Evidence-Based Program Design - 2017
Course Lecture Blurbs
The Evidence Based Program Design Workshop is built around the Smart Policy Design framework developed by
international development experts at Harvard Kennedy School. The workshop incorporates a series of lecture modules
which address the skills and concepts that are integral components of each step of the program design process under this
new paradigm.

Setting the Stage
Evidence-Based Program Design
The lecture will introduce a model of program design that adopts a structured approach to problem
solving, using evidence and economic theory at each step of the design process and considering the
preferences and constraints of all actors involved. It will present a design cycle approach embedding
feedback loops based on data and evidence which facilitate effective calibration, constant learning
and redesign. The Punjab Economic Opportunities Program is used as an illustrative example to
highlight the merits of this design process.
Developing Theory of Change
The lecture will focus on the importance of embedding a Monitoring and Evaluation Framework in
the planning and implementation phases of a program. Participants will also be introduced to the
concepts of Theory of Change and SMART Indicators. Theory of Change (ToC) is the concept of
employing all the building blocks required to bring about a desired long-term goal – inputs, outputs,
outcomes and impact/goal. For good measurement of progress, our indicators must be SMART –
Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, Time bound. At the end of the lecture participants will
be familiar with the steps involved in developing an M&E framework, and be able to design a project
under the ToC framework to achieve desired results and identify appropriate indicators.

Data Collection and Measurement
Sampling and Sample Size
The lecture offers a refresher in basic statistical concepts, and also discusses the important practices
in data analysis, including sampling, hypothesis testing and power calculation. Participants will be
able to select an appropriate sample for purposes of program design and evaluation based on size,
characteristics, and how closely it represents the target population. The relevance/benefit of a
program can be gauged via hypothesis tests which determine whether theories regarding the outcome
of the program hold true.
Questionnaire Design and Data Collection
The lecture discusses some best practices for data collection. The design of a questionnaire should be
based on the objectives and indicators identified under the Theory of Change framework. There
should be a clear understanding of the kind of information a questionnaire will collect and also
ensure questions are unbiased, accurate and absolutely necessary for the research. A good data
collection strategy must address the areas of: (i) identifying the right respondents and the level at
which data is collected, (ii) ensure clarity in language, (iii) maintain a coherent structure of questions,

and (iv) training and checks on enumerators. The lecture will allow a better understanding of how to
collect useful data, with a focus on structuring questions to capture precise and accurate responses,
and keeping checks on enumerators’ performance and compliance to standard protocols.

Evaluation Methods
What is Evaluation? Non-experimental Evaluation Methods
The lecture aims to develop an understanding of the counterfactual – the alternative scenario to a
program, had the program not taken place. It gives an overview of various non-experimental
methods of evaluation which include (i) Pre-post: The before-and-after effects of a program, (ii)
Simple Difference: The difference between the effects on recipients and non-recipients after the
program is completed, (iii) Difference-in-Difference: Measuring the over-time change in recipients
relative to the change in non-recipients, and (iv) Regression Analysis: Measuring the effect of a
program while taking into account the factors other than the program itself which may be involved
in the results. The lecture will inform participants of the different non-experimental methods of
conducting an impact evaluation, and allow them to identify the benefits and disadvantages of using
each of these evaluation methods.
Experimental and Quasi-experimental Evaluation methods
The lecture covers various experimental and quasi- experimental methods. Experimental methods
include randomized controlled trials. The lecture will show how and why a randomized controlled
evaluation if done accurately provides the truest impact of a program. The lecture will also cover
other quasi-experimental methods such as regression discontinuity design, instrumental variable
approach and matching. Participants will gain an understanding of various experimental and quasiexperimental methods and an insight into scenarios where such evaluation methods can be applied.

Program Design in Practice
Program Design in Practice – The LEAPS project
The lecture will use an example of an actual development project – the Learning and Educational
Achievement in Punjab Schools (LEAPS) project - to demonstrate the process of evidence-based
program design in detail. Participants will be able to gain an in-depth understanding of how solutions
can be designed and consistently refined through an evidence-based program design.
Becoming an Effective Consumer of Cost-Benefit Analyses
(Online Unit offered by Harvard Kennedy School)
Cost-benefit analysis is a widely used framework that can provide policymakers with useful evidence
to make better decisions in a wide range of areas including infrastructure, health, energy, regulation,
etc. Cost-benefit analysis conveniently summarizes information about the predicted social impact of
a policy, project, or program into a benefit-cost calculation. However, effectively using this
information to inform decision-making requires an understanding of the techniques and assumptions
behind the numbers. In this unit, we will introduce fundamental concepts in cost-benefit analysis—
such as shadow prices and the social discount rate, describe various methodologies used to estimate
costs and benefits, and highlight assumptions made when estimating the value of non-market goods
(for example, the value of a statistical life). Approaches to addressing distributional concerns through
cost-benefit analysis will also be covered.

Assigned Homework
Becoming an Effective Consumer of Impact Evaluations
(Online Unit offered by Harvard Kennedy School)
This unit will be attempted by participants online. It motivates the use of impact evaluation as a key
input to decision-making, and introduces tools and concepts that can help decision makers to
become more informed consumers of evaluations. The unit reviews the basics of causal inference,
including the notion of the counterfactual, and presents criteria for assessing the credibility of
different methods commonly used to estimate the counterfactual.
Using examples of actual impact evaluations, participants will identity threats to credibility, review
various presentation formats, and consider how evaluation can best be used to inform programs and
policy.
Becoming an Effective Consumer of Descriptive Evidence
(Online Unit offered by Harvard Kennedy School)
This unit focuses on descriptive evidence, an important but often neglected form of evidence. The
goal is to improve the participants’ ability to assess evidence aimed at characterizing a particular
problem. For example, participants might be presented with a report characterizing the state of
education in a particular country, with tables and charts presenting key summary statistics, and asked
to make sense of it. Particular attention will be paid to the role of sampling and its implications for
drawing conclusions from the data.

Additional Learning Resources
Systematic Approaches to Policy Decisions
(Online Unit offered by Harvard Kennedy School)
This unit locates the routine use of evidence within the context of policy decision-making, and aims
to stimulate critical thinking about the different approaches. It reviews alternative approaches to
systematic decision making—including cost-benefit analysis, decision analysis, and policy analysis
matrices—exploring the role of evidence in each of these frameworks, the merits and limitations of
different approaches to policy decision making, and the ways in which routine use of evidence can
lead to more effective policy decisions.
Aggregating Evidence
(Online Unit offered by Harvard Kennedy School)
Perfect evidence will never be available but evidence does not have to be perfect to be valuable.
Imperfect evidence needs to be aggregated in a way that it best aids effective policymaking. The fivestep model of using evidence can be used while gathering data and information. The steps include
defining the key questions, stating priors, commissioning evidence, aggregating evidence and
updating priors. Once all required evidence has been gathered or commissioned it is important to
understand how to aggregate these different types of information. This collected data may include
individual pieces of evidence, individual studies or pre-aggregated evidence. The module offers a
brief introduction to the subjective skill of weight assignment while aggregating collected evidence.
These weights are assigned to each piece of evidence on the basis of quality and relevance. The
higher any one of these two attributes the higher weight is placed on that particular piece of evidence
during the aggregation process.

Becoming an Effective Commissioner of Evidence
(Online Unit offered by Harvard Kennedy School)
Use of evidence is imperative for effective decision-making. This module introduces a five-step
method for using evidence during any problem solving process. The steps include defining the key
questions, stating priors, commissioning evidence, aggregating evidence and updating priors. In order
to define key questions a policy maker needs to be familiar with different types of question including
descriptive questions and causal questions. The type of evidence required depends on the problem
the policy maker is trying to address. Before the data collection process the policy makers own prior
beliefs about the issue at hand need to be understood. The strength of the priors may affect decision
making by making a policy maker more or less receptive to the evidence that is presented.
Commissioning evidence is an expensive process and all available data needs to be researched before
a new study is initiated. The module also talks about the costs and benefits of finding evidence versus
commissioning evidence. It goes on to talk about various models for commissioning evidence
including use of internal resources, external resources and research collaborations.

