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Hannah Engle:

Hello and welcome to this Evidence Coffee Break where we'll share three key considerations or tips for planning and designing an impact evaluation of your state's RESEA program. Let's jump right in with tip number one. 

Tip number one, work with an experienced and independent evaluator. What do we mean by experienced and independent? Experienced evaluators must have expertise in a number of evaluation related areas, including research methods, impact studies, statistical analysis, data collection, and protecting human research subjects. An independent evaluator does not have any responsibility for program administration or operations. Using an independent evaluator helps to avoid conflicts of interest and bring a fresh set of eyes to the project. Where can you find an experienced and independent evaluator? They work for different types of organizations such as research and evaluation teams in your agency or other state agency, university research centers, research and evaluation firms and individual research consultants.

There are two methods for evaluator selection. First, competitive procurement. This often includes asking potential evaluators to respond to a statement of work or requests for proposals, and then choosing an evaluator based on pre-specified criteria such as strength of the approach, experience, and price. Second, non-competitive procurement. This usually involves using an existing evaluation partnership. For example, state universities or research organizations or an internal evaluation unit in the workforce agency or other agency within your state. One type is not better than the other and both can produce high quality evaluations. The most important consideration is that the evaluator has prior experience and independence from the program. Check with your state procurement office to learn about existing evaluator relationships your state may already have. Contacting your state’s procurement office early can also help you identify and anticipate any procurement processes and requirements you should be aware of. 

Tip number two, make sure your impact evaluation is well-designed with a credible comparison group. A causal impact evaluation is a study that can tell you whether participant outcomes like employment and earnings are caused by, or can be attributed to the program or intervention being studied and not to some other factor. The hallmark of a well-designed causal impact study is having a comparison group whose outcomes reflect what your treatment group members’ outcomes would’ve been, if not for the intervention. To understand if the program is causal and produced an impact, you would compare outcomes for a treatment group that is offered the intervention to a control group, or comparison group, that is not offered the intervention. If the treatment group and comparison group participants are similar in other ways, then differences in their outcomes can be confidently attributed to the intervention. 

Both experimental studies such as randomized control trials and quasi experimental studies, or QEDs for short use treatment and comparison groups to determine impact. Both types of designs when well implemented are rigorous, but a well conducted RCT is considered the gold standard in research and most likely to yield a high to moderate rating in DOL's CLEAR standards. Random assignment is not always feasible, but in context where it is feasible, it is the best way to minimize the potential for systematic preexisting differences between the study participants who receive an intervention and those who do not, which ultimately allows us to be more confident that differences in outcomes between those two groups of participants are due to the intervention and not to other factors. Here, we've used impact evaluations as an illustration, but there are other types of evaluations that also need careful attention to design. An experienced and independent evaluator will be able to design the most appropriate, rigorous, and feasible impact evaluation to answer your research questions. 

Tip number three, ensure the sample size is large enough to answer the questions you want your evaluation to address. Sample size refers to the treatment group plus the control group that we mentioned in tip number two. An appropriate sample size for your study helps ensure that the program works or causes impacts that the study can detect them. The smaller a study sample size, the greater the risk that it will not find impacts even if the intervention being evaluated is effective. For example, if a study had only 15 or 20 people in it, most people would intuitively think that that doesn't seem like a large enough sample to really draw conclusions from, but how large of a sample is large enough? The answer to that question varies a lot depending on what you're talking about. The appropriate sample sizes to answer some research questions might be in the hundreds. For other research questions, it might be in the hundreds of thousands. During the evaluation planning stage and before enrolling participants into a study, an experienced evaluator can conduct a type of analysis called a power analysis, which can give you a more informed estimate of how many sample members your study would need based on the study's design, the intervention that you are evaluating and the outcomes that you are examining.

The estimated minimum sample size for the number of participants a study needs depends on several considerations. The most fundamental considerations are what intervention are you evaluating? Is it your RESEA program as a whole or some component of it? Second, what outcomes are of interest, and you will want to make sure that the sample size that your state is able to generate or the number of participants eligible for the program and for random assignment is as large as feasible. That allows you to answer questions beyond just the overall impact, such as how impacts vary across different local areas or among participants from different backgrounds. 

States and their evaluators can consider the following strategies to increase your study sample size. First, run your study longer, possibly over multiple years. Second, include all RESEA eligible participants from as many offices as possible across the state in your evaluation. And third, partner with other states to pool samples if your own state has small numbers. 

In conclusion, in this video, we've provided a few tips for you to consider when planning and designing your program evaluations. First, work with an experienced and independent evaluator. Second, make sure your impact evaluation is well-designed with a credible comparison group. And lastly, ensure the sample size is large enough to answer the questions that you want your evaluation to address.

