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Welcome to the RESEA Evaluation Virtual learning series. This is Module 6: What are the Fundamentals of Conducting an Impact Evaluation? For an overview of the series and how it is organized, please visit the RESEA Evaluation Virtual Learning Series overview document, if you have not already.​



To help orient you, this diagram shows where you are in the learning series. Modules 1 through 5 cover the foundations of RESEA evaluations, offering an overview of the most important information you need to know about the purpose of evaluation, types of evaluation, and how to prepare for an evaluation. This module, Module 6, along with Modules 7 through 9, covers the basics of conducting RESEA evaluations.   
​


Module 6, What are the Fundamentals of Conducting an Impact Evaluation? includes the following learning objectives:​
​
· Understand experimental and quasi-experimental research designs and common data sources.
· Understand advantages of experimental studies. ​
· Know what intervention and comparison groups are and what is meant by baseline equivalence.​
· Be better prepared to consider an impact design for your state’s next evaluation.​
​​
In this series, we use a lot of evaluation language and terms. Many of these words and terms may be new to you, and that’s okay. A goal of this series is to demystify the language of evaluation. And if you need additional support after viewing this recording, links to the RESEA Toolkit and other key resources mentioned in this module are available on the RESEA Evaluation Virtual Learning Series overview document. ​



Ideally, to measure impact, claimants’ outcomes would be measured in two parallel worlds: one in which they participated in the intervention and another in which they did not participate but everything else in their life remained the same.​
​
Since it is impossible to observe the same people in parallel worlds, impact studies create a comparison group of claimants who are as similar as possible to the claimants selected for the intervention, also called the intervention group. The difference between the two groups is that the intervention group has the opportunity to receive the intervention, sometimes called the treatment, and the comparison group does not. Apart from being assigned to the intervention or comparison group, the characteristics for claimants between these two groups should be similar. For example, the average age for the claimants within the comparison group should be close to the average age of the claimants within the intervention group.​

If the study is properly designed and implemented, then the experience of the comparison group represents what the intervention group would have experienced in the absence of the intervention. This is called the counterfactual. ​
​
In RESEA impact evaluations, the treatment, or intervention, can be the entire RESEA program, and the comparison group would not participate in RESEA. Alternatively, the intervention can be a component of RESEA, like an additional meeting or a workshop, and the comparison group participates in RESEA but without that additional meeting or workshop. Component evaluations are discussed in Module 7.​




An impact evaluation can tell you how program participants’ outcomes differ from outcomes that would have occurred had they not experienced the program intervention. With an impact evaluation, changes in participant outcomes can be attributed to the intervention being studied. Properly constructed impact studies can determine whether the intervention changed participant outcomes, and, if so, how much change the intervention caused. ​
​
Measuring claimants’ progress toward outcomes, such as faster reemployment or higher earnings, can help state agencies determine whether an RESEA intervention is meeting its goals, but measuring impact provides an estimate of how much an RESEA intervention may have contributed to those outcomes. It helps you know how much of a difference your program is making, helps you demonstrate to others your program’s value, and helps you improve your program by identifying effective strategies or service delivery approaches that help participants find jobs and improve their earnings. ​
​



Baseline refers to the point in time that an individual first enters the study. For impact evaluations, evaluators should review the characteristics of the individuals in the intervention and comparison groups to make sure they are more or less the same. Examples of individual characteristics include the individual’s age, race, or work history.
​
Tests of baseline equivalence allow evaluators to confirm that the characteristics of the intervention group and comparison group were similar, or equivalent, at the baseline. If the groups are equivalent at baseline, then any differences in outcomes measured post-intervention can be reasonably attributed to the intervention.
​
If the two groups are too dissimilar at the baseline, then it will be difficult to say whether the differences in the outcomes after the intervention were due to the intervention itself or because the two groups were so different from the start. If your evaluation does not demonstrate baseline equivalence, the evaluation cannot estimate the true impact of your intervention.

The next screens describe how the comparison group may be constructed by using either an experimental or quasi-experimental impact study design.​




Experimental studies, also known as randomized controlled trials or random assignment studies, are the strongest form of impact evaluation. Experimental studies are unique in their ability to maximize similarity between the intervention group and comparison group on both observed characteristics, such as age, gender, and work history, and unobserved characteristics, such as level of confidence and personality, which might influence outcomes. In experimental studies, the counterfactual condition, or the condition that the comparison group is a good representation of how the treatment group would behave without receiving the intervention, is met by the random assignment of eligible individuals to either the intervention group or the comparison group. ​
​
In the case of RESEA, the evaluator would randomly assign claimants eligible for RESEA either to a group that receives the RESEA intervention being tested, the intervention group, or to a group that does not receive the RESEA intervention being tested, the comparison group. Claimants are assigned to these groups based on the functional equivalent of a coin toss, usually by a computer algorithm. Random assignment allows the evaluator to reasonably attribute any difference in outcomes between the two groups to the intervention being tested, rather than to the characteristics of claimants.​
​



Quasi-experimental studies, often shorthanded as QEDs, attempt to measure an intervention’s impact by using methods other than random assignment to create a comparison group that is as similar to the intervention group as possible. Often this involves using administrative data to form a comparison group by identifying claimants who did not participate in the intervention who have similar characteristics to claimants who did participate in the intervention.​
 ​
One drawback to using quasi-experimental methods to create the counterfactual condition is that the characteristics recorded in administrative data are not exhaustive. If claimants in the comparison and intervention group differ on one or more key characteristics not recorded in the administrative data, the two groups will not be made up of truly similar claimants. Any situation where a claimant receives the intervention based in part on unmeasured factors will make it impossible to create a comparison group that is truly similar to the intervention group. The two groups might be similar on observed characteristics within the administrative data, but they will differ on important unobserved characteristics that determine receipt of the RESEA intervention and are also likely to affect outcomes.​ For example, if the intervention consisted of providing weekly workshops in an attempt to boost reemployment, an unmeasured factor could be a claimants’ level of motivation. More motivated individuals may be more likely to attend the workshops, but their motivation may have also led them to apply for more work opportunities.
​
As this example illustrates, it is more difficult to establish the counterfactual condition for QED study designs than for experimental designs. Defining a good comparison group to allow for an apples-to-apples comparison can be tricky in this setting, which has led to several different QED study design options such as matching, regression discontinuity, and interrupted time series. You should work with your independent evaluator to identify the most feasible and appropriate research design to answer your research questions.​




There are several considerations when deciding which type of impact evaluation is best for your state. ​
​
Well-designed and well-executed experimental designs can demonstrate that the RESEA intervention caused the impacts on claimant outcomes, so you can have a high level of confidence in the results. Experimental studies are eligible to receive CLEAR’s High causal evidence rating.​
​
Well-designed and well-executed QEDs can demonstrate that the RESEA intervention was associated with the claimant impacts, but you cannot totally eliminate the possibility that outcomes changed because of some other factor. This is largely because intervention and comparison groups can only be created based on observed characteristics and not unobserved characteristics, such as claimants’ motivation to participate or to find a job. Most QEDs are only eligible to receive CLEAR’s Moderate causal evidence rating.​




Experimental studies require the smallest sample of the design types, which depending on the intervention tested and outcomes measured, may mean randomly assigning several thousand to tens of thousands of claimants.​
​
QEDs require larger sample sizes because more information is needed to meet the counterfactual condition than in experimental studies.
​
Your evaluator can perform calculations to help you anticipate the sample size needed for either evaluation design type.​





In general, experimental studies require a higher level of effort than QEDs largely because of the logistics involved with setting up random assignment, including setting up databases or systems to perform random assignment, monitoring random assignment over time, training staff on study procedures, and making sure intervention and comparison groups receive the services to which they were assigned. The level of effort for QEDs typically depends on the quality and availability of the data used for the evaluation.​
​



Both types of evaluation designs require staff with relevant statistical expertise, but analysis for experimental studies is less complex than for QEDs.​




The results of most experimental studies are easy for different audiences to understand. By contrast, some QEDs use complex analysis methods that can be challenging to understand, so states and evaluators should discuss how to make findings understandable to different audiences.​




Experimental studies can take four or five years to produce findings, from the time an evaluator comes on board to when a final report is available. Part of what drives the timeline is the amount of time it takes to build up the study sample, meaning to randomly assign enough people to be able to detect impacts. ​
​
QEDs vary in their timelines. Retrospective QEDs that use data already collected by the state can produce results in 2 to 3 years, more quickly than experimental studies. Prospective QEDs where data still needs to be collected can produce results in 4 to 5 years.​
​
​


As this table illustrates, deciding on an impact evaluation design can be complex. You and your independent evaluator should work together using your research questions, local conditions, and data availability to determine what the most feasible or appropriate design is to use.  Remember, when in doubt, you can consult with your independent evaluator.​





While this module provides an overview of impact evaluations, additional resources that can help you learn more on this topic are available through the Evaluation to Advance RESEA Program Evidence project of the U.S. Department of Labor. ​
 ​
Some suggested resources are shown on the screen and links to them are available in the RESEA Evaluation Virtual Learning Series overview document.​




Based on what you have learned in this module, consider the following action steps:​

· Consider what you want to learn about your RESEA program and think about whether an impact evaluation is right for your state at this time.​
· Review the resources listed previously for more discussion and detail on experimental and quasi-experimental studies.​
· Work with your independent evaluator to identify the most feasible and appropriate design to answer your research questions.​
· Contact the RESEA Helpline for assistance with thinking through whether to conduct an impact study and next steps.​




You have now completed RESEA Evaluation Virtual Learning Series Module 6. Thank you!
