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Development impact evaluations, and randomised control trials (RCTs) in
particular, have boomed since the early 2000s albeit with large differences
in growth patterns from one donor to the next. These studies have prompted
renewed interest in development economics research and have improved
donors’ project evaluation quality standards. They have produced an array of
new knowledge, some of which has made a huge impression and fuelled
strong policy decisions. Yet this “new” method, which has made something of
a sea change to the practices of traditional donors and development partners
in general, has not emerged without controversy. Impact evaluations have
stirred up heated debate over methods and use in academic and donor circles.
This issue presents the state of play with these debates, especially the points
of international consensus, and proposes options for a reasonable use of
this tool. It also addresses less prominent questions and recommends their
inclusion as considerations in the definition of donor strategies.
Key words: impact evaluations, randomised control trial, official development
assistance, public policy evaluation, aid effectiveness.
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Introduction:
a boom in development
impact evaluations
Development impact evaluations exploded onto the scene in the early 2000s. In the
late 1990s, the number of impact evaluations could be counted on the fingers of
two hands. By 2011, the International Initiative for Impact Evaluations (3ie) (White,
2011) counted a total of over 800 ongoing and completed impact evaluations. There
are probably more in the region of a thousand by now (Ruben, 2012), although their
number is not easy to estimate (see Box 1). The impact study boom has been driven
by two factors: a widespread, heterogeneous “demand” shock from donor countries
(see Section 1-1) and a strong “supply” shock from researchers (see Section 1-2).
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Box

1

What are impact evaluations?

General definition
Impact evaluations are, strictly speaking, evaluations designed to measure effects
that can be firmly attributed to an intervention. They are therefore based on
the “counterfactual” notion, whereby the situation of a group of intervention
beneficiaries (sometimes called the treatment group in reference to the terminology
used by medical science, from which these methods are borrowed) is compared
with the situation of what is known as a control group, set up for maximum comparability with the group of beneficiaries prior to the intervention. There are different
kinds of impact evaluation methods (see Box 6) ranging from the randomised
control trial (RCT) – theoretically the most robust at eliminating selection bias
(difference between the situation of the two groups not due to the intervention,
but associated with another difference such as whether the group of beneficiaries
was poorer or in poorer health than the comparison group before the intervention)
– to what are called quasi-experimental methods and even more qualitative
approaches.
Note that the meaning of the term “impact” differs slightly here from the definition
given by the DAC (Development Assistance Committee) in its evaluation glossary.
The “impacts” measured by impact evaluations are the causal effects of an intervention
and may be short, medium or long term (albeit generally measured over the short
term). In the DAC’s definition, however, the notion of causality is less central and
impacts are clearly defined as long-term effects. In both definitions, these effects can
be measured/assessed at both individual level and intermediate structure level
(schools, healthcare centres, businesses, etc.).
How many development impact evaluations are there?
Putting a figure to the precise number of development impact evaluations is no
easy task, since there is as yet no unified database covering all development impact
evaluations. This is hardly surprising since the studies based on these techniques,
which are somewhere between project evaluations and research, are not necessarily
classified as impact evaluations as such in the databases (especially in countries like
France, where evaluations are not seen as an academic discipline, unlike in certain
countries such as the United States).[ 1 ]

[1 ] The Journal of Economic Literature (JEL) nevertheless has two codes that lend themselves more or less to these
studies: D04 (Microeconomics/Microeconomic policy: formulation; implementation; evaluation); H43 (Publicly
provided goods/Project evaluation; social discount rate).

[

8

]
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Even a narrow focus on the impact evaluations produced by donors (multilateral and
bilateral) raises calculation problems (mainly because these studies can be produced
by a number of different departments – economic research department, evaluation
department and operational departments – and the definition of an impact evaluation
can differ depending on who is defining it). Nevertheless, a couple of initiatives have
been launched recently to improve the inventory of impact evaluations (3ie – International
Initiative for Impact Evaluation; and the American Economic Association for economic
randomised control trials).

1.1. Impact evaluations: meeting donors’ needs?
The making of impact evaluations began when a nebulous donor demand first started
to really take shape under the influence of two main factors:
• Firstly, with the UN General Assembly’s adoption of the Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs) in 2000, the international community set an unprecedented
shared, priority poverty reduction target. The 189 signatory nations resolved
to halve extreme poverty by 2015, scaling up on their past commitment to just
aid flows. [ 2 ] The MDGs also mark a break with past goals in that they reach
beyond macroeconomic factors (such as per capita income) to give poverty a
multidimensional definition designed to improve assessments of households’
actual living conditions: access to education, healthcare and drinking water,
gender equality, etc.
• At the same time, the renewed international commitment to development
assistance, with the adoption of the MDGs, was flanked by a determined move
to improve aid effectiveness as illustrated by the DAC member countries’ 2005
adoption of the Paris Declaration. [ 3 ] The countries undertook in particular to
promote results-based management for aid in response to strong criticism of
aid effectiveness in the 1990s (in terms of both implementation and tangible
development outcomes for the beneficiary countries).

[2 ] Although the Millennium Summit was followed by the Monterrey Summit, where donors renewed their
commitment to earmark 0.7% of their gross national product for official development assistance.
[3 ] A commitment renewed since in Accra in 2008 and Busan in 2011.
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Along with these new directions, however, the role and expectations of traditional
aid have changed enormously due to its diminishing weight in the sources of external
finance available to developing countries. The greater role played by non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) and foundations, the development of South-South cooperation
and the rise of private flows (FDI, portfolio investments, migrant remittances and export
earnings) driven by globalisation have all reduced the financial weight of official development assistance (ODA) from DAC member countries (which represented less than 20%
of foreign financial flows to developing countries in 2006 as opposed to over 60%
in the 1970s, as reported by Frot and Santiso, 2008). [ 4 ] In this environment, the role of
official assistance is shifting and becoming a “catalyst” for other foreign and domestic
sources of (private) financing (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
[OECD], 2012 a ). One of the upshots of this is the quest for more innovative donor
financing (Severino & Ray, 2010) and the stated aim to support pilot and innovative
interventions.
This makes for a number of elements in the mix that are bound to make donors
disposed to, if not create an actual donor demand for impact evaluations: a) the
international community’s attention has shifted from financial aid flows and macroeconomic elements to the actual living conditions of development assistance policy
beneficiary populations; b) donors are seeking to improve and prove the effectiveness of
their actions, especially in terms of development outcomes; and c) the falling financial
weight of traditional ODA calls for (somewhat paradoxically given the MDGs’ stated
ambitions) new ambitions and targets, probably on a smaller scale than in the past.

1.2. Impact evaluations: the researchers’ big push
The boom in impact evaluations is also due to a sharp supply shock on the part
of the researchers in charge of conducting them. In 2005, the Center for Global
Development convened a working group of renowned economists, with the support
of the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the William and Flora Hewlett
Foundation, [ 5 ] to work on the Evaluation Gap Initiative. In 2006, the working group
produced a seminal report entitled “ When Will We Ever Learn? Improving Lives
through Impact Evaluation. ” The report was based on the premise that having spent
hundreds of billions of dollars on development, especially on social programmes,
[4] Note, however, that the weight of ODA to Sub-Saharan Africa remains huge at nearly 50% of foreign funds
received in 2006.
[5] Including French economists François Bourguignon and Esther Duflo.

[ 10 ]
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donors, NGOs and developing country governments knew very little about the
impacts of most of their programmes (in an echo of W. Easterley’s scathing analyses
of the effects of aid [ 6 ] ). The report also pointed up the limitations of the development
agencies’ evaluations to date, focused essentially on project monitoring and implementation evaluation. Incidentally, Mosley (1987) had already spotlighted the limitations
of the donors’ project evaluations, referring to a macro-micro paradox: where the
macroeconomic studies struggle to find a positive impact for development assistance,
the microeconomic studies largely conclude that they have a positive impact (for
example, 80% of the World Bank projects are considered to be satisfactory, as are
the AFD projects, see Box 2). The working group concluded with a proposal to close
this “evaluation gap”, specifically recommending the creation of a collective structure
to foster the development of impact evaluations (see Section 1-3).

Box

2 What can we learn from donors’ “standard”
project evaluations? The case of AFD

In 2006, AFD introduced virtually systematic evaluations of its projects with what it
calls a decentralised evaluations system (where evaluations are steered by the separate
AFD agencies concerned). These studies are based on different principles in keeping
with the DAC’s good practice criteria, including the independence of evaluations,
a principle normally guaranteed by using consulting firms external to AFD. Two
capitalisation studies were conducted in 2011 and 2013 to draw lessons from these
evaluations: the first study analysed a portfolio of 50 projects evaluated from 2007 to
2009 (Cafferini, 2011); the second study looked at a portfolio of around 55 projects
evaluated from 2009 to 2011 (Brillion, 2013).
Although these studies find evaluation quality to be satisfactory on the whole (approximately 80% of the reports in both studies), a number of elements put something of a
damper on this general observation:
• The evaluations’ analyses are considered to be too descriptive and focused on
project implementation, while their direct and indirect impacts are not properly
assessed. AFD’s Evaluation Unit, for example, finds that decentralised evaluations
generally analyse the relevance and quality of project implementation well, but do
less to assess outcomes and impacts.

[6] “The White Man’s Burden” (2006).
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• These observations probably have as much to do with a lack of project evaluability
as they do shortcomings with the methods used in these evaluations. Nearly half of
the evaluations point to design problems in terms of the clarity of project objectives
(intended results), their definition and their scope. The evaluators also often find
failings with the “logical frameworks” presented in the projects. In addition, the
indicators associated with certain variables (in terms of objectives/results) are not
always suitable (and are sometimes not even available) and their definition often lacks
clarity, which makes them hard to measure. Moreover, they are very rarely quantified
in terms of either initial situation or target value. Around one-quarter of the reports
also find problems with the project objective and outcome monitoring mechanisms.
The same types of observations are made for the impact variables, which are rarely
properly measured in the evaluation reports. On this point, note that the decentralised
evaluations have relatively modest resources [ 7 ] and therefore rely on simple, lightweight
methods.
On the whole though, these evaluations rank the AFD projects as highly satisfactory.

Table

1

Assessment of AFD project quality based
on decentralised evaluations (DAC methodology)
Relevance

Effectiveness

Efficiency

Sustainability

AFD
valueadded

Number
of evaluations

55

52

53

52

53

50

% satisfactory
assessments

93%

83%

70%

87%

58%

86%

7%

17%

30%

13%

42%

14%

% unsatisfactory
assessments

NB: some evaluation reports do not assess certain criteria.
Source: Brillion, 2013.

[7] Each study has a budget of around .25,000 on average.

[ 12 ]
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At the same time, a methodological “innovation” positively propelled impact evaluations
forward. It came in the form of the randomised control trial (RCT), which theoretically
provides both a highly robust and “simple” measurement of the effect strictly
attributable to development actions. This innovation [ 8 ] is behind the creation of
the Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-Pal) by A. Banerjee, E. Duflo and S.
Mullainathan in 2003 (the research laboratory appeared a few years following an
organisation with a similar purpose called Innovations for Poverty Action [IPA]). All
of J-Pal’s studies are based exclusively on the RCT technique. The laboratory’s stated
objective is not only to conduct high academic quality impact evaluations, but also to
promote the dissemination and policy use of these studies (“encourage real policy
changes based on results”). To meet this goal, J-Pal places great emphasis on
disseminating their findings way beyond the bounds of traditional scientific circles
(policy briefs, feedback seminars, etc.) and gives regular training courses on RCT
methodology for researchers, donors and partner country governments alike. Note
that, over and above the question of evaluation and choice of method, it is more
fundamentally important to these economists to review development project scale
and ambition (“piecemeal solutions to poor people’s problems”). This “one step
at a time” philosophy is diametrically opposed to the institutional and
macroeconomic approaches promoted by the IMF and the World Bank in the 1980s
and 1990s. In addition, this essentially empirical approach strives for pragmatism in
the face of the post-Washington Consensus “dogmatic slumber of ideologies”
(Durand & Nordmann, 2011). In this, it proposes to seek solutions rooted in the real
world, in the situations experienced by people, at a time when development
economics is struggling to find a new theoretical model (see Box 3). Leland (2011)
analyses the creation of the Development Innovation Ventures (DIV) fund by United
States Aid for International Development (USAID) in 2010 (funding tests on innovative
approaches, see Section 1-3) as the sign of a new direction for the American agency:
towards a market-based, decentralised international model more similar to the social
enterprise model of recent years than the historical “missionary aid” model. This approach
ties in with the “bottom of the pyramid” (BOP) concept developed by Prahalad in 2004.

[8] Note, however, that the social sciences have long used the RCT method (Société Française d’Evaluation [SFE],
2010), dating back to the 19 th century. The UK used it in education and psychology in the 1890s and 1900s. RCTs
enjoyed a golden age in the United States in the 1960s, when they were used in many fields: effectiveness of
Department of Defense propaganda programmes, pilot welfare programmes, measures to prevent school
drop-outs, unemployment policies, anti-drug policies, crime prevention policies, etc.

February 2015 / Development Impact Evaluations / © AFD
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Box

3

The promoted public policy evaluation methods:
a political choice?

As noted by Morra Imas and Rist (2009), just as the notion of development has
evolved over time, so the concept of development evaluation has changed. Far from
being the mere result of a neutral, objective decision, the choice of promoted public
policy evaluation methods (“gold standards”) more probably reflects the political
flavour of the day:
• the cost-benefit analysis of the 1960s pertaining to the “belief” in the priority to
be placed on infrastructures as a pillar of the Southern countries’ development;
• the more qualitative analysis of the 1970s as aid was redirected to the social sectors;
• the macroeconomic model of the 1980s in association with the structural adjustment
programmes (“getting the prices right”);
• the macroeconometric analysis and implementation-based qualitative analysis
of the 1990s in connection with the aid effectiveness agenda;
• the impact analysis of the 2000s due to the revised scale (of the effects) of aid and
the failure of the economic orthodoxy models.

[ 14 ]
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Table

2

Period

Aid paradigm and evaluation gold standards
Dominant
aid paradigm

Promoted
evaluation method

Dominant
discipline

1960s

Priority
on infrastructures
and agriculture

Cost-benefit
analysis
(ex-ante)

Finance

1970s

Redirection
to the social sectors
(education and health)

Qualitative analysis

Social sciences

1980s

Return of
the macroeconomic
framework and
structural adjustment

Macroeconomic
model

Macroeconomics

1990s

“Aid fatigue”:
emphasis on aid
effectiveness and
allocation criteria
based on good
governance

Qualitative analysis
and econometric
regressions

Macroeconometrics
and social sciences

2000s

Priority on bottom
of the pyramid,
but contradictory
ambitions: modest aid
(“piecemeal poverty
reduction”)
or ambitious aid
(MDGs)?

Experimental and
quasi-experimental
impact evaluations;
results-based
management

Microeconomics;
statistics

Post-2015?

Aid as a
comprehensive public
policy catalyst/tool?

Qualitative
and quantitative
analyses

Multidisciplinary

Source: Based on Morra Imas and Rist (2009).
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The “silent revolution” promoted by these researchers (“Just as randomized evaluations
revolutionized medicine in the 20th century, they have the potential to revolutionize
social policy during the 21 st” [Duflo & Kremer, 2003]) holds aloft the shining example
of an impact evaluation of the Progresa conditional cash transfers programme
conducted in Mexico in the late 1990s. This programme managed to combine all the
ingredients of a successful impact evaluation: it was based on robust methodology,
found highly positive results and, most importantly, was taken up politically with the
programme’s continuation and roll-out in Mexico (despite changes in power) and its
replication in over 40 countries (see Figure 2). A huge number of publications have
been produced on this study and it is held up far and wide as an example of why we
want impact evaluations (see Bernard et al., 2012). [ 9 ] The World Bank (2009) also
extols its influential significance, in the same way as other impact evaluations on
deworming pills and the distribution of insecticide-treated nets.

Figure

Number of conditional cash transfer programmes
and their impact evaluations worldwide
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Note: the number of active programs is the cumulative number of programs in implementation in each year
(excluding closed programs). The number of IEs having been released is also the cumulative number of IEs
by their report years. CCT = conditional cash tranfer.

Source: IEG World Bank (2012).

[9] Although recent years have seen heated debate over the correct interpretation of the results and their use
(see Section 2-3-1).

[ 16 ]
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All in all, it is interesting to note that demand from (some) donors and supply from
researchers (supported by foundations and NGOs) combined in the early 2000s to
produce an equilibrium conducive to a large output of impact evaluations, but that
this convergence appears to be based to some extent on a misunderstanding. One
side was concerned with proving and improving the effectiveness of their actions in
terms of results and development impacts. The other side was interested in testing local
solutions to development challenges. Nevertheless, the two paths came together on
one key point: to pay more attention to the effects of intervention on end beneficiaries.

1.3. Creation of new structures and funding for impact
evaluations
In response to the researchers’ call, the donor community put in place considerable
resources for impact evaluations in the 2000s, including dedicated structures and
practitioners’ networks. Particular examples of these are:
• The International Initiative for Impact Evaluation (3ie) set up in 2008. This
structure plays a dual role. It is both funding agency and knowledge broker. Its
activities include financing and assistance for impact evaluations and systematic
literature reviews, building databases on impact evaluations and systematic
literature reviews, and holding training seminars and results dissemination
conferences on the studies financed/conducted. 3ie also has a hand in defining
quality standards (including methodological papers and technical assistance
services) and identifying priority subjects to be addressed (with the choice of
studies financed and its “gap maps”). It has received a massive amount of funding
since 2008 (over US$68 million), mainly from two sources ( Department for
International Development [DFID] and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation),
followed by other institutions ( Australian Agency for International Development
[AusAid], William and Flore Hewlett, etc.).
• Similarly, the World Bank has hosted two funds in turn to finance impact
evaluations. The Spanish Impact Evaluation Fund was set up in 2007 and received
a total of nearly US$14 million in financing from the Spanish Cooperation
Agency and US$1.5 million from DFID. It funded 51 impact evaluations over the
2007-2012 period and a huge number of regional training courses on impact
evaluations in developing countries. The fund was wound up in June 2012 and
succeeded by the Strategic Impact Evaluations Fund (SIEF) with an endowment
of nearly US$40 million from DFID. The fund’s brief is to finance some 50 impact
evaluations over the 2012-2017 period (for a total of US$25 million).

February 2015 / Development Impact Evaluations / © AFD
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• In late 2010, USAID set up a fund to test innovative approaches in developing
countries: Development Innovation Ventures (DIV). The fund has an annual
budget limit of US$24 million (ceiling raised to over US$28 million for 2014).
It is reported to be currently funding some 60 initiatives in eight sectors in
22 countries. In June 2013, USAID and DFID announced that they were creating
a new fund to take over from DIV in the shape of Global Development Innovation
Ventures (GDIV), part of the National Impact Initiative.
• A number of leading multilateral donors seriously invested “in house” in this
activity (especially the World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank;
see Section 2-1). A foremost example of this is the World Bank’s launch of the
cross-cutting Development Impact Evaluation Initiative (DIME) for this activity
in 2005.
• The development of impact evaluations also saw the emergence of dedicated
networks of researchers and/or practitioners such as the Network of Networks
of Impact Evaluations (NONIE). This network, set up in 2006, teams up the
bilateral OECD/DAC Network on Development Evaluation with the multilateral
Evaluation Cooperation Group and United Nations Evaluation Group and the
developing countries’ International Organization for Cooperation in Evaluation.
Its mission is to encourage the development of high-quality impact evaluations
with the definition of quality standards (see the 2009 NONIE Guidance on
Impact Evaluation) and donor exchanges of good practices at conferences held,
in principle, once a year. [ 10 ]
Donor support to these structures, especially financial support, is relatively scattered
(see also Section 2). Yet they do receive a great deal of support from the corporate
foundations and NGOs. [ 11 ] In 2005, for example, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation
and William and Flora Hewlett Foundation launched the Evaluation Gap Initiative that
drove the boom in development impact evaluations. These same foundations are
also major benefactors for 3ie and J-Pal. NGO International Child Support (ICS) stands
as the “host” of J-Pal first RCTs in Kenya, including the model deworming evaluation.
Some French corporate foundations are also highly active in the field, such as the
[10] Note, however, that this network has slowly lost speed and its future is now in the balance.
[11] Rosenzweig (2012) points out that it is hardly surprising that these studies appeal to researchers and NGOs in
particular since, “The message that economic science and money (aid) can be combined to directly help the
poor, even in corrupt and/or dysfunctional political regimes and in the absence of grand strategies or major
technological breakthroughs, is of obvious appeal to altruistic billionaires, aid agencies, charitable NGOs, and
dewy-eyed college economics majors who see that they can both do good and learn in exotic locales.”

[ 18 ]
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Véolia Foundation and the Danone Foundation. And the dividing line can tend to
blur between evaluators (such as J-Pal) and NGOs and foundations: E. Duflo is a
member of the advisory board and expert network of certain foundations (Véolia
and Danone) and ICS is another good example of this (Roetman, 2011).[ 12 ] IPA has
even found itself in the position of development programme operator with nothing
whatsoever to do with an evaluation (such as when it has scaled previously evaluated
measures).

1.4. (Impact) evaluations of more than aid
The development of impact evaluations in the last decade concerns far from just the
development sector. In the wake of the 2008 financial and economic crisis, most
developed country governments introduced spending-cut policies wherein (impact)
evaluations play an increasing role in targeting budget cuts and redirecting public
resources to the most effective policies. Although France has been somewhat slow
on the uptake compared with other countries, public policy evaluation has gradually
risen to high on the government agenda in recent years as a tool to assist and steer
its reforms. This can be seen, for example, from the emblematic experimental study
on the inclusion benefit scheme (RSA) [ 13 ] conducted in 2007-2008 and the 2008
creation of a youth development fund to test the effectiveness of a certain number
of policies (designed to improve school graduation rates and the social inclusion and
employability of under-25s) before bringing them to scale. [ 14 ] The French Centre for
Research and Studies on the World Economy (CEPII) also recently conducted a (quasiexperimental) impact evaluation of French export support measures for the French
Ministry for the Economy (Crozet et al., 2013).
In addition, since 2009, all bills tabled (save exceptions provided for by a constitutional
bylaw) have to be accompanied by an upstream government impact study defining
their objectives and presenting the grounds for a new piece of legislation, the current
legislative state of play in the field, the bill’s compliance with European legislation, an
evaluation of the economic, financial, social and environmental effects of the bill’s
provisions, and the planned implementing provisions and their effects.
[12 ] “The line between programmes and evaluations began to blur”; “The choice of research questions had
implications for programmatic choices and vice versa.”
[13] Although this evaluation was experimental (in that it tested different policy implementation methods), it was
not a randomised control trial (since the areas/beneficiaries were not randomly assigned).
[14 ] Just over 55% of the trials launched by this fund since July 2009 have an evaluation protocol based on a comparison
between a control group and a treatment group, some of which (approximately 37% of the total) are randomly
assigned (Gurgand & Valdenaire, 2012).
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In a finishing touch, the Government Modernisation Plan (MAP) announced in
December 2012 stipulates that, “All public policies will be evaluated throughout the
five-year term of government” (see the speech by J.-M. Ayrault on 18 December
2012). A first wave of some 40 evaluations is therefore scheduled for policies in areas
(business support, housing benefit, education, etc.) accounting for over 20% of annual
public spending. This move is driven mainly by the work of the economic advisory
group to the Prime Minister, the Conseil d’A nalyse Economique (CAE, 2013).
On the whole, the place and culture of domestic public policy evaluation in a donor
country most probably influence the prominence of impact evaluations, and resultsbased management in general, in its international development policies.

[ 20 ]
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2.1. Size matters?
Although 57% of the donors say they conduct impact evaluations (OECD, 2010),
closer investigation reveals a wide range of donor situations. Two multilateral donors
(the World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank) stand out for their
huge output and relatively “long-standing” impact evaluations of their programmes.
The World Bank, for example, has launched over 45 impact evaluations every year
since 2005. [ 16 ] A third, bilateral donor (DFID) is also relatively outstanding for its major
contribution to financing impact evaluations via funds and collective structures
(SIEF, 3ie, etc.), even though it had not, until recently, actually conducted any such
studies itself (see DFID, 2013). [ 17 ] , [18 ]
The other leading donors can be divided into three groups:
• Donors with a significant production of impact evaluations (at least two to
three impact evaluations launched per year) such as the Millennium Challenge
Corporation (MCC), the Asian Development Bank (ADB), the Japan International
Cooperation Agency (JICA), USAID and the Dutch cooperation agency. These
[15] The elements presented in this section are based on information collected from the main identified donors’
websites (including a large number of publications) and, wherever possible, on direct interviews with these
institutions’ evaluation departments (see appendices 1 and 2). The analysis covers the leading international
donors in terms of size.
[16] Figure taken from the World Bank’s online database. The Independent Evaluation Group (IEG) (2012) estimates
this figure at as high as 62.
[17] This was also the case with the Spanish cooperation agency, although it stopped financing funds of this kind
in 2012.
[18] USAID is, to a certain extent, in a similar situation.
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donors have turned their attention to impact evaluations relatively recently,
but have placed them firmly on their strategic agenda.[ 19 ]
• Donors that conduct impact evaluations in an “opportunistic” or exploratory
manner such as AFD, KfW and GIZ. These donors turn out a much smaller number
of studies (no more than one study launched per year since 2005) and have
what remains to be seen as a pilot activity (i.e. not institutionalised) in this field.
• Donors that do not conduct impact evaluations at all and are not expected to
invest to any great extent in this activity in the near future. This is the case, in
particular, with the European Union institutions (European Commission and
European Investment Bank [EIB]), which claim mainly institutional and financial
barriers (often high cost of these studies) to the development of this activity.
Lastly, there is the case of the United Nations agencies, which have conducted few
impact evaluations (strictly speaking) to date, but did set up a special task force to
look into the question in 2009 (United Nations Evaluation Group [UNEG] and Impact
Evaluation Task Force [IETF]). In 2013, the Task Force published a guide on impact
evaluations specifically for United Nations activities to foster these studies, provided
a “small” budget be available.

[19] The MCC attaches a great deal of importance to impact evaluations (with a budget of US$1 to US$2 million per
study in agriculture, for example). The Asian Development Bank scaled up this activity with an initiative launched
in 2010 (Implementing Impact Evaluations at ADB), underpinned by technical assistance. Following a pilot phase,
JICA also decided to institutionalise this type of evaluation with its JICA Research Institute set up in 2008 and
substantial funding (the average budget for a study can range from US$100,000 to US$1 million. USAID recently
included impact evaluations as a relatively important form of evaluation in its evaluation policy document (2011).
It sets a minimum of one opportunity for impact evaluation to be identified for each Development Objective
(in its country strategy documents) and also works with 3ie to launch systematic literature reviews. The Dutch
cooperation agency has shown a growing interest in “statistical impact evaluation methods” in recent years and
puts considerable resources into them (for example, it recently launched a call for tenders for a series of five
impact evaluations on renewable energies for a total budget of €5 million). At the same time, it has been working
on the geographic concentration of its aid (from 33 to 15 intervention countries by 2015).

[ 22 ]
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Table

3

Institutions

Imperfect correlation between donor size, concentration
of commitments and adoption of impact evaluations
Gross
commitments
(US$ billions,
2011)

Number of
intervention
countries

Ratio of
commitments/
number of
countries
(US$ millions,
2011)

Number
of impact
evaluations
(completed,
ongoing and
scheduled)*

			
Group 1: Large producers		
World Bank:
• IBRD
• IDA
IDB

26.7
16.3

188
81

142
201

483 (at least)

11.4

48

238

100 (at least)

Group 2: Large funders		
DFID

6.8
78
87
				

Major financing
via funds

Group 3: Medium-sized producers		
MCC

1.4
25
56
				
				

48
(40 of which
are scheduled)

AsDB

21.7

67

324

37

JICA

19.9

95

209

26

USAID

11.2

140

80

44 (scheduled)

Dutch cooperation
4.2
33
128
≈ 20
agency				

Group 4: Small producers		
AFD

8.0

73

110

10

KfW

6.3

GIZ

2.8

140

65

≈ 10

130

54

≈5

United Nations

11.3

147

77

≈ 10

12.3

150

82

-

8.5

53

160

-

Group 5: Non-producers
EU (EC, EIB)
AfDB

* The figures given are based on information collected from the different donors (either from their website/their publications
or directly from the evaluation departments). They should therefore be considered with caution.
Sources: relevant donor reports, websites and interviews.
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Yet the fact of the matter is that a considerable proportion of impact evaluations
are not actually ordered directly by the donors on their own programme budgets:
• A large percentage are conducted, following calls for projects, using multilateral
funds financed by certain donors and foundations: the total number of impact
evaluations financed by 3ie, SIEF (I & II) and DIV is estimated at nearly 300.
• At the same time, a large proportion of these studies are produced by a direct
partnership between researchers and project managers/operators (NGOs and,
in some countries, government departments) with or without donor funding.
J-Pal/IPA and the Center for Effective Global Action (CEGA) – the leading research
centres for impact evaluations – account for an estimated total of nearly 500
impact evaluations (part of which are conducted directly with national project
managers). [ 20 ]

Table 4
Institutions

Impact evaluations by multilateral funds
and leading research centres
Total budget (US$ millions)

Number of impact evaluations
(completed, ongoing
and scheduled)

			
Multilateral funds		
3IE

68

129

SIEF I

15.5

51

SIEF II

40
(25 on financing IEs)

50

≈ 20

≈ 60

J-Pal

n/a

397

CEGA

n/a

Approx. 100

DIV

Leading research centres		

Sources: relevant institutions’ reports and websites.

[20] However, this information is not easy to extract from these institutions’ databases on impact evaluations. In
addition, this total figure includes a number of double counts due to cross-funding and sometimes multiple
affiliations of researchers.

[ 24 ]
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This preliminary typology of the production of impact evaluations highlights two
key elements. Firstly, most of the internationally produced impact evaluations come
from certain leading donors (the World Bank and the Inter-American Development
Bank [IDB]) on one side and from multilateral funds and direct associations of
researchers and local project managers on the other. In this environment, the traditional model of ex-post project (impact) evaluations pales into insignificance beside
a model in which the multilateral funds play an important role (see diagrams 1 and 2).
This “size premium” is hardly surprising considering the constraints inherent in conducting
impact evaluations (large budget, often-long timeframe and human resources required;
see Box 4). Strong interactions in the experimental method between project design
and evaluation design (see Appendix 3) also explain the need for much closer links
between researchers and project operators than in the case of traditional ex-post
(impact) evaluations: “[…] it makes the researcher transition from spectator to actor
in the development process,” (Legovini, 2010).

Diagrams 1 & 2 The governance of impact evaluations:
end of the principal-agent model
Diagram 1: Traditional ex-post (impact) evaluation model used by the donors

Principal/client

Donor
Role of evaluation funding
and impetus

Agents

Researchers
Role of evaluation
implementation

Operator
Role of project implementation
and limited participation
in the evaluation
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Diagram 2: An example of prospective impact evaluations
Researchers
Role of evaluation impetus
and implementation

Multilateral funds
(3ie, SIEF, etc.):
Role of evaluation funding
and support
(if not indirect impetus)

Operator
Role of project implementation
and active participation in the evaluation
(project adjustments, tests of methods, etc.)

Donors
Role of evaluation funding
and support

Secondly, among the donors that conduct impact evaluations of their own programmes,
nothing more than a tenuous link can be found between size (in terms of donors’
total financial commitments or with respect to the number of their intervention
countries) and impact evaluation output. This means that other factors are more
decisive in the donors’ inclination to insource this activity (evaluation culture, probably
the dominant type of financial instrument, [ 21 ] ; etc.).

[21] The fragility of the DAC data is such that it is not easy to establish a relationship between the type of aid the
donors deliver and the importance they place on impact evaluations (for example, project aid is supposed to lend
itself more to these studies).

[ 26 ]
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Figure

Size of donor commitments
(excluding the World Bank) by country:
a poor predictor of their impact evaluation activity

3

Number of impact evaluations and concentration of financial commitments by country
120

Number of impact evaluations

100
IDB
80
y = 0.153x + 9.4066
R 2 = 0.225

60

40
AsDB
20

JICA

0
0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

Financial concentration by country
(gross financial commitments/number of intervention countries, US$ millions)
Sources: donors, authors’ calculations.

Box 4 The economics of impact evaluations:
figures based on donors’ experiences
Budget

The donors (that evaluate their programmes)
The World Bank’s average budget for an impact evaluation is US$500,000 (IEG, 2012).
This may seem a great deal, but it represents “just” 1.4% on average of the average sum
earmarked for projects financed by the World Bank. MCC and USAID report larger
average budgets (of some US$1 to US$2 million in agriculture) due to the total outsourcing of these studies (whereas the World Bank “only” outsources data collection). The
average budget for impact evaluations conducted by KfW (budget shared with other
donors in some cases) is more modest at around €200,000, probably due to a more
systematic use of existing data (and partial insourcing). JICA gives a broad budget bracket
ranging from US$100,000 to US$1 million per study, much like AFD with its unit cost of
€35,000 to €800,000 (cofinanced) depending on the evaluations.

February 2015 / Development Impact Evaluations / © AFD

[ 27 ]

2. What have we learnt? Points of international consensus
A SAVOIR

Only the IDB appears to differ from the other donors. Its 2008 review of its impact
evaluations (Ruprah, 2008) quotes a low average cost per study of US$43,000 for which
it gives three main reasons: the priority use of existing data; a strategy to evaluate the
same programme simultaneously in different countries to capitalise on the protocol;
and extensive use of local consultants/researchers in the EVALNET network. However,
the IDB does note the limitations of this strategy, i.e. the choice of studies is steered
by data availability resulting in a very high drop-out rate of 65% of scheduled studies.

The multilateral funds
The average amount granted by SIEF I to finance an impact evaluation can be estimated
at approximately US$300,000. This is close to the approximate figure of US$250,000
reported by 3ie (AusAid, 2011) and similar to the sum measured for DIV (US$300,000,
ranging from US$75,000 to US$1.5 million depending on the study). Note that, in certain
cases, the financing granted to a study via these funds may be in addition to other
funding sources (in the case of DIV, this is even a prerequisite).
On the whole then, although these figures are obviously fragmentary, impact evaluations
call for generally large budgets despite figures varying widely depending on the data
used, how these studies are conducted (in house/out of house; local/international),
and the method used (in the case of the experimental method, supervision of compliance with protocol integrity generates an additional cost compared with other
approaches, albeit marginal according to Diamond (2012)). However, these figures need
to be weighed against the average budget earmarked for other types of evaluations:
the average cost of what AFD calls its strategic, thematic evaluations (generally based
on more qualitative approaches, but with broader analytic coverage than the impact
evaluations) is an estimated €125,000. In addition, the average cost of the budget
support evaluations is approximately €400,000 (cofinanced with other donors).

Timeframe and uncertainties
Impact evaluation timeframes are generally long. AFD takes an estimated one to
one-and-a-half years to prepare a prospective study (i.e. designed upstream of project
implementation with the necessary collection of baseline data). Deployment then takes
easily one to three years (depending on the date on which the ex-post survey is carried
out), followed by at least one to two years to process the data and disseminate the
findings. In the case of one particular experimental study, the initial identification and
feasibility work started in 2005 and the final results were presented in 2013! However,
other studies have been completed in much shorter times: for example, one quasiexperimental study using existing data took approximately two years end to end.

[ 28 ]
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In addition to this often-long lead-time, a strong element of uncertainty hangs over
whether the work undertaken will be completed and, in the case of experimental
studies, whether the method’s integrity can be kept intact long enough. In the case of
AFD, ten of some 20 studies on which work started (from at least a feasibility analysis
to at most a baseline survey) had to be dropped for all sorts of reasons ranging from
a lack of project evaluability to a funding problem or defaulting partner. A further
three ongoing and scheduled studies present a high risk of not being completed (for
a drop-out rate of approximately 45% to 60%, slightly less than the rate calculated by
the IDB). At the same time, “aborted” experiments found by the World Bank (Campos
et al., 2012) and MCC (2012) show just how fragile this type of study is. In the case of
two RCTs conducted by AFD, operational problems forced a wave of ex-post surveys
to be dropped (with take-up rates remaining low in both cases and contract termination
rates high in micro-health insurance).

2.2. From gold standard to good standards
2.2.1. From the RCT bubble…
In the mid-2000s, randomised control trials (see Box 5) were held up as the gold
standard for development impact evaluation by a number of academic papers
(Duflo et al., 2006) and certain donors’ evaluation standards (especially USAID [ 22 ]
and DFID [ 23 ] ). The World Bank, a number of bilateral donors and the multilateral
funds (3ie, SIEF and DIV) have all clearly placed a high (and rising) premium on this
particular impact evaluation method (see Table 5 and Figure 4). Yet although it may
seem perfectly natural to use robust quantitative methods (compared with qualitative
methods) to measure effects attributable to donors’ actions, the fascination with the
RCT method is out of touch with the reality of the interventions able to be evaluated
by this method. It has been suggested that only 5% of interventions by donors such
as DFID have characteristics (see Appendix 3) suitable for the use of RCTs (Stern et al.,
2012). Moreover, most donors have to date conducted a mere minority of randomised
control trials on their own projects (RCTs generally represent less than one-quarter of
completed and ongoing impact evaluations). [ 24 ] And the high rate of randomised
[22] “For impact evaluations, experimental methods generate the strongest evidence. Alternative methods should
be utilized only when random assignment strategies are infeasible.” (USAID, 2011)
[23] “Experimental methods are uniquely capable of establishing causality with a high degree of statistical confidence,
dealing with selection bias and providing rigorous estimates of the size of impact.” (DFID, 2013)
[24] Even though this figure is basically in itself already high, in view of the low level of RCT applicability to the standard
donor portfolio!
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control trials conducted by the World Bank is really down to the activity of the DIME
initiative, which is actually a highly operational use (implementation science; see
Section 2-3-4). All in all, the high production of RCTs in development over the last
ten years or so seems to be driven more by supply (method strongly promoted by
the researchers in association with the NGOs) than by demand (from the traditional
donors).

[ 30 ]
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Table

5

Weight of the use of RCTs (by institution)

Institutions
(ranked in descending
order)

RCT method
(% of total evaluations)

Comments

			
Donors		
World Bank

80 (ongoing studies)
30 (completed studies)

High recent proportion due to DIME’s
prospective use of the evaluation

MCC

63

On the basis of the eight completed
impact evaluations

JICA

50 (ongoing/scheduled studies)
0 (completed studies)

Upper bound

AFD

27

AsDB

25 (since 2010)
12 (up to 2009)

Corresponding to two RCTs
–

IDB

13

GI

13

KfW

10

Corresponding to one ongoing RCT

Dutch cooperation
agency

0

Based on the evaluations counted
on the agency’s website

3IE

74

Based on the impact evaluations
financed by 3ie

SIEF I

74

Project selection criteria conducive
to this method
(maximum technical score)

SIEF II

n/a

Relaxing of selection criteria
conducive to
quasi-experimental methods

DIV

64

–

J-Pal

100

Only method used

CEGA

54

–

2012 report
Based on the evaluations listed
in GIZ (2012)

Multilateral funds		

Leading research centres		

* The figures given are based on information collected from the different donors (either from their websites or directly from
their evaluation departments). They should therefore be considered with caution.
Sources: relevant institutions.
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Figure

4 Growth in experimental evaluations
at the World Bank
Experimental

Quasi-experimental

60

Number of World Bank IEs

50

40

30

20

10

0
2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

IE initiation year
Note: Based on 381 of 396 World Bank IEs initiated between 2000 and 2010. For 15 ongoing IEs, the IE design was
not specified in the DIME database. For three additional ongoing IEs, the initiation year could not be determined,
so they are excluded from the count of 396 IEs referenced above. The information on IE design for completed IEs
is drawn from IE reports; the source of information for design of ongoing World Bank IEs is the DIME database.
IE – impact evaluation.
Sources : IEG, 2012.

Box

5

Focus on randomised control trials

The basic principle of randomised control trials is the random sampling of individuals
(or statistical units) covered by a programme within a target population. The law of
large numbers dictates that random sampling will guarantee that, ex ante, programme
beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries will be identical on average (in terms of both observables – such as age, income and education – and unobservables – such as motivation
and risk aversion). This strategy theoretically eliminates selection bias (or composition
effect), thereby ensuring that the observed difference in result or impact variables
between the beneficiary group and non-beneficiary group is solely attributable to the
intervention.

[ 32 ]
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Note that there are different ways to apply the principle of random sampling. In
addition to the “simple” lottery, there is the – randomised – pipeline approach used
mainly when a programme is deployed across almost an entire territory. Then there is
the randomised encouragement design used to prevent a programme’s populations
from being excluded a priori and useful when a programme’s uptake rate is “naturally”
rather low. There are also cases of what are known as natural experiments where a
programme’s particular conditions are close to an RCT set-up. This is the case, for
example, with programmes that have strict – and exogenous – assignment thresholds
(such as allocation below a certain income line) and geographic borders. Comparing
individuals lying closely on either side of this cutoff/border provides, in principle,
extremely robust estimates of the programme’s local impact (known as regression
by discontinuity design).
The “control” part of the term refers to the fact that the trial needs to be conducted
in perfectly controlled conditions if the method is to be valid: sound identification
of the target population; truly random sampling; capacity to track beneficiary/nonbeneficiary individuals throughout the trial; minimal or perfectly symmetrical (i.e.
affecting them similarly) interference by programmes or exogenous shocks on the
two groups, etc. The problems raised by this type of “control” are already well known
in the case of social experiments. Also understood is the need for “first-hand” data in
this type of study, i.e. generally collected specifically for the study’s needs (termed
“primary data”). It is actually rare in this type of clinical study for existing data (called
“secondary data”) to be able to be used directly, especially in developing countries
(with their restricted statistical coverage), since they have to specifically cover selected
samples of beneficiaries/non-beneficiaries, need to be collected on given dates (just
before the programme’s implementation and three years’ after) and have to concern
exactly the key variables studied.
Last but not least, the term “trial” refers to the trial-and-error/test approach technically
specific to this type of method. The principle is to test programmes whose effects (or
at least their size) are not known a priori and which could, where appropriate, be revised
to a greater or lesser extent following these tests. Obviously, this “simple” link between
trial and decision is far from self-evident in the case of development projects and
public policies in general.
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The RCT’s “right of first refusal” over the study purpose has brought with it a certain
amount of impact evaluation targeting:
• The studies conducted focus on project aid more than other forms of aid
whose allocation to a specific purpose is less direct. Note here that one of
the donors that grants the most financing in the form of budget support
(the European Commission) has not yet conducted any (experimental) impact
evaluations.
• They focus more on local interventions (see control group constraint).
• The experimental impact evaluations seem to cover projects implemented
by NGOs more often than by administrations/national governments (Ravallion,
2012). [ 25 ] This observation can be explained by the operator flexibility required
for the success of this type of prospective study, which calls for operational
alterations to the “standard” programme implementation. Roetman (2011) notes
that NGOs find the principle of random assignment of beneficiaries more
acceptable than governments in that it is not an NGO’s job to offer collective
goods and services to the entire population.
• The impact evaluations conducted display a certain amount of concentration in
terms of sectors and subject matter. For example, social protection (conditional
cash transfers – CCT), education and finance (microfinance) account for over
half of the impact evaluations found in the 3ie database. Two-thirds of J-Pal’s
listed trials concern finance (microfinance), education and health. Nevertheless,
the World Bank notes that there has been some diversification of subject matter
since 2005 (when studies on local development, education and CCTs dominated).
It is also generally acknowledged that RCTs lend themselves more to lowto- moderate complexity projects (NONIE, 2009; Stern et al., 2012; and Bernard
et al., 2012, for example). The World Bank observes that complex interventions
concern the smallest number of impact evaluations. Examples are projects in
the energy and transport sectors and institutional reforms (which represent a
mere 6% or so of the Bank’s impact evaluations). In the same vein, the interventions targeted by these studies are mostly soft interventions (provision of
services and light goods) rather than hard interventions (e.g. major infrastructure
projects; Ravallion, 2012) [ 26 ] , or interventions designed to improve the running
[25] However, the main producers/funders do not have enough user-friendly (or complete) impact evaluation
databases to be able to analyse this point in a perfectly objective manner.
[26] McKenzie (2011b), however, finds no substitution effect, but an overall increase in scientific production (albeit
concentrated in the given sectors).

[ 34 ]
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of developing countries’ institutions. AusAid (2011) notes, for example, that the
majority of the impact evaluations financed by 3ie’s 3rd Open Window concern
the supply of services (20 out of 22 studies). Lastly, a survey by the World Bank’s
IEG (2012) shows that 50% of project managers and departments consider that
impact evaluations concentrate on the “easier” interventions to evaluate, and
not necessarily on knowledge priorities and gaps.

Figure

5

Extent of impact evaluation sector concentration
1% Urban Development
19% Multisector

20% Education
1% Information and Communication Technology
5% Health Nutrition and Population
15% Finance
2% Environment and Disaster Management
1% Energy
1% Agriculture and Rural Development
5% Water and sanitation
1% Private Sector Development
10% Public Sector Management

20% Social Protection
Source: 3ie (2011).

February 2015 / Development Impact Evaluations / © AFD

[ 35 ]

2. What have we learnt? Points of international consensus
A SAVOIR

It comes as no surprise, then, to find the initial wave of euphoria over randomised
control trials followed by a more troubled period of biting criticism of the approach’s
limitations with regard to its operational and strategic use as an accountability tool
(see Section 2-3) and its methodology. Some researchers have challenged the
methodological superiority of the method. Deaton (2010), for example, argues that
the RCT method should not be considered a gold standard for impact evaluations
(“Randomization is not a gold standard because there is no gold standard”). These
critical elements, well documented in the literature, can be summed up in a few
points:
• Firstly, some authors point up practical problems with the trials. The fact that
simple random assignment by lottery is not actually very workable often leads
researchers to use alternative techniques, sorts of second-best arrangements,
which are not without their own problems: the pipeline approach, which calls for
strict application of the sequential rollout design (MCC, 2012); and randomised
encouragement design, which requires taker/non-taker behaviour to be perfectly
in line with expectations (Diamond, 2013). Labrousse (2010) puts it that RCTs
are not free from a certain amount of “tinkering” often found with research
protocols. Quentin and Guérin (2013) make the same observation based on the
experimental study of the SKY micro-health insurance programme in Cambodia
co-financed by AFD. Lastly, RCTs are “aborted” relatively frequently due mainly to
low take-up and other operational problems (Campos et al., 2012). In these cases,
the method actually used to measure impacts is more of a quasi-experimental
econometric evaluation than an RCT. At the same time, it is not impossible that,
despite random sampling, a certain selection bias may still persist in practice:
non-random sample attrition; [ 27 ] risk of the probability of de facto encouragement not being perfectly random; unexpected externalities generated by
the programme; and exogenous shocks/programmes affecting a given group
unexpectedly.
• An equally well-documented risk (Ravallion, 2011), but one that is often glanced
over in the papers presenting study results, is the risk of trial biases. This risk was
first highlighted in the United States in the 1920s (a Hawthorne effect occurs
when the results of a trial are not due to trial factors, but to the fact that the
subjects know they are part of a trial in which they are being tested, the effect
[27] For example, if, in the case of an urban development project, property prices were to rise bringing with them
an eviction effect for the poorest residents, a larger proportion of households (non-random/non-exogenous
to the project) might not be able to be re-interviewed in the beneficiary area than in the control area, leading
to an overestimation of impact on the income variables.

[ 36 ]
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of which is generally to make them more motivated; and the John Henry effect
is similar to the Hawthorne effect, but concerns the control group, for example
when the control group “does not want to lose face”). The bias has to do with
the fact that, in most social experiments, unlike clinical trials, individuals are
aware of their status (beneficiary/non-beneficiary) as are the people in charge
of the evaluation. This cannot then be said to be a “double-blind” trial. Yet the
few cases of studies that have taken this precaution show that the bias is
potentially not inconsiderable (see figures 6 and 7 on impact evaluations of the
improvement in water quality).

Figures

6 & 7 One bias replaces another: impacts on water
quality with/without blinded trials

All the studies find that water quality interventions
greatly improve child health indicators
(halving the incidence of diarrhoea on average)…

… The four blinded studies find that
the impact is non-significant on average

Water quality
interventions
to reduce
diarrhoea

35 studies
- 31 unblinded
- 4 blinded

Source: Cairncross (2012).
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• Also much discussed are the RCT method’s limitations in terms of external
validity (even though this limitation is found, to a certain extent, with all impact
evaluation methods). This criticism refers to the highly specific/contextual
nature of the results obtained and problems with the generalisation of these
results. This may be due to the small size of the chosen study sample, which is
necessary to ensure the protocol’s internal validity, but is sometimes not really
representative of the target population (see Bernard et al., 2012; Parienté, 2008).
It could also be due to the highly specific context of the trial (such as a highly
specific test ground and a highly motivated NGO implementing the programme).
On this last point, the systematic literature reviews, which surged with the boom
in impact evaluations, offer some answers (but are themselves disputed, see the
Overseas Development Institute [ODI], 2012). In addition, the relative geographic
concentration of these trials can but add to fears of limited external validity
(see Figure 8). Possibly even more fundamentally, this could be due to the scale
of the programme tested. Measures evaluated at local level might – when scaled
up – have systemic/macroeconomic effects by definition not measured by a
“pilot”. A classic example given by Gurgand and Valdenaire (2012) is the STAR
study of smaller class size in schools in the United States. The findings of this
experiment on dozens of randomly assigned classes were conclusive. However,
taking this trial to scale implies massive recruitment of teachers, as transpired
in certain American States spurred into action by the trial’s results. There are
fears that the fact that these new teachers are not as well trained could offset
the effect of reducing the size of the classes. Similar negative feedback effects
are also found in France by one of the few studies that sets out to measure these
effects (Crépon et al., 2011) on enhanced jobseeker assistance. And Billé (2009)
takes the same track when he talks about the “the myth of the oil stain effect”.
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Figure

8

Clear geographic concentration of trials

Geographic distribution of J-Pal’s impact evaluations
(% of all impact evaluations, excluding those conducted in the USA and the EU)
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Reading: Two-thirds of J-Pal’s developing country trials are concentrated in ten countries; India and Kenya
alone account for one-third of these evaluations. An analysis of the World Bank’s impact evaluations database
also ranks these two countries among the top three study areas behind Brazil (which alone is the subject of
approximately 8% of the World Bank’s impact evaluations over the 2005-2010 period). In addition, IEG (2012)
notes that, in 2009-2010, impact evaluations were conducted on one-quarter of the operations financed by the
World Bank in Brazil.

Source: J-Pal and author’s calculations.

• Lastly, questions are raised about the construct validity of the trials, i.e. the
capacity for their chosen variables to provide a relevant measurement of the
changes concerned (Johnson, 2013), and about the quality of the data on which
they are based. The replication work by Palmer-Jones (2013) is altogether
enlightening on this point since he shows that the robustness of findings
ultimately relies as much on the reliability of the protocol as on the quality of
the data collected (Ravallion, 2012). Similarly, Gibson et al. (2013) find household
consumption measurement errors originating in the household surveys, which
could bias the results of the impact evaluations.
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2.2.2. … to a return to a broader range of methods
Sharp criticism of the randomised control trials has ended up influencing not only
certain donors’ positions, but also the positions of multilateral funds such as 3ie and
SIEF, steering them towards a more balanced pragmatic consensus. This can be
clearly seen from the 2012 NONIE meeting, which spoke of the need to switch from
the “gold standard” to “good standards”. Yet it is also manifest in a DFID working
paper published the same year (Stern et al., 2012), asking donors to broaden the array
of methods used to evaluate the impact of development projects. In a significant
move, 3ie’s evaluation selection criteria have changed in its new calls for projects to
take in previously excluded non-experimental evaluations. SIEF II has also relaxed its
methodological requirements. In addition, 3ie is playing an active role in the shift in
systematic literature review standards towards a broader method mix – to include
studies based on non-experimental and qualitative methods (see Box 6) and on grey
literature (AusAid, 2011; and Dzakpasu et al., 2013 in an example of a broader-based
review).

Box 6 Impact evaluations: going for a broader method mix
In addition to experimental impact evaluations, there are three other major types
of methods called quasi-experimental. The main advantage of these essentially econometric methods is their greater practical workability (given that experimentation,
especially the principle of randomisation, applies only in a small number of cases).
However, the drawback with these methods is that they are based on a certain
number of what are known as “identifying” assumptions and that they produce
results somewhat sensitive to the adopted econometric specifications (Givord, 2010).
The matching method is sometimes presented as a sort of second-best to the RCT
method. This method takes observables (such as age and income) to match nonbeneficiary group individuals (or statistical units) with beneficiaries one by one. The
method’s advantage is that once the two groups have been formed, impact estimates
are made “simply” by calculating the difference between the averages for the variables
of interest, without needing to have an underlying linear model. Nevertheless, this
method is based on the assumption that the unobservable characteristics of
the beneficiary and non-beneficiary individuals are perfectly correlated with their
observable characteristics (otherwise the estimates would be biased).
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In practice, it also calls for a large quantity of data and a broad enough “region
of common support” (i.e. a large enough number of comparable individuals). The
difference-in-difference method compares the situation of individual beneficiaries
with the situation of nonbeneficiaries before and after the intervention (whose impact
is being measured). Its combination of “with/without” and “before/after” methods
sets it up to control for both time and individual biases. This method, based on linear
regressions in practice, assumes that the pre-intervention difference observed between
beneficiary group and control group, formed ad hoc, is constant over time. So although
the method is conceptually simple, it does have considerable limitations. Last but not
least, the instrumental variable procedure uses a variable correlated with the intervention whose impact is being measured, but which has no direct impact on the results
of this measurement (exogenous to the key variable). The quality of the results obtained
by this method will nonetheless depend on the validity of the chosen instrument. In
practice, it can be hard to find a suitable variable. Note that these different methods
can be combined to some extent. And then there are more qualitative impact evaluation
methods available, especially contribution analysis (SFE, 2010).

In this environment, seeking to measure impacts specifically attributable to a project
takes second place to a looser assessment of a project’s impacts (attribution aim
without necessarily specifically measuring the size of the effects; Stern et al., 2012).
Some researchers talk about using different approaches to try and establish a
“plausibility” of causal links rather than strictly seeking to establish statistical “causality”
(Cairncross, 2012). Others raise the need for more pragmatism in the methods used
(Ridde & Haddad, 2013). Stands are also taken on the need to “kiss goodbye to
attribution” and settle instead on finding the contribution to results/impacts (see
AFD – F3E seminars and SFE seminar in 2013). [ 28 ] Impact evaluations are also paying
more attention to studying the “causal chain” or “programme theory”, setting the scene
for a balance between “standard” evaluations – focused on the processes of implementation and achievement of preliminary results – and impact evaluations (White,
2009; see also Box 7 on a number of Dutch cooperation studies). Methodologically
speaking , mixed methods (quantitative and qualitative) and matching method to
purpose have been encouraged (by the European Evaluation Society (EES) [ 29 ] since
[28] Using contribution analysis, for example (see SFE, 2010).
[29 ] In September 2007, the European Evaluation Society (EES) felt the need to issue a statement about "the importance
of a methodologically diverse approach to impact evaluation – specifically with respect to development aid and
in development interventions", pointing out that "the EES supports multi-method approaches to impact evaluation
and does not consider any single method such as RCT as first choice or as the 'gold standard.”
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2007 and NONIE since 2009). 3ie now clearly calls for such a mix (“Quality impact
evaluations require mixed methods; that is a combination of both quantitative and
qualitative methods“). [ 30 ] Its creation of Policy Window (in which projects submitted
by governments, NGOs and other implementing agencies are pre-selected according
to their relevance and then proposed to teams of researchers in charge of defining
a protocol) marks a move away from “being steered” by the methods. [ 31 ] Nonexperimental and qualitative methods look, then, to be making a comeback (“It’s a
good time to be a qualitative researcher in impact evaluation…”, Camfield, 2013).
Alternative impact evaluation methods are emerging for “small n” projects (White
& Phillips, 2012; McKenzie, 2011 a for business interventions). Banerjee and Duflo
(2009), in response to growing criticism of the wholesale use of RCTs, even call for
the complementary use of experimental and quasi-experimental methods to study
programmes’ general equilibrium effects. Last but not least, the creation of the Centre
of Development Impact (CDI) in March 2013, a joint research initiative set up by the
Institute of Development Studies (IDS) and Itad,[ 32 ] is evidence of a move to propose
a structured supply taking in all the social science methods to evaluate the impacts
of development interventions.

[30] See “3ie Impact Evaluation Practice: A Guide for Grantees” (3ie website).
[31 ] Although some researchers report that, in practice, mixed approaches often remain dominated by the
quantitative angle.
[32 ] Development economics consultancy firm based in Brighton (United Kingdom).
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Box

7

Impact evaluations versus other types of evaluation:
now a moot point? The case of the Dutch cooperation agency

Impact evaluation as a sub-component of a broader-based evaluation:
the case of the evaluation of budget support
The Dutch cooperation agency has conducted a number of evaluations of its budget support programmes (sector and general) incorporating an impact evaluation
component. For example, its evaluation of general budget support to Zambia (a joint
intervention with the German and Swedish cooperation agencies) includes impact
evaluations on the five main activity sectors to which budget support was provided. As
reported by the IOB (2011a), the purpose here is not so much to measure the impact of
the budget support as the impact of the Zambian government’s policies to which the
budget support contributed. These studies use mixed approaches (quasi-experimental
and qualitative) and existing data in the main. At the same time, a general equilibrium
model is used to estimate the macroeconomic effects of the aid flows in Zambia. These
studies are interesting for two reasons. First, they illustrate the possible match between
impact evaluations and more classic programme evaluations. Second, they show the
possibilities of using impact evaluations to assess the impacts (or contributions to the
impacts) of farther-reaching and more complex instruments than classic project aid.
The case of water project evaluation
The Dutch cooperation agency has performed a number of water and sanitation
impact evaluations in which, in addition to the impact analysis itself, other more classic
evaluation aspects (as defined by the OECD standards) are studied in detail, such as
intervention context, relevance, implementation and sustainability. This is the case, in
particular, with a study conducted with the German cooperation agency in Benin (IOB,
2011 b ). These examples are also interesting in that they show that it is not always
entirely appropriate to set impact evaluation against classic or “process” evaluation,
as is often done.
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To conclude this section, it might be noted that, aside from the debates raging over
the virtues of the RCTs, the “appearance” of this evaluation method has had a really
positive knock-on effect in that it has raised the bar for development evaluation
quality (Picciotto, 2012; see the example of the budget support evaluation) [ 33 ] and
given development economics research a new lease of life (Rosenzweig , 2012).

2.3. Clarifying impact evaluation expectations
and objectives
The initial objective of impact evaluations is highly ambitious: to increase the amount
of evidence-based policymaking among donors and developing country policymakers.
This pushes back the borders of the usual role assigned to research of accumulating
(new) knowledge [ 34 ] to directly or indirectly influence (improve) public policymaking
(Center for Global Development [CGD], 2006 [ 35 ] ). And it is this purpose that is put
forward to justify the cost of impact evaluations (“[…] the cost of conducting an
impact evaluation must be compared to the opportunity costs of not conducting
a rigorous evaluation and thus potentially running an ineffective program”, Gertler
et al., 2011). Incidentally, in as much as they provide evidence of “what works and
what doesn’t”, impact evaluations should also meet the donors’ accountability needs
(i.e. report on the effectiveness of their interventions, financed largely by public
monies). Yet the first generation of impact evaluations takes little interest in the
causal chains that would explain how the measured impacts were generated (mainly
due to methodological constraints and because the factual study of project outcomes and initial results is left to the process evaluations; see J-Pal, 2011 a ).

[33] A positive outcome following a period of uncertainty when it was feared that the “anti-experimentation”
movement might be counterproductive for impact evaluations as a whole.
[34] Without speculation over the use that will be made of the findings (position defended in France by interdisciplinary public policy evaluation laboratory LIEPP).
[35] "Addressing this gap, and systematically building evidence about what works in social development, would make
it possible to improve the effectiveness of domestic spending and development assistance by bringing vital
knowledge into the service of policymaking and program design.”
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Table

6 Role of impact evaluations:
what remains of the initial objectives?

Impact
evaluation role

Type of use

Initial expectations
(CGD, 2006)

Revised
expectations

			
Informative objective:
Direct use

Yes (justifies the cost
Not always,
make informed decisions
(continue/stop/scale
of impact evaluations)
not needed
(evidence-based
decisions)
an intervention)
		
Accumulative objective:
contribute to the
accumulation of knowledge
on “what works and what
doesn’t” and ultimately
on the development drivers

Indirect/strategic use
(feed into policymaker/
donor/replication
strategies

Yes

Yes, but (“programme
theory” problem;
contextualisation
problem)

Summative objective:
demonstrate
the effectiveness
of an intervention

Accountability/advocacy

Yes

Not always
(Bernard et al., 2012) [ 36 ]

Formative objective:
understand the causal
chains

Learning/direct use
(improve current/future
interventions

Not key

Increasingly yes
(theory-based
approaches, mixed
methods, DIME
experience)

2.3.1. Making evidence-based decisions? (direct use)
Although there have been some observed cases of the direct use of impact evaluation
results in decision-making (model examples of Progressa, deworming in Kenya, etc.),
in many other cases, the hard evidence presented by these studies does not appear
to have been taken up and used in decision-making any more than the weak (if
not anecdotal) evidence of the past (Dercon, 2013). The World Bank (IEG, 2012), the
donor where impact evaluations have become most firmly established as a practice,
observes that just 22% to 33% of these studies (depending on sources) have had
[36] This paper does not develop the accountability role of impact evaluations, largely discussed by Bernard et al.
(2012). Following the studies conducted by AFD, the Evaluation Unit believes that the objective of accountability
to the taxpayer could be served better by more slimline evaluation tools (than impact evaluations) focusing
on project implementation (sound use of funds, cost and time efficiency, public procurement regularity, actual
outcomes, etc.), while the objective of accountability to Southern partners could be geared to analysing the
relevance of the intervention with respect to the country’s own defined strategic framework and needs and
the donor’s value-added.
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direct operational repercussions (in terms of taking forward projects, promoting
their scale-up, scaling back or dropping projects, and improving the implementation
of project second phases). IEG identifies a number of reasons for this low rate of
direct use: poor timing in some cases where results are produced out of synch with
decision-making; not enough stakeholder engagement (see Section 2-3-3); a lack of
results dissemination; the not-always proven relevance of the evaluative questions
put compared with the project’s operational objectives/questions; and a weak
evaluation culture. For example, in AFD’s experience, project managers plainly do
not inevitably push the evidence produced by impact evaluations (which they do
not necessarily see as technically superior; see also IEG, ibid.) any more than evidence
from studies based on more lightweight methodologies. The decisive factor here is quite
clearly the capacity of the research-action studies to answer their set of operational
questions at the right time (see Box 8). More generally, the development agencies’
operational departments are still not entirely willing to use the research results or to
place that high a value on them. A recent study of development practitioners in
Germany by the Poverty Reduction, Equity and Growth Network (PEGNet) (Kleemann
& Böhme, 2013) finds that 40% are “happily uninformed” of research results. Weyrauch
and Langou (2011) also recognise the importance of the stumbling blocks on the road
from the establishment of results to their operational/political influence.
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Box 8 Summative studies versus formative studies:
AFD, MCC and JICA returns on experience
In education, the summative evaluation is defined as an assessment conducted at the
end of a learning or training process to measure the pupil or student’s educational
outcomes. The formative evaluation is an assessment designed to improve learning
in progress. It identifies pupils’ problem areas to see where to help them, by altering
the learning situation or the learning rate, and makes suitable improvements and
corrections (where needed). Basically, the purpose of the summative evaluation is to
report on or certify/demonstrate outcomes, whereas the formative evaluation sets
out rather to find out/diagnose in order to improve the implementation of an
intervention/policy (see Table 7). Obviously, despite this distinction, these two
types of evaluation are not unconnected and some studies set out to combine these
purposes of accountability and learning. AFD, MCC and JICA’s respective experiences
of impact evaluations provide illustrations of the tensions and/or frustrations that
can nonetheless subsist when these evaluations have multiple aims.

Table

7

Purpose

Summative evaluation and formative evaluation:
distinguishing features
Summative evaluation

Formative evaluation

Accountability (report)

Diagnostic (understand)

How? 		
Evaluator

External (for credibility)

Internal (for ownership)

Type of tools

Mainly quantitative

Mainly qualitative

Method

Standardised

Adaptive

Sample

Representative

Deliberately chosen

Source: based on Cairncross (2012).

In the case of AFD, the impact evaluation of the SKY micro-health insurance programme finds hard evidence of the outcomes/impacts of micro-health insurance in
rural Cambodia. It establishes (Levine et al., 2012) that SKY has large and significant
economic impacts on beneficiary households and that it effectively redirects private
health service use to the public sector (considered to be better quality). However, it
does not find any impacts on health (or at least the study’s time period was too short
to provide evidence of impacts). Nevertheless, some study stakeholders dispute the
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learning virtues of this evaluation (Quentin & Guérin, 2013). For example, scant
attention was paid to certain questions that the system’s operator saw as key in terms
of learning, such as the effects of micro-health insurance on the public health system
itself and impact heterogeneity, because the adopted methodological framework did
not provide for it. Other results, despite being academically innovative (study of
adverse selection, for example), are seen as hardly relevant in a developing country
faced with a problem of health service under-consumption. On the whole then, in
this case, not all the objectives assigned to this combined summative-formative
study (evidence of impacts, understand the impact’s path, etc.) were met equally. A
counterexample to this study is the evaluation of “free” public healthcare policies in
three Sahelian countries (Burkina Faso, Mali and Niger) (Olivier de Sardan & Ridde,
2012), also supported by AFD at around the same time. This study based on nonexperimental methods met with a hugely positive response from both AFD and the
countries concerned. The keys to the study’s massive influence appear to have been
the relevance of the questions addressed and the flexibility of the method adopted
(use of existing data and qualitative strand), illustrating the fact that operational staff
(and all stakeholders) place more of a premium on these elements than the use of
arguably more rigorous methods (such as RCTs) when these studies provide what is
seen as sufficiently credible evidence.
The example of MCC is also interesting in this respect. This donor recently published
a review of its first five experimental impact evaluations in agriculture (MCC, 2012).
The review considers one type of intervention (farmer training) in five different
countries. Although the studies find that farmer training generated an increase in
farm incomes in two countries (and part of a third country) and had no impact on
household incomes anywhere (over the measurement period), they are relatively
limited from a formative point of view. MCC believes that further analyses will be
needed to understand the heterogeneity of the impacts. From an operational point
of view, the conclusions (importance of timing in the implementation of the different
project components, importance of training format, etc.) are relatively thin on the
ground considering the resources deployed. JICA has produced four impact evaluations
of irrigation infrastructures using quasi-experimental methods (JICA, 2010). These
studies find that, in certain cases, the infrastructures generated a positive impact on
agricultural production in the areas concerned. They also provide interesting elements
in terms of measuring the profitability of these infrastructures. Some heterogeneity
of impacts is observed in connection with the quality of water distribution upstream
and downstream. Here again, although this study has strong illustrative power, its
formative side could be said to be weak (the main operational conclusion is that the
quality of water distribution is key if the construction of irrigation infrastructures is
to significantly improve agricultural production).
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More fundamentally, though, the question could be put as to whether a model should
ideally be advocated for the deterministic use of impact evaluation results in all cases.
There are a number of cases in which a naïve use of these results is to be avoided:
• It is now known that the health impacts of water supply projects are often
smaller than the development projects claim (Snilstveit & Waddington, 2009;
Cairncross & Valdmanis, 2006, etc.). Generally speaking, however, little has been
done to study their socioeconomic impacts despite them being potentially more
significant (less time fetching water, reduction in associated outlays, etc.). Dercon
(2013) makes the same observation with respect to micro-insurance when he
says that evidence will always be vastly incomplete by nature. He wonders then
whether this means that we should wait for this evidence before making decisions.
• As already mentioned, impact evaluations generally find it hard to measure
medium- and long-run effects (note that only 12 % of the World Bank’s impact
evaluations, IEG (2012), endeavour to measure effects on medium-/long-run
variables). So a project given a poor assessment on the basis of the impacts
produced after one to two years could actually turn out to be successful if an
impact evaluation were conducted after five years, for example. This could
prove particularly important in the case of new products/services slow to be
taken up by the populations (the AFD-funded Al Amana study; Bernard et al.,
2012). In this case, it is clearly preferable to avoid any hasty decisions.
• In other cases, study samples may be too small to detect significant impacts, but
cannot say that this means that there are no impacts (“Absence of evidence is
not evidence of absence”, Levine et al., 2012).
• Study results may well be objective, but will always be subjective to a certain
extent in their interpretation. For example, in the case of AFD’s evaluation of
the SKY micro-health insurance programme in Cambodia (see Box 8), the results
can be interpreted in two virtually opposite ways depending on the decisionmaker’s “preference function”. The programme could be seen as a success based
on its economic impacts and the typology of SKY members (generally those in
poorest health). However, it could also be judged negatively based on its health
indicators (health service use and state of health) and uptake rate (very low,
excluding subsidies). So a more balanced analysis drawing on other more qualitative studies needs to be conducted and used for any decision-making (Gurgand
& Valdenaire, 2012). [ 37 ]
[37] “We absolutely have to stop this naïve use of evaluations: they do not provide stock answers, they do not
promote “turnkey” solutions for the production line […]. Far from it, they provide elements that […] form just
one piece […] of a jigsaw to be designed, with everything that implies in terms of risk and political choice.”
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• The Progresa conditional cash transfers study is also very interesting from this
point of view: despite the study’s undisputed success (especially in terms of use),
heated debate later raged over the interpretation of the results and especially
the role of conditionality initially pointed up (Ozler, 2013).
• Lastly, as mentioned, the few studies that explore interventions’ general equilibrium effects reveal the large potential gap between local impacts and overall
net impacts and, consequently, the problems with basing direct intervention
scaling decisions solely on the results of a small-scale impact evaluation. For
example, Finkelstein (2005) establishes that the impact of Medicare insurance
on health spending in the United States was at least four times higher than
estimated by the small-scale RAND experimental study conducted in the 1990s.

2.3.2. Building evidence-based strategies (indirect use)
Probably more indirect use is made of impact evaluation results in the definition of
donor and policymaker strategies, but this indirect use is harder to judge. The
World Bank (IEG, 2012) notes that, in areas where a large number of high-quality
impact evaluations have been conducted, these evaluations definitely seem to have
influenced the strategy/intervention type promoted by the Bank (e.g. in education
and social protection). Deaton (2010) nonetheless points up the risk that some
impact evaluations that are not very particular about the production process used
for the results obtained (or about “programme theory”) are not very useful when it
comes to accumulating knowledge about development processes. Similarly, ODI
(2012) puts it that the lessons that can be learnt from the systematic literature
reviews, which are supposed to identify “scaleable” results based on “what works and
what doesn’t”, are not very useful to policymakers who want to know whether the
interventions studied are “replicable”. It sees these lessons as being more academic.
In fact, in social sciences, context is key to the achievement of results and identifying
the reasons for intervention success or failure (aspects not studied enough by these
reviews) is just as important as establishing whether or not interventions have
achieved the expected results.

2.3.3. Impact evaluation demand and use by partner countries
IEG (2012) shows that the decisive factor in the use and influence of these studies
is the involvement of partner countries. The World Bank’s impact evaluations, which
involved the partner country governments right from the design stage, have been
used as input for subsequent project phases and new, similar projects in nearly 60%
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of all cases. They have influenced the Bank’s political dialogue with these governments in almost 80% of all cases. Nevertheless, IEG notes that still only a small
proportion of World Bank impact evaluations are initiated by partner countries
(approximately 26% of the total), as evaluations are launched mainly by the Bank’s
operational teams and teams of researchers/evaluators. More generally, there are
huge differences in partner country demand for (impact) evaluations and the use
made of them from one partner country to the next. The political environment
(especially democratic governance and the driving role of an institution such as
Parliament, the Exchequer and the Presidency) and the importance of monitoring
and evaluation systems nationally are both recognised as decisive factors in partner
countries’ (impact) evaluation demand and ownership (IEG World Bank [2009];
Gaarder & Briceno [2010]). So it comes as no surprise to find that countries seen as
monitoring and evaluation system leaders (such as Chile, Colombia and Mexico in
Latin America) appear to have a greater demand and use for this type of study.
In Sub-Saharan Africa, two studies by the Center for Learning, Evaluation and Results
(CLEAR) on nine countries in 2012 and on Mauritania, Senegal and Benin in 2013
show that, with the possible exception of Benin, most of the countries’ evaluation
systems are at the “setting-up” stage (see Diagram 3 for Mauritania, Senegal and Benin).
Some countries’ evaluations are conducted essentially to report to the donors (Uganda,
Senegal and Mauritania, for example). Nevertheless, the study published in 2013
identifies a demand for technical assistance and training in impact evaluations from
a number of government departments and public institutions in the three countries
studied (Mauritania, Senegal and Benin). Interestingly enough, the 2012 CLEAR study
also shows that, despite J-Pal’s 36 impact evaluations and other donor-backed
evaluations (e.g. by the Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa) in Kenya, the
country’s evaluation system is still in its early stages since these evaluations have
been conducted largely without the government’s involvement. For example, the
lead monitoring and evaluation agency (Monitoring and Evaluation Directorate
[MED]) established in 2003 and housed at the national Planning and Development
Ministry, apparently had no say in these (impact) evaluations in terms of either steering,
design or use. Yet this does not mean that some of the many impact evaluations
conducted in Kenya have not influenced public policy, as shown by the famous
deworming pills evaluation (see Box 9).
More recently, initiatives have been put in place to promote partner country demand
for impact evaluations both by 3ie and with the creation of CLEAR, cofinanced
mainly by DFID and the World Bank.
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Diagram 3 Current state of play with the monitoring
and evaluation (M&E) systems
in three French-speaking African countries
Level 4:
moderate but
growing

Benin
Senegal
Level 2:
poor but
growing

Mauritania

•
•
•

Level 1:
poor
Poor political
commitment
Poor M&E
capacity building
M&E to report
to the donors

•
•
•

Fragile political
commitment
with few resources
A few M&E initiatives
concentrating
on monitoring
Capacity building
exists, but is limited

Level 3:
moderate

•
•
•
•
•

Fragile political
commitment to a
national M&E system
More national uptake
Established institutional
structures
Limited evaluation
Capacity shortfall
and low level of use

•
•
•
•
•

Political commitment
to M&E
Existence of
an investment plan
to develop a national
M&E system
Existence of
institutional structures
and standards
Substantial evaluation,
but underused
Capacity shortfall,
but full use

Level 5:
mature

•
•
•
•
•
•

Resources available
for the M&E system
The system regularly
generates credible
information on results
and indicators
Evaluation is
the system’s main focus
Sustained M&E system
M&E is an integral
part of policymaking,
planning and
the budget cycle
Emphasis on the use
of results and good
governance

Source : CLEAR (2013)

Box 9 Two examples of impact evaluations used by partner
country governments
One of the most well-known impact evaluations on deworming pills (and their very
strong relative effect on school attendance) led the Kenyan Prime Minister to set up
a national programme in 2009 managed by the Ministry of Education to distribute
deworming pills to schools. J-Pal reports that 3.65 million children have already benefited
from this programme and a further campaign was conducted in 2012. Governments
in other countries (India, Ethiopia and Gambia) have adopted similar programmes.
Another example, also in the education sector, concerns the Philippines. In 2012, JICA
conducted a quasi-experimental impact evaluation of a programme designed to
improve the educational supply in the poorest areas of the Philippines. The study
found strong positive impacts on both the children’s level and length of education.
The effects were particularly marked for girls (increase in university enrolment and
long-run increase in earnings on the labour market). All in all, the programme’s rate of
return was estimated at over 15%. The results of this evaluation have been presented
to the Ministry of Education of the Philippines, which reports that it will be using them
directly in a forthcoming reform of the education system (JICA, 2012).
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2.3.4. What role should impact evaluations play in development?
A “two-handed” solution
The recommendation today is to make a more selective use of impact evaluations
(especially RCTs), defined as being two types of use (see Table 8):
• First, impact evaluations can be used as an empirical knowledge production tool.
• Second, they can be used as a highly operational tool for optimal project implementation.

Table

8

For a more targeted use of impact evaluations

Type of use

Specific use

What do we do?

			
Measure the impact
Empirical knowledge
production tool

Highly operational tool

of new/innovative programmes

A “standard” impact evaluation:
measure the impact of these
programmes

Measure impacts on relatively
unexplored causal links
(in both quantitative and qualitative
literature)

A “standard” impact evaluation;
for example, measure the impact
of water supply on household spending
(link hardly ever studied empirically)

Analyse factors for project
success/failure

An impact evaluation focusing more
on the impact chain and heterogeneity
(of context, implementation and
beneficiaries) than on the statistical
measurement of impacts, with a mixed
protocol prioritising the qualitative track

Empirical tests of the theoretical
assumptions (underlying development
projects)

A study using the programme
as a vehicle to test behaviour/
assumptions

Estimates used to define
the macroeconomic models designed
to simulate the overall effects
of interventions (including indirect
effects and second-round effects)

An impact evaluation designed
as the first step of a more general study

Measure the impact of intervention
process innovations

A study measuring the causal effect
of a mechanism implementation
innovation on intermediate variables
(uptake rate, etc.)

Test project implementation
methods

A study measuring the causal effect of
different programme implementation
methods on intermediate variables
(uptake rate, etc.) in order to determine
the most efficient method
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Parienté (2008) discusses a number of particularly useful potential uses of impact
evaluations, which all meet an empirical knowledge production goal:
• Firstly, impact evaluations of innovative projects (see GIZ, 2012) and/or projects
that raise research questions that point up evaluation gaps. In this case, the
expected benefits of an impact evaluation are particularly substantial in that there
is a definite lack of knowledge (quantitative and qualitative) of the expected
effects. [ 38 ]
• Impact evaluations can also be designed from the outset to analyse factors for
project success/failure (Deaton, 2010). These evaluations would then immediately
concentrate more on analysing the impact chain and heterogeneity (of context,
implementation and beneficiaries) than on measuring impacts, with a mixed
protocol probably prioritising the qualitative track. This would pursue a formative
or learning objective, which originally was not necessarily central to the impact
evaluations.
• Another possible useful use is to design impact evaluations as empirical tests
of theoretical assumptions: studies on the elasticity of basic goods and services
demand to prices (J-Pal, 2011 b ), the importance of adverse selection on the
insurance market (Levine et al., 2012) and the importance of the externalities
generated by a public good (IRD-DIAL, 2013) look particularly interesting in
this regard (see Box 10). This use transcends mere academic interest as these
behavioural assumptions underlie most development programmes. For example,
Cadot et al. (2013) show that AFD’s credit facilities, guarantee facilities and
investment funds are implicitly based on the assumption of certain market
failings, which have not actually been tested empirically.
• Another promising use is to factor the results of certain microeconomic impact
evaluations into the definition of general equilibrium models in order to simulate
the overall programme effects. The International Food Policy Research Institute
(IFPRI) conducted just such an exercise when it evaluated the Progresa programme
in Mexico so that it could quantify the programme’s indirect and second-round
effects on the Mexican economy (see Box 10). More generally speaking, coupling
impact evaluations with more macroeconomic tools looks to be encouraging
as a way to improve our understanding of the effects of scaling and a way out,
as already mentioned, of the “myth of the oil stain effect”.
[38] See the example of recent studies on mobile banking.
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• Lastly, the use of impact evaluations to conduct cost-benefit analyses of interventions in order to identify the most effective interventions at achieving a
particular objective is potentially interesting, but raises questions about the
comparability of the benefit measurements used and the above-discussed
limitations of an overly naïve direct use of such rankings.

Box 10 Examples of innovative impact evaluation findings
Basic goods/services: should users pay?
In 2011, J-Pal published a Policy Brief based on the results of a dozen of its experimental
impact evaluations. It raised the controversial question about the merits of making
users pay for basic products and services (such as healthcare and education). The evaluations concerned deworming pills, insecticide-treated mosquito nets, chlorine and
school uniforms. These studies produced what look to be particularly interesting results.
They establish that charging even a small fee for this type of product dramatically
reduces their purchase (strong price elasticity). They then argue that paying does not
boost their use (challenging the intuitive idea of “value for money”) and that the people
willing to pay are not necessarily those who stand to gain the most (not the sickest,
for example; no strong adverse selection). These studies also show that initially getting
this type of product for free raises the probability of buying the product in the future
(learning effect regarding the product’s benefits). All things considered, the authors
contend that charging a fee does not really meet the sustainability objective (given as
grounds for not providing the products for free). They nonetheless acknowledge that
there are positive incentive effects on supply (on the suppliers of these products). These
results, produced by randomly assigning different prices to the product, would
clearly not have been credibly established by other evaluation methods.
Balance microanalysis and macroanalysis: the use of an impact evaluation
for the Oportunidades/Progresa programme in Mexico
The impact evaluation of the Oportunidades/Progresa programme in Mexico is
held up as the Rolls Royce of development impact evaluations. Its significant results
have directly influenced policymakers in Mexico and other countries in the region
(see above). More recently, IFPRI published findings on an interesting use of this
work (Debowicz & Golan, 2013). Taking data collected for the impact evaluation and
existing microeconomic impact measurements, the institute developed and used a
microsimulation model combined with a computable general equilibrium model to quantify the programme’s macroeconomic effects. In so doing, IFPRI’s researchers found that
the positive effects of Oportunidades/Progresa were even greater at macroeconomic
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level, i.e. when indirect general equilibrium effects are taken into account. In particular,
as cash transfers conditional on school attendance raise the opportunity cost of labour
(or reduce the opportunity cost of study), they reduce the child labour supply and
hence raise the wages of whose who continue to work (by shrinking supply). Consequently, this programme indirectly raises the incomes of the (poor) households that
choose to keep their children at work. These effects then drive up the programme’s
impact in terms of reducing poverty and inequalities (the poverty rate is reduced
1.8 percentage points at partial equilibrium compared with 2.7 percentage points at
general equilibrium).

Impact evaluations can also be used as a highly operational tool for optimal project
implementation. The impact evaluation here tests different ways of implementing an
intervention to find which is the most efficient. This is the strategy adopted by the
World Bank’s DIME programme (see Box 11). The method measures mainly intermediate variables (take-up/adoption and use) and not really impact or result variables.
Yet for DIME, this use of an impact evaluation gives it a forward-looking tool to
make “real time” adjustments to interventions with the ultimate aim of maximising
the impacts produced (impact evaluation for real-time policy making). Parienté (2008)
similarly discusses a use of impact evaluations to test intervention process innovations
for interventions already in place. This highly operational use of impact evaluations
naturally calls for close collaboration with project/programme operators.

Box 11 Focus on DIME’s strategy and examples of useful,
highly operational results
DIME’s strategy
The World Bank’s DIME programme has three objectives (Legovini, 2010): improve
the quality of operations through iterative learning, strengthen country institutions
for evidence-based policymaking, and generate knowledge with respect to critical
development questions.
To meet the first objective, the operational teams work with the DIME teams to define
decision trees containing alternative results chains to be tested (see Diagram 4). Here,
the impact evaluation is used to measure the effects of these different operational
methods on short-term intermediate variables (take-up/adoption and use).
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The idea is to provide evidence very early on in the project cycle to be able to make
the best adjustments to implementation and thereby help improve medium-term
results. These prospective impact evaluations are, wherever possible, conducted
jointly with the partner countries (in terms of both the choice of questions studied
and data collection and analysis). This contributes to DIME’s second objective to
strengthen country institutions (learning by doing), in addition to the classic training
actions.

Diagram 4

DIME impact evaluations model: impact evaluations
for real-time policy making
Improving effectiveness of local programs

package
1

Global
knowledge

Local
Program
package
2

Experts &
colleagues
share current
knowlege

Experts help
facilitate local
discussion
process

Local team
develops
decision tree

delivery 1

delivery 1
package 1

delivery 2

delivery 2

Local
Program

delivery 1

delivery 1
package 2

delivery 2

Tests nodes
of decision
tree

delivery 2

Identify best
implementation
modalities

Adopt best practices
and improve program
effectiveness

Source: Legovini, 2010.

An interesting illustration of this type of study is the field experiment in Belo Horizonte,
Brazil to find the best way of making informal businesses formal (De Andrade et al.,
2013). Four alternative actions were tested: 1) information on registration procedures; 2) information and free registration costs along with the use of an accountant
for a year; 3) an enforcement visit from a municipal inspector; 4) an enforcement visit
to a neighbouring firm to see if enforcement has any spillover effects. The results found
that the incentive actions (1 & 2) had zero or negative impacts whereas enforcement
based on inspections resulted in a small increase in formalisation. The authors hence
concluded that, in this particular case, that firms will not formalise their business
unless forced to do so, suggesting that business registration offers them little private
benefit. The study’s other strong point is that it was driven forward by the Belo
Horizonte’s State Government of Minnas Gerais, concerned that 72% of the State’s
firms remained informal despite federal simplification measures.
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Impact evaluation of a water supply project in Yemen
It should stand to reason that improving access to safe drinking water will signifcantly
improve the people’s state of health. Yet impact evaluations on the subject (OECD,
2012b) find that this is not always so. Other (confounding) factors determine whether
these health benefits are fully achieved, such as sanitation and hygiene practices. A
recent study conducted in Yemen (Klasen et al., 2012) turns up an even more disturbing
challenge to this supposition, finding negative health outcomes by an intervention
to improve access to safe drinking water (by installing/extending piped water supply
networks). This negative impact is due to two factors: frequent water rationing leads
to a build-up of pollution from stagnant water in the networks, and the households’
hygiene practices remain unchanged (despite the increase in the amount of water
consumed). The study’s authors conclude that piped water supply networks should
only be installed (extended) when water reliability can be guaranteed. Otherwise, such
actions could end up generating further health risks. This study, combined with a quasiexperimental approach and a qualitative track to trace the chain of impacts, illustrates
just how much can be gained operationally and academically from having an integrated
protocol right from the outset that can identify factors for project success/failure.
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As seen in Section 2, two impact evaluation aspects have been extensively discussed
by donor and research communities in recent years: which impact evaluation methods
work and the use made of findings. A certain amount of agreement has been reached
in these areas, despite some lingering differences of opinion. However, other development questions raised by these studies have received less attention: impact evaluation
governance in the light of the Paris Declaration (see Section 3-1); how to produce
the core data for these evaluations (see Section 3-2); whether impact evaluations
really are “public goods” (see Section 3-3); and the outlook for developing impact
evaluations on a changing international scene (see Section 3-4).

3.1. Are impact evaluations compatible with the Paris
Declaration?
With the Paris Declaration (2005), the Accra Accord (2008) and the Busan Partnership
(2011), donors committed to a number of principles for aid effectiveness such as
ownership (by beneficiary countries) and alignment (with beneficiary countries’
institutions and procedures). The ownership principle states that ODA beneficiary
countries should have real control over their development policies and strategies and
should coordinate development assistance action. The alignment principle provides
that donors base all their assistance on the national development strategies and the
ODA beneficiary countries’ institutions and procedures.
Yet certain impact evaluations calling for alterations to “normal” project operations
(as is the case with RCTs) might be perceived as being somewhat at odds with these
principles (except in a reportedly small number of cases where partner country
policymakers are behind the studies). This is particularly problematic where project/
programme implementation is still fragile. Similarly, the Congressional Research Service
(2013) fears that impact evaluations based on extremely rigorous protocols limit the
participation of intervention beneficiaries in project design (as seen with certain rural
development projects, for example).
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In addition, the question could be put as to whether impact evaluations exacerbate the tension between ownership and evaluability. Following the agenda on aid
effectiveness, calls have been made to raise the share of official assistance delivered
in the form of budget support rather than project aid. There are said to be many
merits to this means of delivery: increased ownership of aid by beneficiary country
governments (which then define their own priorities, make their own budget
trade-offs and manage the implementation of their interventions); and closer
coordination of aid from different donors (mainly by means of multidonor funds),
which reduces aid fragmentation and cuts the associated “coordination costs”.
This intervention method therefore has the potential to produce more sustainable
development outcomes. Nevertheless, the Congressional Research Service (ibid.) notes
that promotion of this tool somewhat reduces the donors’ capacity to accurately
report on the use of their monies and their contribution to a given development
outcome. This can be seen from recent attempts to develop what are, to put it mildly,
complicated methodologies to evaluate budget support (OECD, 2013). As observed
by the United Nations (2013), budget support to date actually accounts for a relatively
small proportion of donor portfolios and has been on the downturn in the last two
years (see Figure 9). The United Nations sees this phenomenon as being due precisely
to the growing pressure on donors (especially donor parliaments) to provide evidence
of the effectiveness of the aid granted based on “measurable” results (easier to establish for interventions with objectives well targeted upstream of action). Although
impact evaluations are obviously not responsible for this phenomenon, it has to be
said that they could be accused from the point of view of their purpose (measuring
effects attributable to an intervention) and coverage (interventions of low to moderate
complexity) of fuelling the donors’ natural tendency to opt for “simple” and targeted
project aid interventions.
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Figure

Distribution of ODA by instrument type
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Lastly, the boom in RCTs over the last ten years could be perceived as a boom in
new “small” development projects (some of which would never have existed had it
not been for these evaluations). These new, small projects risk aggravating the very
aid fragmentation that the Paris Declaration sets out to reduce. IPA notes, for example,
that the Ghanaian government sees the organisation as an additional donor/NGO
partner, which is perfectly understandable given the grey area already mentioned
between development activity and evaluation activity for this type of operator.
Another example is the AFD-funded impact evaluation of the SKY micro-health
insurance programme in Cambodia, which some refer to as the “project in the
project” (September 2012 Evaluation Committee meeting). Then there is the fact that
the data for these studies is generally produced by ad-hoc surveys external to the
national statistics systems. This in itself raises questions of ownership, alignment and
statistical capacity building (see the Busan commitments, 2011, and the following
section).
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3.2. What can be done to interface impact evaluation
data production more with national statistical system
capacity building?
3.2.1. Ad-hoc surveys for impact evaluations versus national surveys:
state of play
The rise of development impact evaluations has seen a growing number of ad-hoc
surveys specially designed and conducted for the needs of these studies. IEG (2012)
observes that 75% of the World Bank’s impact evaluations called for specific surveys.
With the exception of a few donors (such as the IDB), impact evaluations over the last
decade have often opted for this solution to collect what they call primary data (even
though these primary data are often combined with secondary/existing data [ 39 ] ).
Moreover, given the statistical nature of impact evaluations, these ad-hoc quantitative
surveys are generally put to a large number of households (often thousands; see
Table 9) and are therefore effectively national-scale surveys (even though they
generally target a given geographic area).

[39] Only some 40% of World Bank impact evaluations have used exclusively primary data.
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Table

9

Comparison of sample sizes for impact evaluation surveys
and national surveys (poverty and health)
Impact evaluation
survey size

National survey size
(most recent surveys)

5,213 households (2009)

15,667 households
(Demographic and Health Survey [DHS], 2010)

Al Amana microcredit impact
evaluation in Morocco
(aforementioned)

5,551 households (2009)

7,200 households
(Income and Standard of Living Survey,
2006-2007)

Health impact evaluation in
Uganda (“Power to the People:
Evidence From a Randomized Field
Experiment on Community-Based
Monitoring in Uganda” )

≈ 5,000 households
(2006)

8,870 households (DHS, 2006)

Health impact evaluation in
Kenya (“Price Subsidies, Diagnostic
Tests, and Targeting of Malaria
Treatment: Evidence from a
Randomized Controlled Trial” )

2,789 households (2009)

8,561 households (DHS, 2003)*

			
SKY micro-health insurance
programme impact evaluation
in Cambodia (aforementioned)

* A new wave was conducted in 2011 (report not available).

These surveys are conducted in countries that generally have a fragile official statistics
system. The 15 countries that have hosted the largest number of impact evaluations
(reported by the World Bank and J-Pal databases as representing over 60% of their
impact evaluations) may well have a slightly better statistical capacity than the developing countries as a whole, but some of them have a very low statistical capacity
score such as Ghana (59 over 2005-2012) and Kenya (61), not to mention Afghanistan
(40; see Figure 10). In addition, over the 2005-2012 period, two of these countries
posted a marked downturn in statistical capacities (Brazil and South Africa), while two
others that started with a low level posted a slight upturn or stagnation (Ethiopia
and Kenya; see Table 10).
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Figure 10 Statistical capacities in the countries hosting
the most impact evaluations
Statistical capacities of the 15 countries hosting the most impact evaluations
Statistical capacity score (average 2005-2012)
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Table 10 Growth in the statistical capacities of the 15 countries hosting
the most impact evaluations from 2005 to 2012
(score, 100 = maximum)
2005

			
India

2012

Evolution

81

81

0

Kenya

58

58

0

Uganda

69

70

1

Mexico

72

88

16

Brazil

86

76

-10

Malawi

66

74

8

South Africa

88

71

-17

Philippines

88

83

-5

Ghana

53

59

6

Chile

91

93

2

Indonesia

84

82

-2

Colombia

79

84

5

Ethiopia

64

63

-1

Tanzania

63

69

6

Afghanistan

28

50

22

Average 10 countries

71

73

2

Average developing countries (ex. Pacific)

64

66

2

Source: World Bank.
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More generally, although statistical capacities in the developing countries improved
slightly as a whole from 2005 to 2012, some gaping holes remain. In Sub-Saharan Africa,
in particular, 17% of countries had not taken any censuses in over ten years in 2012,
72% had national accounts with a very old base year (over ten years old) and 43%
had the same problem with their consumer price indices. [ 40 ] Hardly any of these
countries had a comprehensive birth and death registration system (50 million children
born into the world in 2009 were not registered; Busan, 2011). And looking at the
poverty and health surveys (similar to – but much broader based than – the household
surveys that might be conducted for the impact evaluations), approximately onequarter of the developing countries have not conducted even one single survey in
over five years. In Sub-Saharan Africa, although the proportion of countries failing
to conduct a poverty survey fell from 34% in 2005 to 23% in 2012, the proportion
rose (albeit at a lower level) when it came to health surveys (from 9% to 13%).
Although much has been written about these aspects (very recently by Jerven, 2013)
and some of the weaknesses are due to political conflicts, they do raise questions
about the significant sums of money ploughed into funding specific surveys for impact
evaluations this last decade.

[40] Jerven (2013) discusses the importance of regularly changing the base year, pointing out that the IMF recommends
a new base year every five years (some developed countries’ national accounts, such as in France, switched to the
chained price system a few years ago). For example, when Ghana changed the base year for its national accounts
in 2010, its estimated GDP shot up from 21.7 billion cedi to 36.9 billion cedi!
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Table 11 Features of persistent statistical fragility
in many developing countries
Number of developing countries
(in brackets as % of total)
2005

			
No census in over ten years

23 (16)

Sub-Saharan Africa only
14 (30)
			
			
			
			

Growth (% points)

2012
17 (12)		

-4

8 (17)		
-13
Angola, DR Congo,
Côte d’Ivoire, Eritrea,
Guinea, Madagascar,
Mauritania, Somalia						

National accounts base year
over ten years old

81 (56)

Sub-Saharan Africa only

32 (68)

34 (72)		

+4

CPI base year over ten years old

72 (50)

49 (34)		

-16

Sub-Saharan Africa only

27 (57)

20 (43)		

-14

No poverty survey
in over five years (LSMS, etc.)

39 (27)

36 (25)		

-2

Sub-Saharan Africa only
16 (34)
			
			
			
			
			
No health survey in over five years
(SHS, MICS, etc.)

37 (26)

Sub-Saharan Africa only
4 (9)
			
			
			

81 (55)		

11 (23)		
Burundi, Comores,
Djibouti, Equatorial
Guinea, Eritrea, Gabon,
Ghana, Lesotho, Somalia,
Sudan, Yemen
40 (27)		
6 (13)		
Botswana, Djibouti,
Equatorial Guinea, Eritrea
Gabon, Yemen

0

-11

+1
+4

No comprehensive births/deaths
registration system

90 (62)

91 (62)		

0

Sub-Saharan Africa only

45 (96)

45 (96) 		

0

Total statistical capacity
(100 = maximum)

65

66		

+1

Sub-Saharan Africa only

56

58		

+2

Source: World Bank.
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3.2.2. Financing surveys for impact evaluations and assistance
with official statistics: is there a substitution effect?
As we have seen, considerable funds have gone into impact evaluations and their
surveys since the mid-2000s. Yet donor aid to finance official statistics has also shot
up, driven essentially by the adoption of the MDGs (Paris21 reports it to have risen
from approximately US$1 million in 2006-2008 to US$2.3 billion in 2010-2012; see
Figure 11). Note, however, that this aid is relatively concentrated as the top 15 beneficiary countries (out of 116) account for around half of all these commitments. In
addition, it does not necessarily go to the countries with the poorest statistical
capacities (only six of these 15 countries have a below-average statistical capacity
score for the developing countries). [ 41 ] Moreover, Uganda and South Africa, two
similar countries in terms of average statistical capacity for developing countries
outside the Pacific [ 42 ] (score of 70 in 2012), stand out as having hosted a high number
of impact evaluations, but having received a relatively small sum of official statistics aid
(our estimates show that more funding has gone into surveys for impact evaluations
since 2005 than all the official statistics aid received from 2010 to 2012). Kenya is also
an interesting example since, despite being the eleventh leading recipient of official
statistics aid, funding for surveys conducted for impact evaluations in the country is
estimated at around one-third of official statistics aid received from 2010 to 2012
(these figures should obviously be considered with great caution, see Table 12 notes).
This observation is especially striking in that Kenya’s statistical capacity is still shaky
(score of 58 in 2012).
All in all, these admittedly frustrating elements (associated with limitations due to
the quality of Paris21 donor community declarations and problems with calculating
impact evaluation numbers and budgets) point to there being no overall substitution effect between official statistics aid and financing for surveys conducted for
impact evaluations. However, such an effect cannot be ruled out in some countries.
And although the ad-hoc surveys financed to measure the impact of a given project
deliver a direct benefit, [ 43 ] albeit indeterminate and diffuse as we have seen, the
benefits of surveys scheduled by national statistics plans are quite definitely huge
(multi-purpose surveys). The data they produce provide administrations and public
[41] However, this does not come as a complete surprise since the same tension between governance needs and
governance quality is found for official statistics aid as for ODA in general.
[42] The average excludes the Pacific, which covers mainly small island economies with very poor statistical capacities
(average score of 47 as opposed to 58, for example, in Sub-Saharan Africa).
[43] These “public goods” are also designed to generate indirect benefits, a point that is discussed below.
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services with information on the national situation, which they can use to plan and
develop programmes. They also provide a source of information for civil society as
a whole (Rallu, 2010).

Figure 11 Comparison of official statistics aid growth
with the development of impact evaluations
Comparison of global estimated commitments across PRESS rounds
2.5
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US$ billions
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2008-2010

2009-2011
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2010-2012
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Sources: World Bank, Paris 21, J-Pal, author's calculations.
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Table 12 Statistical capacity, official statistics aid and impact evaluations
in the 15 countries hosting the most impact evaluations
Country

Statistical
capacity
score
2012

Official
statistics aid
2010-2012
($ m)

Number
of impact
evaluations
since 2005
(minimum*)

Estimated
Survey
budget **

Ratio (2)/(4)

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

			
India
81

111.5

86

17.2

6.5

Kenya

58

43.4

40

8

5.4

Uganda

70

4.4

25

5

0.9

Mexico

88

–

25

5

–

Brazil

76

–

25

5	–

Malawi

74

21

20

4

5.3

South Africa

71

2.4

21

4.2

0.6

Philippines

83

2.7

17

3.4

0.8

Ghana

59

48.9

17

3.4

14.4

Chile

93

–

16

3.2

–

Indonesia

82

67.9

8

1.6

42.4

Colombia

84

9.7

12

2.4

4.0

Ethiopia

63

36.8

13

2.6

14.2

Tanzania

69

71.8

9

1.8

39.9

Afghanistan

50

63.6

9

1.8

35.3

Sources: World Bank, Paris 21, J-Pal, author's calculations.
* Total number of impact evaluations listed on the World Bank and J-Pal websites, minus doubles.
The figure excludes impact evaluations conducted by other donors and research centres in these countries.
** Based on the assumption that two-thirds of impact evaluations required bespoke data collection and that the average
unit cost of this data collection was US$300,000 (60% x US$500,000; IEG, 2012, Gertler et al., 2011).
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3.2.3. Do the partner country national statistics institutes take part
in impact evaluation data collection?
IEG (2012) reports that local researchers/interviewers handle the fieldwork and data
collection for some 45% of the World Bank’s impact evaluations. Yet it gives no clue
as to who exactly these local interviewers are. More generally speaking , neither the
donors conducting the impact evaluations nor the leading associated research
centres have a formal, active strategy on this point. For example, IPA finds that there
have been few moves to outsource these surveys to national statistics institutes.
J-Pal and IPA, keen to control the quality of collected data, even have a strategy to
increasingly insource their surveys (using their own staff). The World Bank (2007)
makes the following recommendations on steps to be taken before deciding to
launch a specific survey for an impact evaluation: check whether any existing data
can be used directly; if not, try to “piggyback” on a survey already planned by a
national statistics institute or other agency (by adding question modules and/or
augmenting the sample). Only as a last resort should a specific survey be launched.
Nevertheless, Gertler et al. (2011) point out that commissioning data collection from
national statistics institutes can help them build capacity, although they do admit
that there are two possible drawbacks to this: first, the institutes may not have the
capacity to take on extra mandates in addition to their regular activities; second, they
may lack experience in microeconomic panel surveys. Yet examples can be found of
impact evaluations where national statistics institutes (NSIs) have worked on data
collection. At least two of the impact evaluations launched by MCC are based on
integrated data collection by national surveys conducted by the NSIs (in Honduras
and Armenia). And AFD has conducted two impact evaluations working with the
NSIs in Djibouti and Senegal.
As touched on in the last section, the evidently frequent outsourcing of data
production – to bodies outside the partner countries’ national public structures –
also raises the question as to the ownership of these data and whether outsourcing
meets the goal of building these structures’ capacities, as set out by the Busan
Partnership Agreement in 2011. The Busan partners called for an action plan to
enhance statistical capacities in the developing countries to be able to close persistent data gaps (see below) and meet the growing demand for accountability/
results-based management. The OECD (2012 a ) invited the donor countries, keen to
have tangible information on the results generated by their funds, to make use of
the national statistical systems (and surveys conducted by the countries in keeping
with international standards) and to place (rigorous) evaluations under partner
country leadership with the support of institutions such as 3ie.
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3.2.4. What are the real possibilities of using impact evaluation
data for the “public”?
Impact evaluations are supposed to be a “public good” whose results, tools and databases are shared with the public (from policymakers through donors to statisticians,
researchers and civil society). Quite aside from the fact that the very notion of
“public good” is debatable here (see the following section), the immediate question
concerns the practical possibilities of using the data produced for these studies. For
example, the methods, indicators and classifications used are not totally harmonised
(unlike the statistical surveys/censuses for national official publications, which are
subject to national/international standards). This could well complicate the use of
these data for purposes other than the evaluations for which they were produced
and especially their use for comparisons with other sources (see Box 12). In addition,
there might not be enough information available on these “privately” produced data
to be able to easily judge their quality (lack of metadata and associated methodological
guides). Yet this concern is allayed in the case of certain World Bank impact evaluations:
DIME strives wherever possible to harmonise questionnaires and indicators to allow
for international comparisons and other analyses (Legovini, 2010).

Box 12 Comparability of an ad-hoc survey with a national survey:
case study of an impact evaluation in Morocco
A comparison of a “household income and expenditure” module used for an impact
evaluation in Morocco with the standard questionnaire put together by the Morocco
Statistics Department for the 2006-2007 national survey on household consumption
and expenditure turns up some not-inconsiderable differences:
– the survey module used for the impact evaluation does not cover all consumption
expenditure, unlike the module used in the official Moroccan household surveys;
– some of the expenditure listed in the questionnaire for the impact study cannot be
counted as consumption expenditure: donations to the Imam and loan repayments;
– some items that do not directly tie in with the goods and services classification
have a potentially poorly defined content (e.g. leisure);
– the recall/recollection period is not in line with Moroccan Statistics Department
standards;
– consumption of own production covers food consumption expenditure in the main
(whereas it includes all consumption expenditure in the Moroccan national survey
questionnaire).
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Al Amana impact evaluation survey questionnaire
(household expenditure module)
SECTION H: HOUSEHOLD INCOME AND EXPENDITURE
Amount
in dirhams

H3. How much did you spend
last MONTH on:
Water

1

Electricity

2

Telephone (fixed and mobile)

3

Candles and other lighting products

4

Gas (butane) and other fuels

5

Soap and others for personal use

6

H2. How much
did you
consume last
WEEK of
the following
products from
your own
production?

H1. How
much did
you spend
last WEEK
on the
following
products?

SurVeY inSTruCTiOn:
use a separate
“calculation
of consumption of own
production” sheet
to answer Question H2
on consumption
of own production

Amount in dirhams
Flour

1

Vegetables

2

Household cleaning products
(soap and other detergents)

7

Fruit and nuts

3

Medication and healthcare

8

Milk and dairy products

4

Housing rent

9

Bread

5

Loan repayments

10

Oil

6

Donations to the Imam

11

Tea

7

Newspapers and magazines

12

Coffee

8

Rental of household goods

13

Sugar

9

Leisure

14

Chicken

10

List other consumption expenditure last month
15
16
17
Total expenditure per month

18

Other meat

11

Eggs

12

Fish

13

Spices

14

Transport

15

Cigarettes

16

Meals out

17

Drinks out

18

List other expenditure/consumption of own production last month
19
20
21
Total expenditure
per week

H5. Finances
1=Savings; 2=Loan; 3=Donation;
4=Other; 97/99=NA

H4. Amount
in dirhams

22

What did you spend last YEAR on:

School fees (enrolment, start of school year and in-year expenditure)

1

Clothes

2

Shoes

3

House construction and repairs

4

Ramadam expenditure

5

Feast of the Sacrifice (Eid al-Adha)

6

Travel (outside the municipality)

7

Gifts and transfers to other households (friends and family)

8

List other expenditure last year
9
10

October
February 2014
2015 / Development impact
Impact evaluations
Evaluations / ©
© AFD
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H7. Finances
1=Savings; 2=Loan; 3=Donation;
4=Other; 97/99=NA

6. Amount
in dirhams

What was your occasional
or unexpected expenditure last year on:
Pilgrimages

1

Births

2

Circumcision

3

Wedding/Engagement of a son or daughter

4

Healthcare following a household member’s illness

5

Death of a household member

6

Damage to the house (fire, flood, etc.)

7

List other occasional or unexpected expenditure
8
9
Dirhams

How much do you usually spend on food per week?

H8

Dirhams

How much do you spend in total on food and other household outlays per month?
Include only expenditure made every month (Table H1 and H3 items)

H9

It is therefore vital to define a strategy specifically to improve the link-up between data
production for impact evaluations (where appropriate) and support to the national
statistical systems. Incidentally, the World Bank’s IEG (2009) notes that working with
national statistics institutes improves the credibility of impact evaluation results and
hence their ownership by governments in the partner countries.
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3.3. Is an impact evaluation a public good or a club good?
Two arguments are frequently put forward to justify the often high cost of impact
evaluations. The first is that these studies are used to close/alter ineffective programmes and replicate/extend effective programmes, which is not always the case
as we have seen. The second is that these studies are “public goods”. This is the
contention discussed here. What is a “public good”? Economics defines it as a good
or service whose use is non-rival and non-excludable. Non-rivalry means that one
individual’s consumption of the good has no effect on the amount of the good
available to other individuals. Non-excludability means that, once the public good
has been produced, everyone can benefit from it. These two criteria cross-tabulate
to produce three other categories of goods: the club good (non-rival, excludable),
the common good or impure public good (rival, non-excludable) and the private good
(rival, excludable).
This section considers three constituents of the impact evaluation to see whether
it fits in with this public good concept: the tools (questionnaires, methods, etc.) created
for these studies, the data collected, [ 44 ] and evaluation results and any resulting
recommendations. When defined this way, impact evaluations do indeed appear to
meet the non-rivalry criterion: given that the constituent tools, data and results of
these evaluations are “consumable”, one agent’s use of them does not reduce their
availability to others. However, the non-excludability criterion is more problematic:
actual accessibility to the tools created for these studies and the data collected
looks to be restricted. For example, just 21 or some 5% of the 420 impact evaluations
listed by J-Pal have an online database (and associated online tools such as questionnaires). IEG (2012) notes that a mere 5% of data collected by the World Bank for
impact evaluations and project monitoring and evaluation over the 2000-2009
period is actually accessible, even though the World Bank has spent US$419 million
on funding these data. World Bank staff themselves complain about this restricted
access (even in-house). Taking impact evaluations alone, an estimated 9% of these
World Bank studies have databases (and associated tools) accessible via the World
Bank’s Data Catalog. Of all the donors studied, only MCC stands out for its more
systematic publication of tools and databases on its website. At the same time, note
that neither the main donors using impact evaluations nor the associated research
centres appear to have any real timeframe policy for the dissemination of these data.
And despite all the work put into disseminating evaluation findings and recommen[44] Whether primary or secondary data.
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dations, the institutions receiving these findings/recommendations need the services
of a knowledge broker to fully understand them (toll gate concept). All in all, then,
impact evaluations so far are more of a club good. It is worth mentioning here that
although researchers in partner countries are often associated with the data collection
work for these studies (e.g. in 45% of the World Bank studies; IEG, 2012), they are
not generally the main contributors/authors of the published analyses and studies
(less than 20% in the case of the World Bank, according to the same source).

Table 13 Are impact evaluations a public good?
Non-rival

			
Tools:
questionnaires, methods, etc.

Yes

Data collected

Yes

Findings and recommendations

Yes

Non-excludable
Effective accessibility?
Long timeframe/information asymmetry
(not always easy access to tools/data
even when they are disseminated)
Toll gate: need knowledge brokers
in the institutions to reap the full benefit
of these findings

3.4. What is the outlook for the development of impact
evaluations on a changing international scene?
The development impact evaluation boom occurred in the relatively upbeat economic environment of the mid-2000s. Since 2008, however, the OECD countries have
been grappling with the worst financial and economic crisis on record since the end
of World War II. Most of these countries are now engaged in strict fiscal consolidation
policies. In 2012, ODA (calculated by the DAC) fell as a percentage of GNI for the
second year running (which had not happened since the mid-1990s). Moreover, all
the main ODA contributors shared in the 2012 cutbacks (which had never happened
before, even in 1997). This depressed environment prompts the question as to the
sustainability of the huge budget support ploughed into impact evaluations to date,
especially since the 2012 drop in ODA was largely to the multilateral institutions’
disadvantage (often the most active in impact evaluations, as already seen). Although
some countries have recently demonstrated their continued financial support for
impact evaluations (the United States with DIV and the United Kingdom with
SIEF and 3ie), 3ie’s funding after 2013 hangs in the balance (ODI and Triple Line
Consulting, 2012).
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Figure 12 A historic slump in ODA 2012
Contributions to ODA growth by the main donor countries
(percentage points of total ODA growth for the DAC countries)
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Source: DAC and author’s calculations.

The financial and economic crisis and the recent emergence of new countries in the
concert of nations show the importance of keeping an eye on the major macroeconomic questions, which the impact evaluations cannot answer (economic takeoff
drivers and non-drivers for certain countries: China, India, etc., see Figure 13; macroeconomic risks created by the repercussions of the financial crisis, etc.). In fact, despite
the massive promotion of certain impact evaluation findings, Rosenzweig (2012) notes
that the impacts found, even the positive impacts measured, are often marginal and
cannot hope to be enough to build the momentum for the populations studied to
break out of poverty (“[…] none of the effects discussed in Poor Economics [ 45 ]
make a perceptible dent in reducing global inequalities”). Ravallion (2012) notes that
the debates on aid effectiveness and the demand for accountability concern more
the donor funding portfolio as a whole than individual projects. Ruben (2012) raises
key questions regarding intervention complementarity/substitutability, which also
call for more broad-based approaches. Picciotto (2012) cautions that, “The current
bubble of enthusiasm in development evaluation is bound to burst”. All in all, these
authors recommend seeing the search for microeconomic solutions to poverty as a
complement, not a substitute, to a search for more global solutions.
[45] The reference “layman’s” book on RCTs written by Banerjee and Duflo (2009).
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Figure 13 China’s economic takeoff shows the importance
of considering macroeconomic analysis tools
(per capita GDP, US$ PPP)
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Appendices
1. Sources used
No unified database exists covering all the development impact evaluations conducted
(or ongoing, although 3ie is currently working on one (http://www.3ieimpact.org/blog/
2013/05/06/impact-evaluation-databases-can-you-find-everything-youre-looking/).
This article draws on the following databases in the main:
• 3ie (761 impact evaluations covered, including 130 funded by 3ie);
• World Bank (483 impact evaluations);
• J-Pal (397 impact evaluations);
• CEGA (nearly 100 impact evaluations).
These databases are run by the main donors behind the growth in development
impact evaluations (World Bank and 3ie) and the leading research centres in the field
(J-Pal and CEGA). Note that these databases may include some of the same studies
due to cross-funding and/or cross-collaboration.
Surprisingly, most of these databases have considerable limitations:
• With the exception of the World Bank database, they are not available (even
on request) in Excel format, which makes them complicated to analyse.
• The World Bank’s database has not been updated since 2010.
• J-Pal’s database presents inconsistencies in its count of the number of evaluations
completed or ongoing.
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2. List of institutions interviewed
The following institutions were interviewed for this study:
• KfW
• GIZ
• DFID
• JICA
• USAID
• EIB
• European Commission
• IDB
• United Nations (UNEG)
• J-Pal
• IPA
• 3ie
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3. Conditions required for randomised control trial feasibility
and effectiveness
The a priori feasibility of using the RCT method calls for a certain number of conditions
to be met, some of which are listed by Melia (2014):

Technical conditions:
• By definition, the RCT must be designed at least before project implementation
and the choice of beneficiary units (areas, institutions, individuals, etc.) made at
best in tandem with project design. In practice, this means to the donors that
the RCT has to be defined at the start of project appraisal.
• The project’s eligible statistical population (potential beneficiaries and potential
control group) must be large enough (individuals, organisations, etc.). This method
guarantees unbiased impact measurements provided samples are large enough
(generally thousands of individuals [ 46 ] ). It cannot be used if the intervention targets
a highly specific population that may be virtually entirely served by the intervention (not a large enough valid control group). And where programme take-up
is voluntary, the programme needs to have enough appeal to build a large enough
group of beneficiaries.
• The intervention may only concern a small fraction of the total population (save
where a pipeline approach is used); in other words, project scale needs to be local
rather than national/global.

Ethical/political conditions:
• The trial must not prompt the exclusion of certain individuals who might have
benefited from the intervention (which is normally assumed to be beneficial).
• The project stakeholders must all agree to the principle of random sampling.

[46] Although minimum sample size varies depending on the impact size sought and the nature of the variables
studied.
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Practical conditions:
• Programmes/shocks external to the evaluated project must not affect one group
(beneficiaries or control), but not another (control or non-beneficiaries). In
practice, however, the use of control variables can overcome this constraint
(although the impact measurements are then less reliable).
There are also other factors for success to be considered when deciding whether to
launch a randomised control trial – although these factors are unfortunately not
always known in advance (see, in particular, Bernard et al., 2012):
• Given the problems involved in maintaining trial integrity over a long period,
the intervention’s outcomes need to materialise fairly quickly, which means
concentrating either on interventions with short causal chains or on early
intervention results (rather than on their impacts as defined by the DAC). This
also means that the tested intervention needs to be “mature” enough.
• At the same time, project implementation time cannot be too long so as not
to compromise the selected baseline sample (hard to find again).
• The evaluated intervention must be relatively straightforward; evaluators risk
having problems (in addition to feasibility problems) interpreting the results of
complicated interventions.
***
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Acronyms and abbreviations
ADB

Asian Development Bank

AFD

Agence Française de Développement

AfDB

African Development Bank

AusAid

Australian Agency for International Development

BOP

Bottom of the pyramid

CCT

Conditional Cash Transfer

CDI

Centre of Development Impact

CEGA

Center for Effective Global Action

CGD

Center for Global Development

CLEAR

Center for Learning, Evaluation and Results

CPI

Consumer Price Index

DAC

Development Assistance Committee

DFID

Department for International Development

DHS

Demographic and Health Survey

DIME

Development Impact Evaluation Initiative

DIV

Development Innovation Ventures

EC

European Commission

EES

European Evaluation Society

EIB

European Investment Bank

EU

European Union

F3E

Fonds pour la Promotion des Études Préalables,
des Études Transversales et des Évaluations

GDIV

Global Development Innovation Ventures
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GIZ

Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit

IBRD

International Bank for Reconstruction and Development

ICS

International Child Support

IDA

International Development Association

IDB

Inter-American Development Bank

IDS

Institute of Development Studies

IEG

Independent Evaluation Group

IETF

Impact Evaluation Task Force

IFPRI

International Food Policy Research Institute

IOB

Inspectie Ontwikkelingssamenwerking en Beleidsevaluatie

IPA

Innovations for Poverty Action

JEL

Journal of Economic Literature

JICA

Japan International Cooperation Agency

J-Pal

Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab

LSMS

Living Standards Measurement Study

MAP

French Government Modernisation Plan

MCC

Millennium Challenge Corporation

MDG

Millennium Development Goals

MED

Monitoring and Evaluation Directorate

MICS

Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey

NGO

Non-Governmental Organisation

NONIE

Network of Networks for Impact Evaluations

NSI

National Statistics Institute

ODA

Official development assistance

ODI

Overseas Development Institute
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Acronyms and abbreviations

OECD

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

PEGNet

Poverty Reduction, Equity and Growth Network

RCT

Randomised Control Trial

RSA

French inclusion benefit scheme

SFE

Société Française d’Évaluation

SIEF

Strategic Impact Evaluations Fund

UNEG

United Nations Evaluation Group

USAID

United States Agency for International Development

US$

US dollar

3ie

International Initiative for Impact Evaluations
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Development impact evaluations, and randomised control trials (RCTs) in
particular, have boomed since the early 2000s albeit with large differences
in growth patterns from one donor to the next. These studies have prompted
renewed interest in development economics research and have improved
donors’ project evaluation quality standards. They have produced an array of
new knowledge, some of which has made a huge impression and fuelled
strong policy decisions. Yet this “new” method, which has made something of
a sea change to the practices of traditional donors and development partners
in general, has not emerged without controversy. Impact evaluations have
stirred up heated debate over methods and use in academic and donor circles.
This issue presents the state of play with these debates, especially the points
of international consensus, and proposes options for a reasonable use of
this tool. It also addresses less prominent questions and recommends their
inclusion as considerations in the definition of donor strategies.
Key words: impact evaluations, randomised control trial, official development
assistance, public policy evaluation, aid effectiveness.
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