some cases there may be reasons why this is not an 

issue. It is also possible that these issues were taken up in the reviewers’ comments back to the 

applicants, and included in the list of issues that are required to be addressed before receiving 

the first tranche of funding. 

                                                                 
58 See http://www.3ieimpact.org/userfiles/doc/3ieHumanSubjectsPolicy.pdf 

http://www.3ieimpact.org/userfiles/doc/3ieHumanSubjectsPolicy.pdf
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Recommendation  16: That 3ie members ask 3ie to make a follow up inquiry of all impact 

evaluations not involving ‘pipeline’ randomization, or other alternatives,59 in order to identify 

what other measures have been taken or need to be taken to ensure equitable treatment.  

2.10  A reminder of the value of experimental approaches 

As already noted, the increased use of RCTs to evaluate development interventions has 

promoted considerable discussion in mainstream and online media, as well as various 

conferences. At the 2009 American Evaluation Association conference, Bamburger, Carden and 

Rugh ran a special session on ‘Alternatives to the Conventional Counterfactual’. Their write up 

of the session discussion includes a very basic point, than in many evaluations there is no 

comparator at all, let alone a carefully identified control group with randomised or matched 

participants.  

Ȭ-ÁÎÙ ÅÖÁÌÕÁÔÉÏÎÓ Áre conducted under budget and/or time constraints that often 

limit the numbers and types of respondents who can be identified and interviewed. 

The kinds of respondents that can most easily be identified and are easiest to 

interview are often project beneficiaries. Consequently many evaluations have a 

systematic positive bias as most of the information is collected from people who 

ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔȢȭ60 

The high standards set by RCTs, even if they can only be realised in some settings, had 

prompted the session participants to identify other kinds of comparisons that can be made, 

within or beyond the intervention group. Some of these are simple enough to be widely 

applicable, such as looking for internal variations that have arisen during the implementation 

of an intervention, and comparing their outcomes (preferably in relation to prior hypotheses 

about the expected differences).61 

While internal comparisons are relevant to current program managers, larger scale 

comparisons are likely to be more important to policy makers and budget holders. They will 

want to know what would happen if the intervention was not funded. These judgments require 

the use of plausible control groups not receiving an intervention. Despite the valid criticisms 

by the Realist Evaluation school,62 the ability of experimental methods to produce overall 

judgments about the average affect is useful, especially if the results are net positive. 

Investment decisions do need to be made about whether to fund the scaling up of an 

                                                                 
59 For example, as mentioned by 3ie, the use of ‘randomised encouragement’. See 

http://www.ifc.org/ifcext/rmas.nsf/AttachmentsByTitle/Encouragement/$FILE/The+Encouragement+Design+for+Progra

m+Evaluation.pdf 

60 This problem appears endemic and persistent, having been noted and widely publicised  years ago by Chambers in his 

1995 book “rural Development: Putting the Last First” (1995) 

61 Internal variations in success with the implementation of an intervention can be seen as providing a useful though weak 

form of counterfactual (weak because implementation failure may generate its own confounding side effects). 

62 That is, that averages showing little overall impact can hide important local variations including those where there is 

significant impact. The identification and analysis of these positive outliers can lead to a program redesign and scaling up of 

elements that did work. The term ‘realist evaluation’ is drawn from Pawson and Tilley’s seminal work, Realistic Evaluation 

(1997).  

http://www.ifc.org/ifcext/rmas.nsf/AttachmentsByTitle/Encouragement/$FILE/The+Encouragement+Design+for+Program+Evaluation.pdf
http://www.ifc.org/ifcext/rmas.nsf/AttachmentsByTitle/Encouragement/$FILE/The+Encouragement+Design+for+Program+Evaluation.pdf
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intervention or not. Although it is a methodological requirement of experimental approaches, 

the necessity for standardised interventions is also a desirable practice for some kinds of 

interventions regardless of whether an evaluation is expected, most notably the provision of 

quality health care (for medical reasons) and basic education (for equity reasons). 
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3. A Wider View: Methodology in the Context 

of Strategy 

Ȭ)Ó χÉÅȭÓ ÍÅÔÈÏÄÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÁÐÐÒÏÐÒÉÁÔÅ ÔÏ ÁÃÈÉÅÖÉÎÇ ÉÔÓ ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅÓȩȭ 

Questions about the methodology of funded impact evaluations and systematic reviews need 

to be considered within the wider context of 3ie’s strategy, summarised in pages 8-10 of 

Improving lives through Impact Evaluation a strategy for 3ie 2010-13. 3ie’s theory of change, set 

out in the strategy, states its overall objective is ‘enhanced development effectiveness / better 

development outcomes’. The means to that end is a package of four components: 

¶ generate new evidence of what works 

¶ synthesize and disseminate evidence 

¶ build culture of evidence based policy-making 

¶ develop capacity to produce and use impact evaluations 

An external evaluation of the relevance of this strategy, and efficiency and effectiveness in 

reaching its goals, has been planned and should now be underway. When conceived of as a 

development intervention, 3ie is unusual in its breadth of ambition. According to the 3ie 

strategy document, 3ie aims to have impact evaluations in operation in 50 of the 96 low- and 

middle-income countries by 2013. By the end of 2010, 72 impact evaluations were underway 

in 25 countries (a median of two per country). How realistic is it to expect to have a significant 

impact on evaluation practice and policy making processes by working at this breadth and 

depth? Is it worth exploring whether it be more realistic to focus these ambitions on a more 

limited but still diverse set of countries? 

3ie’s evaluators should ask 3ie to clarify the rationale for the very wide geographical spread of 

3ie activities, versus a more concentrated strategy. It should be noted that although the Open 

Window funding mechanism appears to have been superseded by the Thematic and Policy 

Windows, it has been responsible for almost 75 per cent of 3ie’s expenditure to date. 

Questions could also be asked about the cohesion of the 3ie strategy. In the strategy document 

there are two diagrammatic models of the expected interactions between the different 

components (see pages 9 and 10) but they are not consistent.63 The numerical data provided 

in the quarterly progress reports tell us about the scale of the activities under each component, 

but not about their inter-connections. Metaphorically speaking, it is not clear whether 3ie is 

firing a shotgun blast or casting a fishing net. The evaluators of 3ie could ask: 

¶ In what ways are the different 3ie components (and the activities within them) informing 

each other, either via their common participants or by other kinds of information flow? 

¶ To what extent is that happening as expected or not? 

                                                                 
63 Page 9 shows no interaction between the first two components, whereas Page 10 does. Like many such graphic 

representations of a theory of change more emphasis seems to be given to symmetry rather than realism. 
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¶ In particular, what kinds of interactions are expected between the systematic reviews and 

the funded impact evaluations?64 

¶ Perhaps more importantly, what sorts of connections have been facilitated between the 

various funded impact evaluations which are consuming the major portion of 3ie’s 

budget?65 

Explicit attention to this aspect of the management of the Open Window could make a 

significant difference to the efficiency and effectiveness of the 3ie program as a whole. One 

output that could be expected from the evaluation is a revised graphic model of the theory of 

change that captures realistically expected interactions, which could then be the focus of 

future evaluations.  

Explicit assumptions are normally considered an essential part of good project design. These 

are addressed in the 3ie strategy document under the inverse heading of risks (see page 27). 

The core assumption in the 3ie strategy is that policy makers will realise the importance of 

rigorous evidence and use it to inform the design of their policies. This is potentially a killer 

assumption. It appears obliquely in the strategy’s statement that there may be ‘a failure to 

influence program and policy decision-makers with the evidence produced and synthesized’. The 

complexity of policy making and the difficulty of influencing policy are also acknowledged on 

pages 8 and 9 of the 3ie strategy. 

3ie has proposed a number of responses to this challenge. One is by requiring more recent 

proposals for impact evaluations and systematic reviews to include a Policy Influence Plan 

(PIP), mapping out how they will engage with key stakeholders: According to 3ie, 17 of the 22 

Open Window Round 3 impact evaluations have already submitted their PIP. They will be 

required to report on progress against the PIP in each reporting period. The plans for the other 

50 pre-Round 3 impact evaluations need clarification.66 A relatively simple format exists for 

progress reporting on the PIPs, but examples of these reports have not been examined by the 

author. 

Related to this is the strategy’s proposal to ‘involve policy-makers in the identification of 

themes and programs to be evaluated, in the evaluation process, as well as in targeted 

dissemination efforts’. The belief that this will work is an important hypothesis worth testing, 

but to do so information on policy maker involvement in the impact evaluations needs to be 

systematically collected throughout the lifecycle of each impact evaluation. The evaluators 

should ask if this is happening and in what ways. 

Another proposed response is that ‘3ie will be commissioning targeted research to better 

understand how to influence policy and will continually revisit its strategy for achieving policy 

impact as an iterative learning process’. There seem to be two parts to this approach. One is a 

                                                                 
64 3ie have subsequently commented that ‘[t]he intended design of the TWs [Thematic Windows] was to start with an SR 

[systematic review] to identify gaps and questions, and then update the SR at the end of the TW with the new results [as in 

recommendation 15]. The start-up SR turns out to unrealistic as they take longer than we realized, so we will use an expert 

consultation derived gap map instead’. 

65 See page 6 of Improving lives through impact evaluation: a strategy for 3ie. 

66 In Round 2 grantees were ‘encouraged’ to submit PIPs. 
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proposed series of case studies of policy influencing experiences outside of 3ie. The conceptual 

framework for this work has been spelled out in the most recent 3ie Working Paper.67 

Evaluators could identify if these have or will influence the contents of the individual PIPs. 

The fourth response involves evaluation. The proposal in the 3ie Monitoring and Evaluation 

Strategy for project (grant) level evaluations includes attention to ‘potential and actual policy 

impact’. It is expected that these will be done annually, focusing on a sample of the funded 

studies. The lessons from these evaluations will then be synthesised within the ‘corporate 

(strategic) evaluation’. However, given the wide ambit of the corporate evaluation there is a 

risk that the policy impact of the impact evaluations will not get the attention it deserves. 

Members could request separate reporting on this element of the corporate evaluation. 

Recommendation  17: That 3ie members bring the above issues to the attention of the 

evaluators. 

                                                                 
67 Sound Expectations: From Impact Evaluations To Policy Change, by Vanesa Weyrauch and Gala Díaz Langou Center for the 

Implementation of Public Policies Promoting Equity and Growth (CIPPEC). Available at 

http://www.3ieimpact.org/admin/pdfs_papers/Working_Paper_12_Final.pdf  

http://www.3ieimpact.org/admin/pdfs_papers/Working_Paper_12_Final.pdf


 

3ie and the Funding of Impact Evaluations » December 2011 » www.ode.ausaid.gov.au 34 

 

4. Future Directions 

Ȭ)Ó it better for 3ie members to encourage 3ie to focus on its comparative advantage 

(experimental and quasi experimental studies) or to broaden the range of impact 

ÅÖÁÌÕÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÔ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔÓȩȭ  

There are three broad recommendations arising from this review of 3ie. These concern: 

1. Obtaining more value from existing investments 

2. Development of new methodologies 

3. Focusing on the strategic objectives 

4.1  Obtaining more value from existing investments 

Almost all the recommendations in section 3 of this discussion paper concern means of 

obtaining more value from the work that has already been done by 3ie. One additional set of 

proposals will be made here. 

The most important and usable output of the 72 impact evaluations will be the results: the 

evidence of what works in what circumstances. The results of one of the first round of funded 

impact evaluations will be available soon. However, it will be some years before most of these 

results are available. Before then, more value for money could be obtained from these 

investments in impact evaluation. This could be done through three related forms of 

investigation into the proposals that have already been funded, and some additional means of 

engaging people with the results of the evaluations. 

Characterisation of methodologies : In the 3ie funded evaluations database, evaluations have 

been categorised by sector and location. Categorisation by basic design type, as has been done 

in the larger database, would also help (experimental, quasi-experimental and other). 

However this alone is unlikely to do justice to the variety of evaluation designs and approaches 

that are being used. A more detailed characterisation of the methods used, along with the type 

of independent and dependent variables being examined, would make the database (and a 

downloadable Excel version of the same) more useful to anyone searching for impact 

evaluations that have relevance to their needs. A step in this direction appears to be underway, 

with the recent recruitment of an intern to undertake a more detailed analysis of the funded 

proposals over the next few months. 

Analysis of methodologies: Establishing what works, how, when and where is not only 

important for aid interventions. It also needs to be established for the impact evaluation 

methods that have been used. Comparisons could be made of: (a) how a given type of method 

worked in different circumstances and (b) how actual uses of methods compared to their 

planned uses. Evaluations as designed and as actually used often differ. The 72 studies 

currently underway present an important learning opportunity to carry out this kind of 

analysis. The effective dissemination of the results of the analysis could provide the 3ie 
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program with another important means of influence, in addition to the Policy Influence Plans 

for the evaluation results built into the more recent impact evaluations.  

Analysis of embedded theory: The process that 3ie uses to appraise evaluation proposals 

includes a scoring mechanism, which is used to summarise the results of the appraisal process, 

facilitate a final selection and provide feedback to the applicants. Appraisal processes like 

these typically have some form of embedded theory of what will make a successful evaluation, 

as well as some views on their strategic relevance. If the same evaluations are subsequently 

evaluated in terms of the quality of their findings and scored accordingly, then there is the 

possibility of testing the theories embedded in the appraisal process. Ideally high scores on 

appraisals would correlate with high scores on quality of results. However, outliers would be 

important sources of learning on how to improve. Doing this kind of analysis would not only 

help make 3ie more accountable, but it would also enable more value to be obtained from the 

efforts that 3ie has already invested into appraisal. Although this is a long term project, some 

steps would need to be taken soon, to ensure systematic scoring of evaluation results as they 

become available. 

Engagement: In addition to the evaluation-specific Policy Influence Plans, 3ie has more global 

plans to disseminate what has been learned from the impact evaluations, including 

conferences, workshops and publications. In addition, there are other more imaginative 

approaches that could be developed to engage 3ie stakeholders’ attention with the research 

and its results. One means is to use prediction markets to solicit people’s views on the most 

likely findings of particular impact evaluations from a multiple choice menu, and then to 

‘reward’ those making the most accurate predictions. A modest example of this kind of 

prediction market was recently initiated by Appel and Karlan (authors of More than Good 

Intentions).68 Participants were asked to make quantitative estimates of the effects of donor 

responses to appeal letters containing RCT impact evaluation findings, versus emotional 

appeals.69 Prediction markets have two important merits. One is an effective way of engaging 

people with impact evaluation findings, making them think about what might be expected, and 

in some cases, why their prediction was not correct. The other is that they provide a means of 

identifying the extent to which evaluation findings are challenging or confirming ‘common 

knowledge’. If the average prediction is different from the actual result, then the evaluation is 

challenging common knowledge.70 

4.2  Development of new methodologies 

If the need to capitalise on existing work is accepted then the simultaneous development of 

new methodologies does not seem advisable. However 3ie is reportedly planning to produce a 

‘small n’ study methods paper later this year, which could be useful. As well as drawing on the 

                                                                 
68 http://www.poverty-action.org/book/index.html  

69 The plan is here http://www.freakonomics.com/2011/05/27/heart-mind-or-just-heart-experiments-in-aid-

effectiveness-and-a-contest/ The results are here http://www.freakonomics.com/2011/06/02/winners-of-heart-mind-

donations-contest/  

70 This capacity is elaborated here http://mande.co.uk/2011/uncategorized/evidence-of-the-effectiveness-of-evidence/  

http://www.poverty-action.org/book/index.html
http://www.freakonomics.com/2011/05/27/heart-mind-or-just-heart-experiments-in-aid-effectiveness-and-a-contest/
http://www.freakonomics.com/2011/05/27/heart-mind-or-just-heart-experiments-in-aid-effectiveness-and-a-contest/
http://www.freakonomics.com/2011/06/02/winners-of-heart-mind-donations-contest/
http://www.freakonomics.com/2011/06/02/winners-of-heart-mind-donations-contest/
http://mande.co.uk/2011/uncategorized/evidence-of-the-effectiveness-of-evidence/
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experience of others, it could also capitalise on 3ie’s own experience, in particular the 

experience becoming available through the systematic reviews. Some of the reviews are using 

a range of sources, not all of which are amendable to sophisticated statistical analyses. There 

may also be lessons available from 3ie’s experience in the use of case studies in relation to 

policy influencing processes. In addition there is the wider field of case study research, which 

is well established. As well as looking at methods relating to synthesis of results, other uses 

should also be examined, including generation of hypotheses about how things work, and the 

use of single cases to disprove some types of hypotheses.71 

Other impact evaluation methodologies suitable to interventions in large complex systems, 

and participatory development initiatives also need development. However doing so via 3ie at 

this stage could become a distraction from the pursuit of 3ie’s strategic objectives.  

4.3  Focusing on the strategic objectives 

Although impact evaluations and systematic reviews consume at least 75 per cent of the 3ie 

budget they are nevertheless a means to an end, not an end in themselves. Once completed 

what matters is that the results are then effectively used to influence policy and practice. This 

is a major challenge in 3ie donor countries, let alone in the grantees’ countries. It is certainly a 

bigger challenge than developing impact evaluation methods for use amongst what are usually 

consenting parties. This part of 3ie’s strategy is arguably its point of greatest vulnerability and 

where most attention will need to be focused in the near future as the results of funded impact 

evaluations begin to become available. 

                                                                 
71 See, for example, the discussion of Galileo Galilei’s rejection of Aristotle’s law of gravity 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Case_study  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Case_study

