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PITFALLS IN EVALUATIONS'
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Harry P. Hatry, Kathryn E. Newcomer

Two key issues in program evaluation are determining what the effects
(outcomes) of the program have been over a specific period of time and
determining the extent to which the specific program, rather than other fac-

tors, has caused those effects. Both issues are typically subject to considerable
uncertainty, particularly given that the great majority of evaluations are not
conducted under controlled laboratory conditions. Program effects are often
unclear, are often ill defined, and can be quite messy to measure. Attributing

. effects to the specific program also presents considerable difficulties: outcomes
" can be affected by numerous other factors in addition to the program itszlf,
and the effects of these external factors will generally be difficult to determine

‘without careful analysis.
Strong methodological integrity 1s critical to support eff.orts to measure
omes (effects) in all evaluation

both the programs (treatments) g e ou 11 design and data
- projects. The integrity of evaluation findings rests 'on'h.ow weh 351§an gy
s s engthen the validity and reliability of t e1 a ﬁ;m g5
iﬂme to anticipate limitations to what we C"‘.n Cond.Ude fromnisva[‘;zfortunately,
when designing the research and developing the n_lsmllme ma; not work out.
we can never anticipate everything, and the best—lau.i P aills Oz)’d ol ot
When reporting findings, in addition to following the &

desi d data collection 1 this book, evaluators should
esign and da

provided i

«pitfalls of Evaluation,” in G. Majone and

03 X 2 . HatrYy
mp. ipter draws material from Harry P Wi 980).
ade (Eds,),spizfalk of Analysis (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley, 1980)
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carefully mss how pitfalls that occur in the conduct of the work may hip.
der the validity, reliability, and credibility of their findings and conclusiong,
This chapter provides a checklist of pitfalls to help evaluators or those reviey.
ing evaluations assess how problems in planning and executing evaluation
constrain what can be concluded about the programs studied. The implica-
tions of each pitfall for the validity, reliability, and credibility of the findings
are identified. Many of these pitfalls are discussed in detail in Various texts on
program evaluation, such as the classic works by Riecken and Boruch (1974)
and Shadish, Cook, and Campbell (2002).

The primary touchstones of methodological integrity discussed in social
science methods texts are measurement validity (or trustworthiness and authentic-
ity of measures for qualitative measurement) generalizability or external validity
(or transferability for qualitative measurement), internal validity (or confirmability
for qualitative measurement), reliability (or auditability for qualitative measure.
ment), and statistical conclusion validity (O’Sullivan, Rassel, and Berner, 2003;
Singleton, Straits, Straits, and McAllister, 1988; Stangor, 1998). We have added
credibility to our list because evaluation findings are not likely to be used if pro-

gram staff or funders do not find the findings believable. The definitions are
set out in Box 26.1.

The pitfalls discussed in this chapter are arranged according to the time
at which a pitfall generally occurs: before the beginning of data collection for
the evaluation, during the process of data collection, or after the data have
been collected (when findings are to be presented and use is to be made of

~ the findings). A summary of the pitfalls and the methodological concerns each
addresses is presented in Tables 26.1, 26.2, and 26.4.

Is Before Data Collection Begins

If the evaluation does not get off to a good start, the whole evaluation can be
- undermined.

Failure to Assess Whether the Program Is Evaluable

doing an assessment of the potential utility and evaluability of an evalu-

ion candidate to ensure that it is likely that the program can be evaluated

sufficient time for the evaluation findings to be useful, and within available
urces, can severely limit what can be learned. A program probably should
be subject to substantial program evaluation effort when:

‘he program has vague objectives.

e program objectives are reasonably clear but the current state of the

- 1l measurement does not seem to permit meaningful measurement of
acts.

Program’s major impacts cannot be expected to show up until many
irs into the future, by which time the information is not likely to be use-
(if, for example, all relevant important decisions will already have been
de so that whatever is found cannot be acted on).
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TABLE 26.1. PITFALLS OCCURRING BEFORE DATA COLLECTION BEGINS

Methodological Concerns

Measurement Internal Statistical
Validity/ Generalizability/  Validity/ Conclusion
Authenticity Transferability Confirmability  Validity

Program or Theory Feasibility
1. Failure to assess X % X
whether the X
program is evaluable

2. Starting data X X X
collection too early X
in the life of a

program

3. Failure to secure X X X -
input from program
managers and other
stakeholders on
appropriate
evaluation criteria
4. Failure to clarify 2
program managers’
expectations about
what can be learned
from the evaluation
Prepa ) for Collection
5. Failure to pretest % X X X . 5

Reliability/
Auditability Credlbility

lity problems can be alleviated, as Wholey dis-
 use of an evaluability assessment. The evalu-

it is often possible to identify major specific objec-
1 vag first. It is often possible to obtain rough
‘about characteristics that at first glance

spects of program services). Often, even
Wﬂdﬂ may be useful for decisions in

uate staff, money, and time, and the
compatible with the resources available.

Ils in Evaluations

ever, although so
be’used wi E e

n ?n Tesources gy & €ss SOphisticy,

ken an evaluation to the Point aACe, toq Map g

Seldom discussed ip the lite

gram to be evaluated is under deyg| eed to digyiy,

projects in a developmenty) stage in o :
pacts and are likely to be

tis nog y,
Tature ig g : rth doing,

e ric temptatio‘n to begin collecting program outcome data for evalua-
1 as soon as the initial attempt at implementation begins. For many new
ams, however, the shakedown period may last many months, ﬁuﬁng
time, program procedures stabilize, new people become adjusted to the
procedures, and the new program begins to operate under reasonably
al conditions. Thus, enough time should be allowed before beginning
ction of the post-program data, and enough time after for an adequate
t of the new program. Evaluation periods of less than a year may not pro-
le enough program experience and data can be affected by seasonal differ-
2s. For example, tests of a new street repair procedure might not cover the
Decial effects of the bad weather season. The appropriate timing will depend

e nature of the program and the setting into which it is introduced"l;:)
i ical timi ini i haps six months

: cal timing, a minimum period of per :

T ; d to have been imple-

ht be appropriate before the program is assume i,
ited, and at least one year of subsequent program Oper

red by the evaluation.

m Program Managers and Other
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clients to ensure that they employ criteria of both the program treaty,
the more relevant program effects, or outcomes, that staff and funq :nt
sider relevant and legitimate. rs
As McLaughlin and Jordan describe in Chapter Three, logic modelj

is a highly useful tool for involving program staff in identification of eling
priate measures of program activities and short- and longer-term Omcappro_
Participation of pmgmm-smkeholders before data collection in i dentiﬁ:n?es‘
of what is most relevant to measure and what are the most accurate Oauon
tional indicators to employ is critical in ensuring the findings will be ¢ pera-
credible. €emed

and
con-

Pitfall 4: Failure to Clarify Program Managers’ Expectations About What
Can Be Learned from the Evaluation

Program staff are typically not receptive to evaluation and may need to be con-
vinced that evaluation eﬂ”orts can produce information useful to them. Eval-
uators may also find that program staff are leery of opening up programs o
analysis of how they are working. Thus, one of the major obstacles to the under-
taking and use of evaluation is that evaluators too often pay too little attention
 to helping program st_aﬁ' identify constructive ways in which programs can be
improved. Unfortunately, identifying ways to improve is easier said than done.
Usually a large number of factors, in addition to the program procedures, can
affect program success. These include such elements as the quantity and qual-
ity qf,the smﬂing used to operate the program, the success in motivating the
cmplqyee'svnd;q will implement it, and the organizational structure in which the

ﬁtyof the evaluation function will increase over the long
e innate hostility of program managers to being evalu-

seldom _give definitive, conclusive, unambiguous
failure). Even with experimental designs,
bly arise in keeping the experiment uncontami-
extrapolating and generalizing the results beyond
1 tim The evaluators should be careful to
ers, and to potential users of the
s exist. Unrealistic expectations by pro-
from evaluation findings may dis-

ey

tfalls in Evaluations

Failure to Pretest Data Collection |
Nstr

707
: g
essential task for evaluators pyi, S e APPropriate‘Y
collection instruments. Whehe, dbeglnm“g data coljey;
ata are €ction is 14
Pretest

instruments use :
~ the d to measure gy, x Observationg] o

ns, behaViOrs o e Perceptions,
4 attitudes sh
ould

0!

Use of Inadequate Indicators of Program Effect
Cts

e credibility and us i

ty efulness of an evaluation can he called into consideraly

| nsiderable
g the assessment to only one criterion or

: a very few criteri
e also relevant (perhaps because a decision 2 teria when others

has been made to evaluate only

ometimes fietﬁr?lental). For example, an evaluation of a program for placing

ental patients in their own homes and communities rather than in govern-

nt institutions should consider not only changes in the condition of the

clients but also the effects on clients’ families and the community into which
the clients are transferred. Economic development programs sometimes have
verse effects on the environment, and environmental programs sometimes
ve adverse effects on economic development.

' Before establishing the final evaluation criteria, evaluators should review
e objectives of the program from the viewpoint of the agency installing the
gram and the clients of the program and look for significant efff?cts that
e not initially anticipated. Evaluators should strive to identify various per-
tives on the objectives (both explicit and implicit) of the program to be
luated. For example, opinions might be sought from supporters and oppo-

€ 1’5, program Operators and clients, and budget 9fﬁcials and prograxhn mar;—_
ers. (This assumes that evaluators will have sufficient leeway from the Spo

of the evaluation to try to be comprehens‘ive.)

important variation of this pitfall i fa;lur‘:ti t;(; g ¢ i
. ol Inevitably,

am on the various major client groups. In Y

: - me groups signiﬁcan .
ffects on various groups, helping S(;s 1;g\zufﬁciem jdentificanon of the

i porhapt e T cipien | hide such differences
m 1€
on different groups of progra

e ity 18SU€s
uity .
d prevent users of the evaluation

assess the impact of the

findings from considering €4
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The lack of an assessment of program financial costs can alsq be
tant omission. Evaluators often neglect costs, but such informaiey,
considerable use to funders.

Finally, when attitudinal data are being collected from Program :
ipants, care should be taken to word survey questions in a | et partjc.
manner to assess program effects fairly. Pretesting surveys and qu i
should reduce the use of slanted questions. However, it is still possible tllres
users of evaluation findings may view the questions as skewed in 4 o }:at
either inflates or reduces effects. Guidance on question wording i b I'OVideadt
by Newcomer and Triplett (Chapter Fourteen).

B lm Or-
Sotche of

unbiaSed

Pitfall 7: Inadequately Training Data Collectors

‘Regardless of the type of data collection employed in an evaluation, sufficient

time must be given to training the evaluation staff used to visit sites, review

files, or conduct interviews. Th(; length of time needed for training, anqd the
frequency of the retra‘ining, will vary depending on the type of collection
activity, as Nightingale and Rossman (Chapter Seventeen) and Berman and
Vasquez (Chapter Sixteen) discuss. Typically, consultation among data collec-
tors should continue throughout the collection phase of the evaluation. Initia]
training may not adequately anticipate all context-specific challenges for data
collectors. '

alls During Data Collection

r of pitfalls can occur during an evaluation’s operation (see

ust for Changes in Data Collection
 Measurement Period

evaluators need to look for changes in
anges in data element definition or data
e relevant data. Data definitions and data
dly and in the process cause impor-
Evaluators using data for which
collection procedures should be
 such occurrences. As has been

Measurement Meth“dologi(al Concerns ;
Validity/ ¢ o
Authenticity TreriZability/ (cayeg) e O Statistical
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X
X X v
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s (target behaviors)
extreme level

ccount for natural X
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noted (Riecken and Boruch, 1974), “Too often a new program is
by changes in record-keeping” (p- 107). aCcompanieq

pitfall 9: Collecting Too Many Data and Not Allowing Adequ g
Analysis of the Data Collected quate Time for

These two problems go hand in hand. They are all too prevalent
timetables exist for evaluations, which usually seems to be the case ‘%hen tight
tation seems to be prevalent to collect data on any characteristic (; ¢ EC tefT\P‘
or situation that conceivably could be relevant and then not allow en the ch.em
for analysis of the data. The temptation to collect data is a difficult O;’Ugh time
come, particularly given that itis not possible at the beginning of an ee tlo i
to know which data will be useful in the study. The argument is often V(ai g 01
that evaluators can always exclude data later. However, once collectedadvanc?d
up, with a pyramiding effect in terms of data processing and analysis’ ;fita pile
well as adding to the costs of data collection). (o0
Allowing enough time for data analysis is complicated by the tende
impose overly tight deadlines for evaluations. When implementation df;;}' #
ties delay the start of the program, when data come in later than anticil i,
and when computer processing is Jater than promised, these delays all lpa;ed’
squeezing the amount of time available for analysis before the deadline f:lr t1:0
evaluation. To help alleviate these problems, schedule for unforeseen conti k
gencies and include fewer data elements to be processed. “

l ¥ & p t

édcqf)atcly capturing program activities can be challenging due to fluctua-
gons in program implementation that occur, which is frequently the case. The
be&t.-lald plans,.d evaluators may not come to fruition when they are placed
m rcal-hfe settings. The longer the period of observation, the greater is the
chmce of deviation from the original intentions.
- For example, in evaluations of neighborhood police teams, the assignment
i to specific ﬁétg‘heods may depart from the plan if dispatchers
' assign those pﬁﬁ’ﬁé fficers too frequently to other neighborhoods. In some
’ 2 plamremand evaluators watch carefully, such deviations
other situations this may not be possible. Another
culties of maintaining random assignment proce-
hen assignments have to be made throughout the

B y a

o pefore a judge, Fhe court clerk who hsgearances for moving traffic viopas

~ ments had firm ideas about the neeq ; responsibility for the ry ;“‘)‘auons
or ndom assign-

3 a
and did not adhere to the random ag court appearance for s
assignment procedure (CYOung drivers
onner, 1977),

Random assignments of clients in cop

done appropriatel trolled experi -
& WOrklogg i ¥ but subsequently be altereq m?;:?: AR
3 € pressure of a hea
i

Because of such challenges to definin thy
" the evaluators carefully monitor the pr Ogragm : Ueatmen}, itis important that
At the least B 10Ul ek periodinali s ver the ;?enod of the evaluation.
e f'rom the plan have occurred d“r"ngyin(\)pt:::m _tha: no major depar-
iimagons oceur, a}djustm‘ems should be made (such 2“?:1‘ zl\fmen sut.)s(a.ndal
“new evaluation if a major overhaul of the program (; n effect, beginning a
» uation). If su.ch adjustments cannot be made satjsfacuc);:rs d‘:im\g the eval-
are of fnajor importance, the evaluation should be terrninzx,uz‘l:l1 ey
alterations should be explicitly considered when assessing the ’ﬁ::i?:\;m =

1: Beginning Observation When Conditions (Target i
Beh
Extreme Level or Not Adjusting for This e

Timing is crucial in evaluation. Evaluators need to investigate, to the extent
feasible, the target behavior among program participants (or communities)
prior to implementation of the program treatment. When new program activ-
ities are introduced because conditions have risen to undesirably high levels
(perhaps birthrates among unwed teenage mothers have soared) or undesir-
ably low levels (perhaps the percentage of substance abuse treatment clients
~ staying sober has plummeted), itis Jikely that program effects will be inflated.
~ This “regression to the mean” phenomenon implies thatif the target behaviors
have risen (or fallen) to extreme levels, 2 natural shift toward improvement (or
~ deterioration) can be expected even without the new progran. Clients .who at
the outset have the greatest need (they may bein crisis situations) ate likely to
~ showagreater amount of improvement than others. Convers«?\y, Fhe less needg:,
~ most able clients may tend to show little, no, or even negatve 1mpr0?::z\e d
regardless of the program (Conner, 1977)- For e?(ample, - Pfogra’:‘a:e 1mighl
because of a recent rash of problems, suchasa high traffic fatal 1It;yce ar,e e
" ehow an improvement merely because the chances of recurTe

apbell and Ross, 1968)- AN
. B i Pmblem ind\;ge F;:(’f:;‘ ?ki?\“a‘;a\vzmg the outcomes
izing cli i £ difficulty Y

orizing clients as 10 their degree ©

end lines and cate-
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for each level of difficulty. Such approaches enable better and f,;
isoms. Arer compy,,

Pitfall 12: Inappropriate Involvement of
Program Providers in Data Collection

This pitfall is well known but nevertheless often ignored. Governme
with tight resources, especially subnational governments such as Statnt agencieg
governments in the United States, and small, nonprofit service proe and locy)
particularly tempted to use program staff to provide ratings of pro"lders, are
cess. gram syc.

It is desirable for any agency, as a matter of good management
take some internal evaluation of its own programs. For example me;lto under-
and social service agencies frequently use caseworkers’ fating’s 3 tal health
progress of the caseworkers’ clients. This procedure is reasonable ivs}sless the
information is solely for internal purposes, such as for use by the cas en the
themselves and their immediate supervisors. Such procedures hc.;WOrkers
not provide data on client improvement after clients have left th; pro kg
determine the longer-term effects of the services, and such prOCCduxger: i
to be expecting too much of human nature (asking employees to rSefem
objective information that will be used to make judgments about B ot
of their own programs). o

| 13: Overly Intrusive Data Collection Procedures That Change
vipfs ‘Program Staff or Participants

i %gm pmgpam staﬁ or participants are aware that their program is being eval-
m he; may«hahavmdaﬂ?enenﬂy than they do normally. The Hawthorne
effect may mean that several providers or recipients act in ways that lead to
Wnﬁ@ct& For example, program staff may try harder
program activity demonstrates positive results.
el who are handpicked to staff a new program may make
' Wmﬁve and non-generalizable. Using spe-
riate in the developmental stages of a
the program is to be evaluated for its
t, personnel who would ordinarily be
 period should be used. Otherwise,
riod might be due to the use of the

F o

lls in Evaluations

B Recip'iems of benefits wh, e
‘may provide overly positiye f € aware thyy nm
demonstrate thei €edbac g, the program ;
€ their achieye 0 < ™ is beip,
Ment of degy, Tvices o g evaluateqd
ed changes, S Or try harder

Fa“ul’e to ACCOUnt fO
' r Dl’Op-Oﬁ %
in Sam

‘or many social services, it is d; ple Size py .
 quate length of time to’;:ls difficult to gy P € 10 Attrition
Sometimes this pitfall OCci:sd‘ntennedia[e i 10%::“‘epanicipanu PR
on, such as homeless people PIED transient nam":: I}rogram outcomes,
~ ters. In some cases f0110w.}:1p :rﬁy‘)“ths released from ju\?er:-};e ;"“get popula-
% & ’_ OTtS to sy ile detention :
s failure to maintain uP'to-r:-;ey Program beneficiaries faﬂc;\‘:e

ewed toward partici
g e 5 r}tllapants who are more motivated or stable. Eval
~ toac ge whatever completion rates occur and identify ;he : ua;f’rs need
implications.

Failure to Draw a Representative Sample of Program Participants

e
esent only two potential co,nstraimsi): tl?m beneﬁm“'es L e

E y . e representativeness of samples.
Other flaws in sampling procedures may hinder efforts to generalize resuls,
h as sampling in a way that omits or undersamples a key group. such
in telephone surveys: persons without phones; households that only have
ell phones; those with unlisted telephone numbers; persons with answering
hines; those living in trailers; those living in multiple dwelling units; or
ng more than one telephone number.

- Survey procedures that are based solely on selfselection, such as plac-
survey questionnaires on tables or in tax bills, are likely to result in very

esponse rates and highly unrepresentative samp\es‘. T.he po.ssibxhtyfthat
am participants who submit surveys or participate in interviews or focus
Jevant to their

»s differ from those who do not participate, in Ways ¢
1k, Efforts to test for

choose not to partici
sufficient to eliminate

bonses, is virtually always a concern in evaluation t\:vo
rences between sample respondents and those f\:“ o
n data collection efforts ar¢ necessary, yetnot y

ons of nonresponse biases.
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Pitfall 16: Insufficient Number of Callbacks to Boost Response Rates

An inadequate number of callbacks or making calls dun'ng limited ¢

ods in the day or in the week can result in too small and unrepresen,

ples of program participants. Unfortunately, evaluation resources ofte
sufficient to do all that is ideally desirable to reach participants, Ag
Chapter Fourteen, the increasing use of answering machines prese
challenge to evaluators hoping to conduct telephone interviews as pa
research.

e peri-
[iVe sam-
Nare ngg
Noted iy
Nts a ney
It of thej,

Pitfall 17: Failure to Account for Natural Maturation Among Program
Participants

In some cases, maturation can occur, in which the participants served improye
normally even without program intervention, perhaps because of aging. For
example, as criminals, alcoholics, or drug addicts age, reductions in thejr
adverse behavior may occur even without treatment programs. As another
example, an evaluation of community alcoholic treatment centers includeq
a follow-up eighteen months after intake of a comparison sample of persons
who had an intake record but for whom only nominal treatment was provided
(Armor, Polich, and Stambul, 1976). Of this group, a large percentage, 54 per-
cent, were identified as being in remission even without more than normaj
treatment (compared to 67 percent of the treatment group).

Pitfall 18: Failure to Provide a Comparison Group

The lack of a comparison group or use of an inappropriate comparison group

can distort the interpretation of evaluation findings. Even if randomized con-
trolled experiments are used, examining groups that were not part of the inter-
vention can often provide evidence about whether the outcomes were due

to the program. In the classic evaluation of the Connecticut highway speed-
ing crackdown, the large reduction in fatalities in Connecticut was compared
with other nearby, and presumably similar, states to see if similar reductions
had occurred (Campbell and Ross, 1968). Such a comparison helped rule out

- some other possible causes of reduced fatalities in Connecticut, such as spe-
- cial weather conditions in the region during the period or the introduction of
1t0! ST T R oy S TR

olism treatment centers followed up not
unts of treatments but samples of two

lls in Evaluations

ices (usually detoxig, - 5
N 1 . u
i rocdinPucay; , o c
. ; M al en
e Ilen[tshas €IN8 1N Temission o €1 UR10rS e
- even the nominal treatmen, me :
teroy 2N eighy,
pears likel > PUPshoweq, , ST
appea ythatasubsnanual Portio edas Percent, " follow-up, py
would have occurred wig, St o, N 0f the e CMission rage p
€ Dr On i ¢ : St

ati
10n) 1y thep 1,

i Nevey TeSume, d

sed vy B
s € Compar; at Conside
- (such as the motivationa] levels i

OPPortunities tq observe usefy)

Failure to Take into Account

Key C
of Program Staff) That Can Affe({ P:):;f::i‘

ide varie i 3
:A wide ty of possible Circumstances or factors affect participants’ behavi
‘or other program effects and can lead to un Panly behasier

. . Tepresentative and misleading find-
ings. For example, changes in the employment status of persons g'w:xgtr:ii

al Factors (Out of the
Outcomes

- regardless of participation in the training programs. The greater the numbe;
of different agencies, jurisdictions, and service providers involved in program
implementation, the more opportunities there are for contextual factors to

~ affect outcomes (U.S. General Accounting Office, 1998).

: Failure to Take into Account the Degree of Difficulty of Helping
Participants

ot explicitly considering and controlling for workload-client difficulty when

~ assessing program results can lead to misinterpretation of what k.\as occurred.
Che difficulty of the incoming workload can cause success (or fmlure)tbmehs t?
e misleading (Hendricks, 2002). Higher success rates for programs at have

larger proportion of easier-to-help clients than other programs Sho'“;d,‘:;::
, | : .
© nec essarily lead to labeling the programs as being more effective. Consi

oy e 26.3.

: in Tabl
ecica! Ouhtcomei Sh;‘:";‘e the results for Unit 1 appe
b ed on the totals alont, : 2 with 47 percent.
cl:::was achieved in 60 percent of A Mk\\t‘ratsxi?fﬁculw d?ents (25
> hows a higher success rate for both ¥g ) (8() percent,
- (;) () percent for unit 1) and routin€ clien
ent, compared (0

ar superior because
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TABLE 26.3. CONSIDERATION OF WORKLOAD DIFFICULTY.

Unit 1 Unita
All cases 500 500
Number helped 300 235
Percentage helped 60% 479
Difficult cases 100 30 00
Number helped 0 75
Percentage helped 0% 259
Routine cases 400 20 (;’
Number helped 300 160
Percentage helped 75% 80%

Source: Adapted from Hatry, 1999, p. 112.

compared to 75 percent for unit 1). The overall higher success rate for the first
unit stems from its having a larger proportion of clients with lower difficulty.
Thus, the difficulty of the incoming workload can be a major explanation
for observed effects. In controlled experiments, even if workload difficulty is
not explicitly controlled in making random assignments (such as by stratifying
the sample), randomization would likely result in assigning similar proportions
to each of the groups. Nevertheless the control and treated groups should be
examined after they are chosen to determine if they are indeed sufficiently

similar on difficulty.

Pitfalls After Data Collection

Even fine-quality evaluations can be wasted if care is not taken when reporting
the findings (see Table 26.4).

Pitfall 21: Overempbhasis on Statistical Significance and Under-emphasis on
Practical Significance of Effect Size ‘

" Too narrow a focus on too much precision and too much reliance on statisti-
cal significance can lead to excessive costs in resource allocation (such as by
Ct ; the use of larger samples than needed at the expense of other
' e leading findings. Statistical significance lev-
ce levels will often be overkill for programs
fety or health elements. Typically, the infor-
er factors in making program decisions
decisions a high level of precision

]

~ pitfalls in Evaluations
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the information. What may be a statistically significant finding (at a given sig-

nificance level) can, particularly when very large samples are involved, suggest
that important program effects have occurred even though the effects may be
small in practical terms and may be unimportant to public officials. With large
sample sizes, differences of even two or three percentage points between the
outcomes of the treatment and comparison groups can be statistically signif-
icant, but they may not be significant to officials making decisions based oy,
that information.

Good advice is to present the actual differences and the level of statistical
significance, so that users of the information can judge for themselves. All (oo
often, summaries of findings indicate whether findings are statistically signifi-
cant without identifying the actual size of the program effects.

Pitfall 22: Focusing on Only the Overall (Average) Results with Inadequate
Attention to Disaggregated Results

Examination of the aggregated data is useful for assessing a program’s aggre-

gate effect. However, in general, the analysis should not be limited to pre-

senting the aggregate effects. It will often be highly useful to examine sub-

sets of the data. For example, when a number of projects are included in
the evaluation, the evaluators should consider whether certain projects or
groups of projects tended to have greater effects than others. Variations in
conditions among projects are likely, and an examination may be able to
shed light on possible reasons for variations, possibly suggesting variations that
should be considered further even when the overall program does not appear
successful.

Some types of clients served by the program may be more (or less) success-
fully served than others, even though such differences were not anticipated in
the original evaluation design. Therefore, in general, evaluators should exam-
ine various subgroups to detect whether some groups were substantially bet-

ter (or worse) served than indicated by the aggregate figures. For example,
a particular type of program may work well with more severe cases than with
less severe cases or with older clients than with younger clients or with female

clients than with male clients.
- Sometimes subgroups to be followed up in the evaluation may be stratified
- atthe beginning to ensure adequate consideration of different characteristics.
If this is not done, an after-the-fact analysis of outcomes for various types of
ht not be p e if those subgroups are underrepresented in the
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evaluators know what was actually implemented and that they be alert for feq.
tures of the trial that appear to be significant in the program’s apparent succesg
or lack of it, even though they were not initially intended to be tested during
the trial. For example, in evaluations of the effectiveness of social service case.
work, such characteristics as the particular technique used, the caseworker’s
personality, the amount of time spent with the client, and the caseworker’s

style could all affect the outcomes (Fischer, 1976).
Unless the evaluation procedures attempted to isolate these characteris-

tics in the test, evaluators would be unable to generalize about the extent to
which these characteristics affect the outcomes. They would not be able to state
whether, for example, apparent successes (or failures) were the result of the
techniques used or the caseworkers’ style and personality. This might be less
of a problem if a large number of sites and many different caseworkers were
involved in the test. Otherwise there would be substantial ambiguity about what
was driving the observed outcomes and what should be done about the pro-
gram. The conclusion might be reached that casework is (or is not) effective,
whereas what was actually evaluated was only one combination of casework
characteristics. ;

Behavior may change when the novelty of a new program wears off (for
either program operators or their clients). And client behavior may alter
from that in trials undertaken on only part of the population when the pro-
gram is established so that everyone can receive the program. For example,
a program to determine the effects of the use of group homes rather than
large institutions for caring for children with juvenile delinquency records
might be tested in one or two locations. The finding might not be repre-

sentative of other settings if the program’s scale was expanded. For exam-
ple, citizens might become antagonistic to a larger number of homes in
their community. Or if the locations were chosen because of the communi-
ties’ willingness to test the group homes, other communities might be more

resistant. ‘

Some groups may turn out not to have been covered by the evaluation.

In some instances, this may have been part of the plan; in others, it may be
unintentional. The evaluators should determine which types of clients were
included and which were not. They should avoid attributing observed effects
to those not covered in the evaluation unless a logical case can be made for it.

~ Many evaluations will not be able to cover all the major target groups thatwere
i y intended for coverage and are intended to be covered by the program
after it goes into full-scale operation. If this is found to be the case, the findings
qualified. The New Jersey Graduated Work Incentive experiment, as
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Pitfall 26: Failure to Adequately Support Conclusions with Specific Data

In presenting the findings of an evaluation, whether orally or in writing, eva].
uators should be careful to clearly link objective findings and objective da, to
the conclusions offered. Program staff and others will be quick to question the
nature of the supporting evidence for findings, especially when findings aye
not positive.

This caveat also applies to recommendations. The basis of each recommep.

dation should be identified. When evaluators attempt to provide insights intc
why programs are not as effective as they might be and then provide recom,.
mendations to improve the program, there is a tendency not to distinguish
those recommendations that follow from the major technical examination
from recommendations that have emerged from the more subjective, quali-
tative insights the evaluators obtained during the technical evaluation. Prefer.
ably, such insights would be obtained through technical analyses. However,
even when these are obtained through more qualitative means, it is important
that evidence supporting recommendations be clearly presented.

Pitfall 27: Poor Presentation of Evaluation Findings

Program evaluation findings, whether presented orally or in writing, should
be clear, concise, and intelligible to the users for whom the report is intended.
This should not, however, be used as an excuse for not providing ade-
quate technical backup (documentation) for findings. The technical evi-
dence should be made available in writing, in either the body of the text,
appendixes, or a separate volume, so that technical staffs of the program fun-
ders and other reviewers can examine for themselves the technical basis of
the findings. (See Chapter Twenty-Eight for suggestions for effective report

writing.)
In addition, pitfalls encountered throughout the evaluation process, even
those identified too late during the process of evaluation to address fully,
- should be discussed. The amount of uncertainty in the findings should be
~ identified not only when statistical analysis is used but in other instances as
~ well. Information about the impact of pitfalls encountered by evaluators on the
. magnitude or relative certainty of program effects should be provided, even if

- onlyin the form of the evaluators’ subjective judgments.

he widespread use of multiple methods to collect data during evaluation
 a proliferation of advice on how to integrate and report out
I methods (for example, see Creswell and Clark, 2011).
here are applicable, but when multiple methods are

¥

1]

itfalls in Evaluations

:g.mplo?ved itis azlso Importang 0 clarg .
tionship of findings to the Methods e, tl ¢ Merpretive 1,
i ound, and the credinjiey op P OTe anyinggy o8
2011, p. 270). Ntegrateq fmdingsA

™

T, t.ha{ 1, the rela-
€NCieg ACTOSS M.
Creswell and Clark

lusion

The checklist of pitfalls proyigeq Here gt
pitfalls. There are always evaluation-speci?i\cnd "t be considere 1 cover all
uators. Focusing on how decisiong made thproblems that can confron, eval-
affect the different kinds of validity, rejqpyp. |
- recommendations is essential. The eire Wit?ll,
identified and explained serves 1
tor’s methodological expertise. Rec

a weakness but rather a strength of

ghout the evaluation process
an.d credibility of findings ax;d
o which potential limitations are
éngthen the credibility of the evalua.
ogmzmg pitfalls should not be considered
Tgorous evaluation work.

ences

Armor, D. J., Polich, J. M., and Stambul, H. B. Alcoholism and Treatment, Santa Monica, GA:
RAND Corporation, 1976.

Campbell, D. T. “Reforms as Experiments.” American Psychalogist, 1960, 24, 409499,

Campbell, D. T., and Ross, H. L. “The Connecticut Crackdown on Speeding.” Law and
Society Review, 1968, 8, 33-53.

Conner, R. F. “Selecting a Control Group: An Analysis of the Randomization Process in
Twelve Social Reform Programs.” Evaluation Quarterly, 1977, 1, 195-244.

Creswell, J. W. and Clark, V.L.P. Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research (2nd ed.)
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2011.

Fischer, J. The Effectiveness of Social Casework. Springfield, IL: Thomas, 1976.

Hatry, H. P. Performance Measurement: Getting Results. Washington, DC: Urban Institute Press,

1999. ) b

E i & i t in the Nonprofit Sector: Recent

- Hendricks, M. Outcome Meaillxerr}en in : Ep] e amon,

Incentives and Challenges.” In K. Newcomer, £. g

(eds.), Meeting the Challenges of P(rfonnanre—()ngz‘)

i i i inistration, 2002,
American Society for-Pubhc Admi AR
~ Herzog, E. Some Guide Lines for Evulualwef se\d .'msmmon i

i | Welfare, Welfare Adm! ’ h
Hela\th, Fé.dulc{:u:ll, én(and Bermer, M. Resea Methods for Public Adminisird
O’Sullivan, E., Rassel, G.,

Plains, NY: Longman, 2003.
Riecken, H. W, and Boruch,.R. lF.Y

Evaluating Social Intervention- New) &
‘Roos, N. P. “Contrasting Social Expes’]r:l oy
Care Perspective.” Public Policy, 1975 &>

evelopments,

overnment. Washington, DC:

DC: US. Department of
ren's Bureau, 1959.
tors. White
rch

CdS‘ S(lf“l LXP’ nenlalion AMet od fo Plannd and
( ) U i f ng

York: Academic Press, \9:4:
ation with RetrospectV

~351.

¢ Evaluation: A Health



