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DECISION FOCUSED EVALUATION (DFE) PROGRAM 
 

SECTION I - COURSE SYLLABUS OUTLINE 
 
 

Program: Decision Focused Evaluation for Media Practitioners  

Convener: The Network of Impact Evaluation Researchers in Africa (NIERA) 

Email address:  info@nieraglobal.org 

Telephone:  +254 730 116 606 | +254 730 116 325 

Session length: 6 hours over a period of 3 days 

 

Description of the Program 
Background 

1. The course involves the application of a Decision Focused approach on Impact Evaluation (IE) for 
media practitioners. Decision Focused Evaluation (DFE) tailors IE to the decision-making needs 
and constraints of implementers. DFE’s subordinate all other potential objectives to the objective of 
informing a specific implementer’s actions and focus only on directly influencing the implementer’s 

programming1. 

 
2. The course examines the need and importance of evidence to support decision making processes 

across various sectors. This is backed by evidence from a 2019 study undertaken by NIERA to 

determine stakeholders’ demand for IE, document gaps and identify opportunities for DFE across 
East Africa. The study suggests that lack of technical capacity hampers potential for IE to be used 
as a common research, program and policy tool. 

 
3. Specifically, the course presented here responds to the challenge of limited capacity of media 

practitioners in accessing, appraising, interpreting, synthesizing and, utilizing research evidence in 
developing impact narratives/stories. Additionally, the course provides insight into understanding 
basic concepts of DFE and the associated linkages to program, practice or policy.  

 

Rationale  
1. Research has shown that the media can play a facilitating role in policy change by repetition and 

reinforcement of media messages. Specifically, the media remains influential in setting public 
agendas regarding what news consumers talk about and how policymakers respond.  

 
2. Other research has shown that is critically important to ensure that journalists receive sufficient 

training to build their basic competencies in the fundamental assumptions, limitations, and norms of 
scientific research. This, they argue, is essential for building the confidence of such journalists to 
pursue science-based stories and improve the content and quality of their reporting.  

 

                                                 
1Shah B., Wang P.,Fraker A., and Gastfriend D., (3ie Working Paper 25, 2015) Evaluations with Impact: Decision-focused impact evaluation as a practical 

policymaking tool. Retrieved from https://www.idinsight.org/reports-2/decision-focused-impact-evaluations-as-a-practical-policymaking-tool 

 

https://nieraglobal.org/resources/view/the-niche-of-impact-evaluation-in-east-africa
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3. Through this course therefore, NIERA seeks to equip media practitioners with the knowledge and 
skills needed to understand and apply DFE concepts in their journalistic endeavors.    

Purpose of the DFE course for Media Practitioners 
 

To equip media practitioners, through practical and experiential learning, with knowledge needed to 
understand DFE’s in their specific operations, to interpret and apply the concepts across different levels 
and contexts.   

 

Learning Outcomes 
 

At the end of the course, learners should be able to: 

 To describe Decision Focused Evaluation (DFE) and differentiate it from other evaluation 
methods. 

 To recognize various DFE methods and outline their respective applications and limitations. 

 To interpret DFE results from an informed layperson’s perspective. 

 To articulate a coherent argument about the role of DFE in decision making. 
 

 

 Course Content 

Course outline 
Session Learning outcomes Discussion topics Class activities  

Module 1: Decision 
Focused Evaluation 
(DFE): what and why. 

 To describe IE 

 To contrast IE with 
evaluation methods 

 To differentiate DFE 
from KFE 

 To elaborate the 
importance of DFE in 
policymaking  

 To clarify the role of 
media practitioners in 
DFE  

 

 Definition of IE 

 How IE is different 
from other kinds of 
evaluation e.g. 
process evaluation, 
routine M&E. 

 DFE vs KFE 

 DFE and 
policymaking 

 The media and DFE 

Case studies: group 
work on identifying 
different kinds of 
evaluations.  See Annex 
2 

Module 2: Decision 
Focused  Evaluation: 
concepts and methods 

 To identify key DFE 
concepts  

 To identify common 
DFE methods and 
outline their 
respective 
applications and 
limitations  
 

 Non-technical 
introduction of key 
DFE concepts: 

- Causal inference 

- Counterfactual 

- Valid 
comparison 
groups 

- Importance of 
power and 
sample size 

- Random 
sampling 

- Randomization 

Video clip or class 
demonstration on 
randomization and 
random sampling 
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Session Learning outcomes Discussion topics Class activities  

 Non-technical 
description of DFE 
methods, their 
applications and 
limitations 

- RCTs 

- Diff-if-Diff 

- Instrumental 
Variables 

- Matching 

- Regression 
Discontinuity 

 

Module 3: Practical 
aspects of DFE  

 To visualize the 
operationalization of 
DFE 

 To elaborate the 
ethical challenges 
that may be 
associated with DFE 

 To identify the various 
means through which 
DFE studies can be 
discovered 

 To identify various 
dissemination 
channels for DFE 
results. 
 

 Implementing an 
DFE: protocol 
development, 
budgeting, field 
considerations.  

 Ethical considerations 
regarding DFE 

 Discovering DFE 
studies e.g. trial 
registries, institutional 
websites, inception 
meetings. 

 Finding DFE results 
e.g. peer reviewed 
publications, 
whitepapers, policy 
briefs, infographics, 
dissemination 
workshops etc. 

Case studies: Group 
work on ethical 
dilemmas in DFE. See 
Annex 3 
 
 
 
 

Module 4: Making a 
case for Decision 
Focused Evaluation 

 To classify, at a high 
level, various DFE 
studies by their 
technical quality  

 To interpret, at a high-
level, results of DFE 
studies.  

 To identify 
opportunities for 
promoting DFE 
through the media 

 To identify what 
makes a DFE story 
newsworthy.  

 What to look out for in 
DFE studies – a 
quality checklist 

 Making sense of DFE 
results: 

- Treatment 
effects 

- P-values 

- Significance 
levels 

- Confidence 
intervals 

- Sample size 

 Opportunities for 
promoting DFE 
through the media.  

 Telling a DFE story 

Role plays:  
Interactions with DFE 
researchers and their 
study findings  
 
Optional individual 
assignment: write a 
media article about 
DFE. 
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 Teaching Methodology 
 

The course will be conducted by way of lectures, case studies, class discussions and 
assignments. Each learner is expected to prepare in advance for all sessions. 

 

Classes will be held face to face and/or online via the Zoom Link – see appendix on what to 
do before, during and after the class session. 

 

You access the class through the Meeting ID: XXXXX and Password: XXXX.   

If you wish to sign in via browser, then the link is available at: XXXXXXX  

This link will be used for all the classes. 
 

 

Reading Materials 
 

The reading materials will be electronic in nature by use of audio, visual and print material and will be 
available on the NIERA website.  
 

Textbooks 
There is no required textbook. 
 

Required readings: 
Case studies included in course pack. 
 

Optional readings 
 
Shah, NB, Wang, P, Fraker, A and Gastfriend, D, 2015. Evaluations with impact: decision-
focused evaluation as a practical policymaking tool. 3ie Working Paper 25. New Delhi: 
International Initiative for Impact Evaluation (3ie).  

 
 

 Assignments, Grading & Exams  
1.1 Mandatory 

There will be no mandatory assignments or exams for this course.  
 

1.2 Optional 
1.2.1 Post-evaluation survey  

Participants will be requested to complete a voluntary post-evaluation survey at the end 
of the course. 
 

1.2.2 Take-home assignment  
Participants will have the option of submitting an individual assignment within 2 weeks of completing 
the course. The assignment will involve writing a media piece (a 700-word story or editorial) about IE.   

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/82189073984?pwd=enF6N3JkK3dhVzJ4VURUV0tpQ1M3QT09
https://nieraglobal.org/
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This assignment will provide an opportunity for motivated participants to put the knowledge and skills 
that they have gained from the course into immediate practice. 
 
The assignment will be reviewed by the course facilitators and written feedback will be provided within 
two weeks.  

 

Certification 
 

Upon successful completion of this course, learners will be issued with a certificate. Successful completion 
of this course implies that the participant meets the following requirements: 

 Fully attends and completes all four modules 

 Participates in no less than 75% of all group activities 
 
If the participant is unable to meet these requirements, the course facilitators may, at their discretion, require 
the participant to attend make-up modules and/submit a written assignment in order to receive a certificate.  

 

Copyright Statement  
 

Any document, training material, graphic, presentation or otherwise, produced for this course shall belong 
to and remain the exclusive property of NIERA. All documents shall bear the below copyright:  
 
© 2021 NIERA. All rights reserved. In this document, “NIERA” refers to the Network of Impact Evaluation 
Researchers in Africa, which is hosted at the United States International University-Africa’s (USIU-Africa) 
in Nairobi.  
 
 
Appendix: Guide to Online Learning 
 
As you embark on your online sessions please consider the following instructions. 
 

(i) Before the Class Meeting 
 

- Review what was covered in the previous session and ensure that you understand – 
note questions or clarifications that you may need answered and consult with the 
instructor. 

- Relate the lessons learnt with real life experiences and reflect deeply on the application 
of what you are learning. 

- Keep in touch with your group members. Share lessons learnt and expectations for the 
next session or sessions. 

- Review resources in the NIERA website and develop a strategic fit. 
- Ensure that you have a quiet place with good internet connectivity and your learning 

device is fully charged.  Ensure that there is minimum disruption and you are alone for 
effective learning. 

- Ensure that your background is neutral and not disruptive.  
- You may tether the mobile phone to your laptop so that in the event power goes off and 

your WIFI fails, you pick up with the phone without discontinuing your lectures. 
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(ii) During the Session Meeting 
 

- Sign into the session at least 10 minutes before the class session begins.  
- Sign in using your official names. Please avoid using pseudo names, names of places 

or objects that may not effectively identify you. 

- Remain muted until the instructor gives you the opportunity to speak 
- Use the Chat option effectively to ask questions, keep the conversation going and to 

communicate with the instructor and other classmates 
- The absence of face-to-face interaction increases the misinterpretation of written text. 

Avoid using offensive language, excessive exclamation points, sarcasm, acronyms, 
emoticons, and slang. Do not use all caps in your communications, as it is considered 
shouting. 

- Each learner’s viewpoint is valued as an opinion. When responding to another person, 
be sure to state an opposing opinion in a diplomatic way. Disagree with ideas, but do not 
make personal attacks. Be careful what you write because you cannot use body 
language or tone of voice. 

- Be concise when contributing to a discussion.  
- Read posts in a discussion thread before you post a comment, so you do not repeat 

information. Points may be missed if hidden in a flood of text. 
- Proof-read and spell check all messages before you post them. 

 
(iii) After the Session Meeting 

 

- Once the session is adjourned, you may leave the meeting   
- Ensure that you understand the expectations of the next session meeting, and important 

deliverables. 
- The instructor may keep the meeting open to allow interactions after the class meeting 

and may even offer consultation at that time. 
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SECTION II - MODULES 
 
 
Module 1 – Decision Focused Evaluation: what and why 
 
Contents 
1.1 Learning outcomes  
1.2 What is Impact Evaluation?  
1.3 Impact Evaluation versus other kinds of evaluation  
1.4 Decision Focused Evaluation (DFE)  
1.5 DFE and policymaking  
1.6 The media and DFE  
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2.1 Learning outcomes 
At the end of this module, you should be able to: 
1. Describe Impact Evaluation in your own words  
2. Contrast Impact Evaluation with other kinds of evaluation 
3. Differentiate between Decision Focused Evaluation (DFE) and Knowledge Focused 

Impact Evaluation 
4. Elaborate the importance of DFE in policymaking 
5. Clarify the role of media practitioners in DFE  
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2.2 What is Impact Evaluation? 
Impact Evaluation (IE) is a set of scientific methods that can be used to determine if a program 
or project achieved its intended results.  
 

For example, let’s say an NGO called Afya For All decides to distribute free insecticide-
treated bed nets to a rural community as an intervention for tackling malaria. Using a well-
designed and well-implemented IE, the NGO will be able to determine if at all malaria in 
that community has been reduced and if that reduction is due to the use of the free 
mosquito bed-nets.  
 
Consider that there might be other malaria interventions in that community. For example, 
maybe the local government has been regularly spraying insecticides across homesteads 
in that community. So how exactly will the NGO know that the reduction of malaria in that 
community is due to the bed-nets they distributed? This is where IE can come in.  
 
Or let’s say the National government of your country wants to roll-out free laptops to high 
school students across the country. The intention is that laptops will lead to significant 
improvement in overall academic performance. However, laptops are not necessarily 
cheap, and the government will need to purchase, distribute and maintain millions of them. 
So, the National government could opt for a pilot study in a few schools to be sure that the 
laptops actually improve academic performance. Again, this is where IE can be very 
useful.  

 
Generally, there are various kinds of IE. We will go into a little more detail about these later in 
the module. In summary, IE can be: 
 

 Retrospective IE −that is you conduct the IE after the program or project has been 
implemented. For example, in the mosquito bed-net example above, you could do 
an IE after the project ends. This is not ideal, and you will learn why during this 
course. 

 

 Prospective IE −that is, you conduct the IE during the program or project, ideally 
from the beginning. So, in the laptop example above, the National government can 
include IE from the beginning of the pilot study.  

 
Another way of looking at IE is by categorising it according to its intended use: 

 

 Knowledge focused IE (KFE) – In this kind of IE, the main goal is primarily to 
generate and advance scientific knowledge.  
 

 Decision Focused Evaluation (DFE)– Unlike KFE, the goal of DFE is not just to 
provide knowledge but to ensure that this knowledge can be used to inform 
decision making. In the laptop example above, if the national government includes 
IE in the pilot study in order to use the results to decide whether or not to roll-out 
laptop across the country, then that IE can be described as DFE.  

 
The aim of this course is to show you how IE, and specifically DFE, can be useful in similar 
situations as described above. As media practitioners, it is envisaged that once you grasp 
what IE is all about, you will become champions of IE throughout your work! 
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Main take away 
 

Impact Evaluation can help determine if a given project or 
program has achieved its intended results. 
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2.3 Impact Evaluation versus other kinds of evaluation 
IE is one of several kinds of evaluation. You’ve probably already heard about Monitoring & 
Evaluation (M&E).  
 

Monitoring is a continuous process that tracks what is happening within 
a program or project and uses the collected data (mostly administrative data) to inform 
program implementation and day-to-day management and decisions. 
 
Evaluations are periodic, objective assessments of a planned, ongoing, or 
completed project or program. In contrast to monitoring, they are carried out at discrete 
points in time and often seek an outside perspective from technical experts. 

 
Evaluations generally seek to answer three types of questions: 

1. Descriptive questions about what has taken place in a given project or program. 
For example, an evaluation of the mosquito bed-net project described above could 
include asking a sample of community members about their perspectives about 
how the project went. 

2. Normative questions about what has taken place versus what should have taken 
place in a given project or program. This approach seeks to determine whether or 
not the project met its targets. In our laptop example, let’s say the National 
government planned to distribute 1 million laptops over a two-year period.  A 
normative evaluation will seek determine whether or not this target was met. And 
if not, why not.  

3. Cause-and-effect questions that focus on attribution −that is, whether or not the 
program or project can take credit for changes in the intended outcome. In our 
bed-net example, a cause-and-effect question will seek to know if the bed-nets 
distributed by Afya For All led to a reduction in the incidence of malaria in the target 
community.  
 
Cause-and-effect questions are the hallmark of IE. As you will learn in this course, 
only a well-designed and well-implemented IE can correctly answer cause-and-
effect questions.  
 
Just for your information, process evaluations and ex-ante simulations are 
other kinds of evaluation that are beyond the scope of this course.  

Main take away 
 

There are various kinds of evaluations. However, only 
Impact Evaluations can help answer cause-and-effect 

questions pertaining to a given project or program  
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2.4 Decision Focused Evaluation (DFE) 
As mentioned in the first lesson, IE can be categorised into KFE and DFE. As a reminder, 
KFE are primarily designed to generate and advance scientific knowledge. They are usually 
initiated by researchers or other technical experts.  
 
DFE on the other hand seek not just to provide knowledge but to ensure that this knowledge 
can be used to inform decision making.  
 
DFE are typically initiated by a specific implementer or decision maker (e.g. a governmental 
department) in order to inform a specific policy or programmatic decision for a specific target 
population over a specific time period. 
 
Let’s look at two real-life examples of KFE and DFE respectively.  
 

Between 1998 and 2001, the NGO International Child Support delivered deworming drugs 
to about 30,000 students in 75 government primary schools in Kenya’s Busia District to 
treat intestinal worm infections. A team of researchers designed an IE around this project 
and found that it had several positive impacts. For example, children that were dewormed 
had better school attendance rates than those who did not. This is an example of a KFE 
because the initiators were not implementers, they were researchers conducting a 
scientific study.  
 
In 2014 Zambia’s National Malaria Control Centre (NMCC) planned to distribute 6–7 
million insecticide-treated nets nationwide. However, the NMCC was not sure about which 
was the most cost-effective method to distribute the nets. Should they hire community 
health workers to distribute the nets door-to-door? Or should they distribute the nets to 
fixed location such as schools where community members can go and pick the nets?  The 
NMCC decided to commission an organisation known as IDinsight to conduct a DFE. The 
DFE found that distributing the nets to schools actually worked very well! This study saved 
the Zambian government millions of dollars that could have been used to hire community 
health workers just to distribute the nets. This is an example of DFE because the initiators 
were implementers, and they used the findings of the DFE to inform a decision.  
 

Although KFE are generally initiated by researchers or technical experts, that is not to say 
they cannot influence decision making or implementation.  
 
In the deworming example above, the findings of the KFE were later massively scaled up by 
the Government of Kenya with support of international partners. Millions of school children in 
Kenya have been dewormed since then.  
 
On the flipside, there are numerous KFE that have not gone beyond academic publications 
mainly because they were not aligned to the specific needs of decision makers or 
implementers. 
 
DFE generally have a stronger chance of influencing decision making or implementation 
because they are: 

 Demand driven −that is, conducted only when an implementer requires specific 
evidence to inform a specific action or policy; 
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 Tailored to meet the budgetary, operational and political constraints of the 
implementer; 

 Embedded within the implementer’s operational and decision-making structures.  
 
We will be focusing on DFE for the rest of this course.   

Main take away 
 

DFE are typically initiated by a specific implementer or 
decision maker in order to inform a specific policy or 

programmatic decision  
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2.5 DFE and policymaking 
DFE that are well-designed and well-implemented can influence development policies and 
improve their effectiveness.   
 
This is what is known as evidence-based or evidence-informed policymaking.  
 
We are probably all aware of countless development policies that have been designed and 
implemented without any solid scientific evidence. The dangers of such policies are that they 
could be: 
 

 ineffective because they were not based on objective and scientifically rigorous 
evidence;  

 wasteful because there might be more cost-effective alternatives; and 

 harmful or unethical because they might lead to unintended negative 
consequences. 

 
Think back to the example of Zambia’s NMCC in the previous lesson. It would have been 
very easy, and indeed quite normal, for the NMCC to proceed with deciding on using 
community health workers to distribute the insecticide treated nets across the country 
without first commissioning a DFE. This would have cost them millions of dollars that could 
have been used for other projects or public services. In the long run, the costs might have 
become unsustainable and the entire initiative could have failed thus leaving millions of 
people without the protection of this life-saving malaria control intervention. 

 
Indeed, the policymaking process is complicated. Scientific evidence is only one of many 
factors that can influence this process.  
 
Thus, even when evidence from DFEs exist, there is no guarantee that they will influence any 
given policy.  
 
Nevertheless, there is no doubt that DFE can serve as a foundation for greater accountability, 
innovation, and learning in the policymaking process: 
 

 Accountability – DFE can provide robust and credible evidence on performance and, 
crucially, on whether a particular program has achieved or is achieving its desired 
outcomes. 

 Innovation – DFE can be used to test innovations in program design or service delivery 
including assessing the relative merits of different policy interventions, rather than 
simply determining the impact of only a single intervention. 

 Learning – DFE are increasingly being implemented globally and therefore there is a 
growing body of knowledge that policymakers can draw upon in designing 
interventions for their own contexts.  
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Throughout this course, you will come across real-life case studies depicting how DFE has 
influenced development policies and improved their effectiveness. 

Main take away 
 

DFE is a useful tool for influencing development  policies 
and improving their chances of success. 
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2.6 The media and DFE 
Media practitioners can and should play a central 
role in promoting the accountability, innovation 
and learning benefits that DFE can bring to the 
policymaking process. 
 
As key stakeholders, how best can media practitioners advance the DFE agenda? 

 Be proactive – actively seek out opportunities to engage with DFEs from their inception 
and throughout their lifecycle, rather than just at the end.  

 Be receptive – keep an open mind and maintain a willingness to learn about relevant 
DFEs happening around you.  

 Be rigorous – using the knowledge you gain from this course, apply journalistic rigour 
in interpreting, interrogating and communicating about DFEs. 

 Be champions – become advocates of DFE in your organisations and throughout your 
career.  
 

Why are these roles so important? By advocating for the use of DFE in informing development 
policies, you will be subjecting the policymaking process to a higher level of accountability.  
 
This in turn can influence a culture of incorporating rigorous scientific evidence in 
policymaking.  
 
The result will be development policies that are more innovative and more likely to be 
effective.  
 
Finally, by telling DFE stories through your work, you will be contributing to promoting societal 
literacy about how evidence-informed policies can contribute to better lives and livelihoods in 
your communities.  
 
Increased societal literacy can create a virtuous cycle −a society that is well informed about 
the importance of DFE can also demand for its inclusion in policymaking e.g. through public 
participation in legislative processes.  
 
So, what’s in it for you as a media practitioner? 
 

 Stand out from the crowd: DFE is a highly technical field. Increasing your knowledge 
in this cutting-edge and sophisticated area will set you apart from among your peers.  

 Grab headlines: A well-designed and well-implemented DFE that has the potential to 
positively impact millions of lives is newsworthy. This course will equip you to tell the 
DFE story correctly, convincingly and timeously.  

 Become an authority: As you tell more and more DFE stories, you will increasingly 
become the go-to media person for other stakeholders in the development practice 
ecosystem such as researchers, implementing partners and policymakers.  

 

“For most people, the reality of 

science is what they read in the press” 

~ Dorothy Nelkin 
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In the final modules of this course, we will discuss and identify opportunities to engage with 
and a make a case for DFE throughout your journalistic endeavours.  

Main take away 
 

Media practitioners are key stakeholders in creating 
strong and sustained demand for the use DFE in 

policymaking 
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Module 2 - Decision Focused Evaluation: Concepts and 

Methods 
 
Contents 
2.1 Learning outcomes  
2.2 Key DFE concepts I  
2.3 Key DFE concepts II  
2.4 DFE methods I: applications and limitations 
2.5 DFE methods II: applications and limitations 
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2.1 Learning Outcomes 
At the end of this module, you should be able to: 
1. Identify key DFE concepts  
2. Identify common DFE methods and outline their respective applications and limitations  
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2.2 Key DFE concepts I 
In this module you will learn about the following key DFE concepts: 

 Causal inference (cause and effect) 

 Counterfactual 

 Comparison/control groups 

 Selection Bias 
 

These concepts are quite technical and covering them comprehensively would require that 
you have a background in statistics or econometrics. However, because they are integral to 
conducting accurate and reliable DFEs, we will give you an overview about each of them. 
 
a. Causal inference (cause and effect) 

Many development programs or interventions seek to answer cause and effect questions. 
For example, in the laptop example mentioned earlier in this course, the National 
government could seek to know if distributing free laptops among high-school students 
(the cause) leads to increased academic performance (the effect).  
 
A well designed and well implemented DFE can answer this question accurately and 
reliably.  
 
At face value, cause and effect questions seem easy to answer. However, in reality they 
can be quite challenging.  
 
The main challenge with answering cause and effect questions is the issue of attribution. 
That is, whether one can say for sure that the effect is a due to the cause alone, and not 
due to other factors.  
 
A common error in answering cause and effect is questions is using a before-and-after 
evaluation design.  
 

In our laptop example, rather than designing a DFE, the National government could 
simply measure academic performance of students before they receive the laptops 
and then measure it again one year later.  
 
The problem with this design is that one can’t tell for sure that the improved 
academic performance is due to the laptop alone or at all. Maybe teachers 
received other teaching aids from the local government during that same period. 
Maybe a popular NGO rolled-out free extramural classes during that same period. 
Maybe it was actually these other interventions that improved academic 
improvement and not the laptops.  

 
In theory, the only way to know for sure is if we could create two parallel worlds: one in 
which the students receive the laptops and another world (a cloned world) in which the 
very same students do not receive the laptops. Then we can measure academic 
performance in both worlds and compare.  
 
The cloned world is what is known as the counterfactual.  
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In reality however, we cannot clone our environment or create a parallel world.  What DFE 
does very well is to try to estimate or simulate the counterfactual. No other evaluation 
method can do this as accurately and reliably as DFE can. 
 

b. Counterfactual 
The counterfactual is defined as what would have happened—what the effect would have 
been on the beneficiaries of a program or intervention — in the absence of the program.  
 

For example, if a middle-aged man buys some vitamins, takes them at night and 
then is found dead in the morning, one might easily jump to the conclusion that the 
vitamins killed him. But maybe the vitamins were not to blame. Maybe he had 
unknowingly been living with hypertension all this while and simply had a stroke in 
his sleep. Of course, a post mortem might be able to solve this mystery. But let’s 
say post mortems did not exist. The only way to conclude with certainty that the 
vitamins were at fault is if the man had an identical clone who did not take the 
vitamins that same night. Come morning, if the man is dead and his clone is alive 
and well, then you could say almost 100% that the vitamins were to blame.   

 
Evidently, counterfactual situations cannot exist in reality. So, we must try to estimate or 
simulate them. 
 

c. Comparison/control groups: 
DFE methods aim to simulate the counterfactual by identifying a comparison group that is 
statistically identical, on average, to the group that receives the program or intervention. 
This statistically identical group is also known as the control group.  
 

Let’s refer again to the laptop example, using DFE methods one can identify a 
group of students who did not receive the laptops but are statistically identical, on 
average, to the students that received laptops. One could then compare academic 
performance among the group of students that received laptops with the control or 
comparison group that did not receive laptops. 

 
It is crucial to pick the comparison or control group carefully in order to avoid comparing 
apples and oranges. In other words, it is crucial for a comparison or control group to be 
statistically identical, on average, to the group that receives the program or intervention 
(also known as the treatment or intervention group).  
 
Comparing apples with oranges results in what is known as selection bias. We will talk 
about selection bias in the next section. 
 
DFE methods essentially aim to reduce as much selection bias as possible when it comes 
to the process of identifying a comparison or control group. 
 
 

d. Selection bias: 
Continuing with the laptop example; 
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Let’s say only schools in a district called District X received laptops. One might be 
tempted to simply select a comparison group from schools in a nearby district, let’s 
call it District Y, since no school in this district got laptops.  
 
The problem with this is that the schools in District Y might not be statistically 
identical, on average, to schools in District X. Maybe schools in District X are much 
better funded than schools in District Y because historically the former district has 
been favoured politically by the national government or because it is a more 
resource-rich district.  

 
Comparing the academic performance of schools in District X to those in District Y might 
lead you to think that the laptops made a difference when in fact, District X already had an 
advantage to begin with and would perform better than District Y even without laptops. 
This is what is known as a selection bias.  
 
Selection biases are problematic because they can lead you to make wrong conclusions 
(known statistical terms as errors) about your program or intervention. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Main take away 
 

DFE are best suited for answering cause-and-effect 
questions in development programs because they 
estimate the counterfactual in the most reliable and 

accurate ways. 
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2.3 Key DFE concepts II 
In this module you will learn about the following key DFE concepts: 

 Randomisation 

 Sample size and power calculations 

 Sampling 

 Randomisation versus random sampling 
 

 
a. Randomisation 

You have probably heard about Randomised Control Trials (RCT). RCTs are common in 
the medical and biopharmaceutical industry as a means of testing whether or not a new 
treatment, drug or vaccine is effective. RCTs are also used in non-biomedical settings  
 
In fact, RCTs are one of several methods in the DFE toolbox where they are used to test 
the effectiveness of development policies, programs and interventions. 
 
Basically, an RCT involves assigning (randomising) people either to a 
program/intervention or to the comparison group(s) by lottery. 
 
In other words, all participants have a fair and transparent chance of being in either the 
treatment or control group(s). This solves the problem of selection bias because the 
groups that are produced by randomization will be statistically similar to each other, on 
average.  
 
Is in noteworthy that randomization can happen at different levels: simple, block and 
stratified. These are beyond the scope of this course.  
 
Because RCTs are so great at addressing selection bias, they are considered the gold-
standard among DFE methods.  
 
We shall go into detail about RCTs and other DFE methods in the next lesson. 
 
 

b. Sample size and power calculations 
Before you conduct an RCT or any DFE method, you need to determine how many 
participants you need (the sample size) and how you will select these participants 
(sampling).  
 

Going back to our laptop example, if the National government decides to conduct 
an RCT as part of a pilot study, it would need to know how many students and how 
many schools to select. It would be a waste of resources for the National 
government to include all the millions of high-school students across the country 
in the pilot study. That would defeat the point of doing a pilot study. 
 
Now, what if the National government decides to conduct the pilot study with only 
two high school students? That is, one student receives a laptop and the second 
does not, then they compare the academic performance of both students. Why 
would this not make sense?  
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Intuitively, you probably already agree that two students are not enough. In other words, 
the sample size is just too small! Two students are not enough for the National government 
to make a valid conclusion about the effectiveness of the laptop program because there 
is no way that only two students can adequately represent how millions of high-school 
students across the country would respond to laptops after they are rolled out. This is what 
is known as coverage bias. 
 
A sample size that is too small can lead to lack of external validity or generalizability. 
In other words, you cannot validly generalize the results of a two-student pilot study to the 
wider population of millions of high-school students!  
 
Most times, it is impractical to include the entire target population in a DFE.  So, the logical 
first step is to decide on what proportion of the target population will be enough for you to 
validly generalize the results of your DFE to the entire target population.  
 
This is where power calculation and sample size estimation comes in.  
 

Power calculations provide an indication of the smallest sample with which it is 
possible to measure the impact of a program or an intervention. 

 
They are various statistical formulae for power calculation and sample size estimation. 
These are highly technical and beyond the scope of this course.  
 

c. Sampling 
In addition to determining sampling size, one must also determine how the sample size 
will be selected. This is called sampling. 
 
So, let’s say, a statistician used the appropriate formula to estimate that the National 
government needs 1000 students for the pilot study on laptops. The next question is how 
will these 1000 students be selected?  
 

The National government could leave it to the headteachers just handpick 1000 
students based on those that they feel would be best for the pilot survey. This is 
known as non-probabilistic sampling because each student does not have an 
equal probability or chance of being selected by a headteacher. The headteachers 
can use whatever criteria they like and so they could simply favor some students 
or be negatively biased towards others. Either way, they will still arrive at the 
required sample size of 1000 students. 

 
Intuitively, you can probably guess that this is a very problematic sampling method. It can 
lead to a coverage bias. 
 
The preferred method of sampling in DFE is probabilistic sampling. At its simplest form, 
this kind of sampling is done completely randomly −that is, each participant has an equal 
probability of being sampled.  
 
In practice, there are tools for random sampling e.g. simple lottery, random number tables 
and computer-generated random numbers. 
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Is in noteworthy that random sampling can happen at different levels: individual, stratified 
and clusters. These are beyond the scope of this course.  
 

d. Randomisation versus random sampling 
Randomisation and random sampling are often confused as being one and the same. 
However, both terms refer to entirely different processes. 
 
Random sampling refers to how study participants are selected from a larger population.  
 

So, in the laptop example, if the headteachers use a lottery to pick 1000 students 
(out of all the students in their schools) to participate in the Government’s pilot 
study, this is random sampling. 

 
Randomisation refers to the assignment of study participants either to the 
program/intervention group or to the comparison/control group(s). 
 

Again, in the laptop example, after the 1000 students are picked, another lottery 
could then be used to assign 500 of them to receive laptops and the other 500 to 
not receive laptops.  

 
Random sampling is necessary for avoiding coverage bias −that is, ensuring that the 
study participants you have selected adequately represent the larger population.  
 
Randomisation is necessary for avoiding selection bias −that is, that ensuring that the 
treatment group and the control group are statistically identical, on average.  

 
 

 
 
 
 

Main take away 
 

Random sampling and randomisation are two key 
procedures for avoiding biases in the selection and 

assignment of study participants in DFEs. 
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2.4 DFE methods I: Applications and Limitations 
In the next two lessons you will learn about the following common DFE methods: 
• Randomised Control Trials (RCTs) 
• Instrumental Variables 
• Regression Discontinuity Design 
• Difference-in-difference 
• Propensity Score Matching  
 
 
These methods are very technical and covering them comprehensively would require that you 
have a background in statistics or econometrics. However, because they are integral to 
conducting accurate and reliable DFEs, we will give you an overview about each of them.  
 
A key point before we begin is that each of the methods below seeks to estimate or simulate 
the counterfactual. However, the accuracy and reliability with which each method can do this 
varies.  
 
In this lesson, we shall briefly describe each method including their strengths and limitations 
when it comes to estimating the counterfactual.  
 
a. Randomised Control Trials (RCTs) 

Randomised Controlled Trials or Experiments are the gold-standard when it comes to 
estimating the counterfactual. In other words, RCTs estimate the counterfactual much 
better than all the other DCE methods described below.  
 
As mentioned in the previous lessons, this is because the process of randomisation 
ensures that the treatment and control group are statistically identical, on average.  
 
What this means is that through randomisation, you will end up with two (or more) groups 
that are very similar both in observable and unobservable characteristics.  
 
Observable characteristics are those for which you can collect data about and which are 
important for your study.  
 

In the laptop example, an observable characteristic could be the students’ gender. 
A student’s gender might be associated with how they respond to laptops. But it 
might also be associated with their academic performance.  
 
So, it would be important to ensure that gender is equally distributed in the 
treatment group and in the control group. Otherwise, you would be end up with a 
selection bias. 
 
Randomisation helps ensure that there is equal and fair distribution of gender and 
other observable characteristics between your treatment and control groups.  
 

Unobservable characteristics are those for which you are unable to collect data, but which 
might also have an influence on your study.  
 



 

27 

 

Again, in the laptop example, let’s say ethnicity is associated with how students 
respond to laptops and how they perform academically. Now, due to political 
sensitivities, the Ministry of Education has banned the inclusion of ethnicity in any 
survey involving students. Because you can’t collect data on it, ethnicity is an 
unobservable characteristic. 
 
On one hand, in order to avoid selection bias, it would be important to ensure that 
ethnicity is equally and fairly distributed in the treatment and control group. Yet, 
you can’t distribute students based on ethnicity because you can’t “observe” it! 
 
This is where randomisation saves the day! If students are assigned by 
randomisation into the treatment and control group, you can be rest assured that 
ethnicity will be fairly and evenly distributed between both groups, even if you can’t 
collect data on it.  
 

No other DFE method, or evaluation method for that matter, has this advantage of 
guaranteeing fair and equal distribution of both observable and unobservable 
characteristics. 
 
In other words, randomisation ensures that at the beginning of your program, your control 
group (which is an estimate of the counterfactual) is as similar as possible, both in 
observable and unobservable characteristics, to the treatment group. 
 
Then, after you launch the program or intervention (e.g. the pilot study of laptops), if you 
observe a difference in the outcome of interest (e.g. academic performance) between the 
treatment and comparison groups, you can be very confident that this difference can be 
explained only by (attributed to) the introduction of the program or intervention.  
 
RCTs can be configured in various ways e.g. blinded versus non-blinded, individual vs 
cluster, parallel versus factorial etc. There are also phased-in and cross-over RCTs. These 
are beyond the scope of this course.  
 
In summary, while an RCT is the gold-standard of DFEs, it might not always be practical 
or even possible to do one. This is where the other DFE methods that we shall describe 
below could be applicable. 
 
 

b. Instrumental Variables (IV) 
IV is a DFE method that involves identifying what is known in statistical terms as an 
“instrument”.  Of course, not a musical instrument but a statistical one. An instrument is 
essentially a variable that meets the following criteria: 
 

1. It influences the likelihood of a study participant participating in a program or 
intervention (but is outside the control of the study participant); 

2. Is unrelated to the study participants’ characteristics; and  
3. It has no direct correlation with the outcome of interest. 

 
IV are used under the following circumstances: 
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 You have conducted an RCT but there was 1) a lot of spillover −that is, many 
people in the control group ended up also getting the treatment or 2) poor 
compliance −that is, a lot of people in the treatment group dropped out before the 
end of the program. 

 You decide to conduct randomised promotion within an RCT −that is you actively 
encourage a subset of study participants to accept your intervention or program. 

 You cannot conduct an RCT, so you deliver the program or intervention to 
everyone in the target location; or you offer people the option to voluntarily enroll 
into your program or intervention. 
 

In all these circumstances, there is an external source of variation (e.g. poor 
compliance, choice to enrol or not to enrol, randomised promotion etc.) that ultimately 
determines whether people participate in your program/intervention or not.  
 
This external source of variation mimics randomisation and ends up creating treatment 
and comparison groups that are statistically comparable, on average.  
 
The variable that captures this external source of variation is the instrumental variable.  
 
Let’s see how it works: 
 

Referring to our laptop example, let’s imagine that the national government 
decides that it would be too controversial to conduct an RCT among high-school 
students. It therefore decides to offer laptops to all schools in a given province. 
However, the schools must themselves apply to the National government to 
receive the laptops. Additionally, the national government conducts a promotion 
campaign (encouraging schools to apply for the laptops) targeting randomly 
assigned schools in that province. In this case, the instrumental variable is 
randomised promotion. This is because randomised promotion serves as an 
external source of variation that affects the probability of schools enrolling for the 
laptop program but is otherwise unrelated to the school’s characteristics (so there 
is no selection bias). Additionally, randomised promotion is not in anyway linked to 
how students perform in school. The randomised promotion thus creates three 
groups: 
 
1) those schools that applied to receive laptops only after being randomly 

assigned to be exposed to the government’s promotion campaign 
2) those schools that were not exposed to the promotion campaign but that still 

applied to receive laptops 
3) those schools that were not exposed to the promotion campaign and did not 

apply to receive laptops. 
 
You can see from this example that by creating an IV, there was no need to randomise 
the actual intervention! 
 
Using various statistical approaches, one can then estimate if the program or intervention 
had an impact on those that received it versus those that don’t. 
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These statistical approaches include Intention-To-Treat (ITT) and Local Average 
Treatment Effect analysis. They are beyond the scope of this course.  
 
The main limitation of this DFE method lies in identifying a valid instrumental variable −that 
is one that meets criteria 1 to 3 above. In practice it is quite challenging.  
 
Nevertheless, if you are able to identify a valid instrumental variable, it can serve as a 
reasonable alternative (or addition) to running an RCT.  

 

 
  

Main take away 
 

RCTs are the gold-standard DFE method. However, if you 
are unable to conduct one or if your RCT faces 

compliance issues, Instrumental Variables can be a useful 
alternative or complimetary approah. 
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2.5 DFE methods II: Applications and Limitations 
c. Regression Discontinuity Design (RDD) 

Quite often, development programs or interventions are targeted to beneficiaries who are 
identified by an index or score e.g. Poverty Index. Usually, there will be a cut-off mark and 
those that are eligible to benefit from the program or intervention must meet the required 
threshold.  
 
RDD is a DFE method that utilises this cut-off mark as a means of simulating a treatment-
comparison group scenario and then determining the impact of an intervention.  
 
Let’s use our bed net example to better explain what we mean: 
 

Afya for All had already figured out that conducting an RCT in Community X using 
bed nets would be very unpopular. Since they do not have sufficient bed nets for 
all households, they decide to distribute the bed nets only to households living in 
poverty. 
 
Now, the National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) had categorised every household in 
the community according to a Wealth Index.  According to this index, households 
with a score below 50 points (the poverty line) are considered to be living in 
poverty. 
 
Afya for All uses this index to distribute bed net to all houses that scored below 50 
points. However, they still want to know if their bed nets had an impact on reducing 
malaria in the community. 

 
This is where RDD comes in. RDD will involve comparing two subgroups from the wider 
community.  

 Those whose Wealth Index was just below the poverty line −that is those that 
scored around 49 points, and  

 Those whose Wealth Index was just above the poverty line −that is, those that 
scored around 51 points.  
 

The idea is that in reality, there will not be a lot of difference in characteristics between 
these two groups. A household that scored 50.1 points surely will not be that much 
wealthier than a household that scored 49.9 points. Yet, the cut-off mark of 50 ensured 
that those households with 50.1 marks were ineligible to receive bed nets and those that 
scored 49.9 marks received bed nets.  
 
This creates two very similar groups that can be compared in terms of whether or not 
getting the bed nets had an impact on the incidence of malaria. If malaria incidence 
reduced significantly in households that scored around 49 marks compared to those that 
scored around 51 marks, then you can say that bed nets work! 
 
And remember, you did not have to randomise the bed nets!  
 
There are several limitations to the RDD method. The common ones are: 
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 You can only use indexes that are defined on a continuous numerical scale. You 
can’t use categorical scales (e.g. primary school/secondary school/post secondary 
school) as your RDD index. 

 Whatever index you use must not be easily manipulated. For example, if some 
households in community X knew in advance that a score of less than 50 points 
will make them eligible to receive bed nets, they might lie to NBS officials about 
their wealth. This would distort your RDD results.  

 The results of an RDD are only applicable to households with scores around the 
cut-off mark. In other words, the external validity or generalisability of RDD can not 
be expanded to include households outside the “bandwidth” of whatever cut-off 
mark is used.  

 
Like other DFE methods described previously, we will spare you the statistical details that 
goes into conducting RDD and testing its validity.   

 
 
 

d. Difference-in-difference (DiD) 
The DiD method compares the changes over time in an outcome of interest between 
participants that are enrolled in a program (the treatment group) and participants that are 
not (the comparison group).  
 
The key point here is that randomisation is not used to assign participants either to the 
treatment or comparison group. 
 

Let’s refer to our bed net example. The implementing NGO −Afya For All− figures 
that it would be very problematic to try to randomise bed nets to individuals in 
Community X. Doing this might lead to feelings of unfairness and even outright 
hostility. They therefore decide to distribute bed nets to everyone in that 
community.  
 
Still, they want to know if bed nets are effective in reducing the incidence of 
malaria. As mentioned previously, a before-and-after evaluation in Community X 
will give inaccurate results.  
 
They could instead identify a nearby Community Y that has not received bed bets. 
This community becomes the comparison population. 
 

A DiD will then involve comparing the changes in malaria incidence in both communities 
over a given period. If malaria incidence reduced much more in Community X than in 
Community Y say one year after bed nets were distributed in the former, then one can say 
that the bed nets worked! 
 
The validity of DiD relies on one key assumption: that the trends in the outcome of interest 
in both the treatment and comparison group are on a similar trajectory before the program 
or intervention is introduced. This is called the equal-trends assumption.  
 

Let’s refer again to the bed net example. For the DiD to be valid, the trends of 
malaria incidence in Community X and Y respectively must be similar before bed 
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nets are introduced in Community X. If for instance, malaria incidence was already 
declining rapidly in Community Y (for whatever reasons) then one might wrongly 
assume that bed nets didn’t make a difference since malaria incidence reduced in 
both communities, even though only one community received bed nets. 

  
It is therefore critically important to try to test the equal trends assumption by collecting 
and analysing trend data (especially about your outcome of interest) in the treatment and 
comparison group from several time points before your intervention or program begins.  
 
This is a major limitation of DiD: You might not always have access to trend data. 
 

e. Propensity Score Matching (PSM) 
Last but not least is the DFE method known as Propensity Score Matching (PSM). Before 
we describe what PSM is, let’s first examine the statistical concept of matching. 
 
Matching involves using statistical techniques to construct an artificial comparison group. 
That is, for every individual (or unit) that is receiving your intervention, you try to create a 
comparison group by finding another individual (or unit) who is not receiving your program 
or intervention and that has very similar characteristics to the individual receiving your 
program. 
 
Referring to the laptop example, 
 

Let’s say that as part of its pilot study, the National government was planning to 
distribute laptops to 1000 students in school X. A comparison group could be 
created by going to a nearby school Y and identifying 1000 students that each 
match the 1000 students in school X on a defined set of characteristics e.g. age, 
gender, height etc. So, if among the 1000 students in school X, there is a boy aged 
13 years old and 130cm in height, ideally you should also aim to find a boy in 
school Y that is 13 years old and 130cm in height. And you must do this matching 
for all the 2000 students! 
 

It is probably evident by now that matching can be quite cumbersome. This is where PSM 
comes in. Rather than try to match study participants directly, PSM computes the 
probability (the so-called propensity score) that each participant (or unit) will enroll in your 
program based on the observed values of its characteristics.  
 
Going back to the laptop example, 
 

Once the propensity score has been computed for all eligible students in school X 
and Y, then students in the school X can be matched with those students in School 
Y that have the closest have the most similar propensity score. Those students in 
school Y with the most similar propensity score become the comparison group and 
are used to produce an estimate of the counterfactual.  

 
The propensity score–matching method tries to mimic RCTs by choosing from a 
comparison groups those individuals that have similar propensities to the individuals in the 
treatment group.  
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However, since propensity score matching is not a randomized assignment method but 
tries to imitate one, it belongs to the category of DFE called quasi-experimental 
methods.  
Again, going into the details of how the propensity scores are calculated requires statistical 
expertise that is beyond your scope.   
 
There are several limitations to the PSM method. The common ones are: 

 The propensity score relies solely on observable characteristics. You cannot match 
what you can’t measure. So, if there are any unobserved characteristics that affect 
whether a participant enrolls in your program and also affects your outcome of 
interest, then you will have a selection bias. 

 For PSM to be statistically valid, matching must be done using only characteristics 
that are not affected by your program.  Therefore, your choice of “matchable” 
characteristics is quite limited.  

 PSM results are only as good as the characteristics that are used for matching. 
Statistically, the best characteristics for matching are those that are determine 
participation in your program or intervention. Yet it might not always be feasible 
either to determine or measure all these characteristics ab initio.  

 For PSM results to produce valid results, there should be significant alignment in 
the propensity scores of treatment versus comparison groups. If there is significant 
nonalignment, you have what statisticians call ‘lack of common support”. There 
are statistical techniques for testing for lack of common support and for trying to 
correct for it. These are beyond the scope of this course.  

 Finally, unlike RCTs and other DFE methods, PSM typically requires very large 
datasets which might not always be practical to obtain.  

 
 

 
 
 

Main take away 
 

DFE methods all seek to estimate the counterfactual. 
While RCT are the most superior method of doing this, 
other methods like DiD, PSM, IV and RDD can also be 

very useful and practical options. 
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Module 3 – Practical aspects of DFE 
Contents 
3.1 Learning outcomes  
3.2 Implementing a DFE  
3.3 Ethical considerations in DFE 
3.4 Discovering DFE studies 
3.5 DFE dissemination  
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3.1 Learning Outcomes 
At the end of this module, you should be able to: 
1. Visualize the operationalization of DFE 
2. Elaborate the ethical challenges that may be associated with DFE 
3. Identify the various means through which DFE studies can be discovered 
4. Identify various dissemination channels for DFE results.
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3.2 Implementing a DFE 
Over the final two modules we will be covering the practical aspects of DFEs. As key 
stakeholders in the development practice ecosystem, it would be of tremendous significance 
if media practitioners like yourselves could play a more active role in promoting the use of 
DFE in informing policy and practice in your country. 
 
However, to do so effectively you would need to know what goes into implementing DFEs, 
where to find DFE studies, what kinds of questions to ask of DFE implementers and how to 
interpret and summarise DFE results. You would also need to be able to, at high level, 
determine if a given DFE study is of good quality or not. Finally, you will need to be able to 
identify opportunities for promoting DFE through your work.  
 
We will be covering each of these issues over the next few lessons. 
 
How are DFEs implemented? 
In practice, DFEs can range from a small pilot study involving a few hundreds of study 
participants and costing a few thousand US dollars to large multi-country trials involving 
millions of people and costing hundreds of millions of US dollars.  
 
DFE, by definition, are initiated by decision-makers −that is, those that need the results of the 
DFE to inform a given decision(s) e.g. about scaling up a policy intervention.  
 
The initiators of a DFE might also have the technical capacity to conduct one.  
 

So, in our laptop example, the National government might have an Evaluation Unit in the 
Department of Education that could implement the DFE. 

 
However, evaluations in general, are best conducted by independent parties to avoid 
perceived or real conflict of interests. So, the National government could contract the DFE out 
to an independent organisation that has the technical ability to design and implement a high-
quality DFE. 
 
Once a decision has been taken about who is going to implement a DFE (the lead 
implementers), the next step would be designing the DFE. 
 
Designing a DFE should be a collaborative process. As much as possible, the lead 
implementers should consult widely and continuously with relevant stakeholders as they 
design and implement the DFE.  
 
Wide consultations bring a diversity of perspectives that will strengthen the DFE design and 
also create stronger ownership/acceptance of the DFE results.  
 

In our laptop example, key stakeholders that ought to be consulted could include the 
Ministry of Education, local government departments of education, teachers’ unions or 
associations, national parent-teacher associations, local NGOs, civil society, international 
partners like UNICEF, media practitioners, to mention a few. 

 
A crucial decision for the study team to make is selecting which DFE method(s) to utilize.  
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The operational rules of a program or intervention sets out who can be eligible for the program 
or intervention. These rules are set by the initiator of the program or intervention. 

Again, in our laptop example, the operational rules will be set by the National government. 
They get to decide if they want to roll-out laptops across all schools in the entire country 
from the get go, if they want to roll-out the program in phases or if they prefer to start with 
a pilot study. Obviously, whichever option they decide to go with will largely determine 
which DFE method will be deployed. 

 
As much as possible the decision about how the program or intervention will be 
operationalized should be equitable and transparent. 
 
This will help foster trust and goodwill among the potential beneficiaries of the program or 
intervention as well as the DFE study participants. Otherwise, there could be resistance to the 
DFE, manipulation of the results or even outright sabotage. We will talk a little more about this 
in the next lesson. 
 
Once the overall DFE design has been decided upon, the implementation of the DFE generally 
follows the same steps for implementing research studies or projects.  
 
In summary these steps would include:  

 

 Developing a DFE plan or protocol including timeline and budget; 

 Submitting the DFE plan or protocol for ethics review and/or for research permits, if 
applicable; 

 Developing and pre-testing DFE instruments e.g. survey questionnaires; 

 Setting up the DFE team: including recruitment and training, if applicable e.g. data 
collectors will need training on using your DFE instruments; 

 Piloting and refining your DFE instruments; 

 Data collection and quality control; 

 Data analysis and validation; and  

 Dissemination of DFE results. 
 

Each of these steps require a considerable amount of time and effort. For example, getting a 
DFE plan cleared by an ethics review committee could take up to three or more months and 
require you to make multiple revisions to your DFE plan. Survey questionnaires might need 
to be translated into several local languages. Data collection could last several months 
especially if you have a very large sample size and if the program or intervention needs time 
to begin to have an effect on the ground.  
 
Overall, a DFE is only as good as how well it is designed and implemented. The process is 
as important as the results. As media practitioners, it is important that you appreciate the 
considerable effort that goes into a DFE. It is equally important that you pay close attention to 
DFE processes so that you can get a sense of the quality and ethics of a given DFE.  
 
In subsequent lessons, we will talk a little more about what to look out for in a DFE.   

The operational rules of a program or intervention determine which DFE method 

is best suited to evaluate that program or intervention—not vice versa. 
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Main take away 

 

Considerable amount of thought, time and effort goes into 

designing and implementing a high quality DFE. Consultation 

with relevant stakeholders should begin early and continue 

throughout the implementation period. 



 

39 

 

3.3 Ethical and credibility considerations in DFE 
DFE findings can have significant implications for development policies and practices as well 
as for individuals and communities. 
 
It is therefore critical for DFEs to be designed and implemented to ensure that the highest 
standards of ethics and credibility are attained. 
 
Ethical issues in DFE 
DFEs tend to involve human subject participants. Therefore, DFEs must be designed to meet 
the core ethical principles2 of research involving human subjects: 
 

 Respect for persons: DFE implementers must ensure that they obtain informed 
consent from all study participants (assent + parental consent for older minors). 

 

 Beneficence: DFE implementers must ensure that the study (1) does not harm the 
participants and (2) maximizes potential benefits and minimizes potential harm. 

 

 Justice: DFE implementers must ensure that the benefits and burdens of research 
are fairly and equitably shared. 

 
Below are some examples3 of ethical violations that could arise during DFEs: 
 

 While a survey is being administered, a woman shares information about her family 
planning practices, and her husband (who does not favor family planning) overhears 
her conversation with the enumerator. 

 The privacy of households is violated (and their safety is jeopardized) when an 
individual manages to use survey data that were posted on the Internet to identify the 
income and assets of specific families. 

 A study uses inappropriately qualified enumerators to administer biometric tests, such 
as drawing blood. 

 A survey respondent asks to withdraw from a study halfway through the interview but 
is instructed by the enumerator to finish answering the survey questions. 

 Survey data are used to identify community organizations that oppose certain 
government policies, and to retaliate against them. 

 
 
Human research ethics is an entire course of its own and we can’t possible do justice to it in 
this course.  
 
As media practitioners, in your interactions with DFE do keep an eye on how the ethical 
considerations of the DFE are described. Specifically, pay attention to whether or not an 
accredited Institutional Review Board (IRB) or Ethics Review Committee (ERC) reviewed and 

                                                 
2 The Belmont Report: Ethical Principles and Guidelines for the Protection of Human Subjects of Research. 

3 Source: Gertler, Paul J., Sebastian Martinez, Patrick Premand, Laura B. Rawlings, and Christel M. J. Vermeersch. 2016. Impact Evaluation in 

Practice, second edition. Washington, DC: Inter-American Development Bank and World Bank. doi:10.1596/978-1-4648-0779-4. License: 

Creative Commons Attribution CC BY 3.0 IGO 
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granted ethical clearance to the DFE study. The absence of ethical review clearance is often 
a red flag.  
 
No matter how well designed or well implemented a DFE is, and regardless of how impressive 
the results are, if human research ethics have been violated or neglected, that DFE is null and 
void.  
 
Overall, there are fundamental principles guiding DFEs: 

 People should not be excluded from an intervention that is known to be beneficial 
solely for the purpose of conducting a DFE.  

 DFEs should only be done in cases where the implementing team does not know 
whether an intervention is beneficial in the particular context where it is being 
implemented.  

 If a DFE shows that a program is cost-effective, the funders of the program—whether 
governments, development partners, or NGOs—should make all reasonable efforts to 
expand the program to include the comparison/control groups once the impact 
evaluation has been completed. 

 While RCT is the gold-standard DFE method, and although the randomisation process 
gives all participants a fair and transparent chance at participating in a program, the 
process of deciding to use the RCT method should be as inclusive and consultative 
as possible to ensure that it is the most appropriate method in a given context. 

 Finally, implementing a program or intervention that has not been subjected to a DFE 
might be unethical. This is because one might be wasting resources on programs that 
do not work, while the program funds would have been better spent on more effective 
interventions.  

 
 
Ensuring credibility in DFE 
As mentioned previously, a DFE is only as good as its design and implementation. A poorly 
designed and implemented DFE can yield misleading or disputable results. The table below 
provides some common credibility concerns with DFE and how they can be addressed. 
 

Credibility concern Mitigation 

Publication bias: because scientific 
journals tend to give preference to 
publishing DFE studies that show 
positive results, there is a tendency for 
DFE implementers to abandon the 
results of a DFE if they turn out 
negative or insignificant. Yet, it is quite 
important to make a negative or 
insignificant result public because it 
can save other people from wasting 
time and resources on repeating the 
same study. 

There are trial registries e.g. 
http://www.socialscienceregistry.org where DFE 
implementers can register their DFE protocol, ideally 
before the DFE is implemented. This at least ensures 
that the DFE plan is publicly accessible.  
 
However, trial registries do not stop DFE 
implementers from deciding not to publish their 
negative or insignificant results.  
 
Some scientific journals such as PLOS ONE are 
creating incentives to encourage researchers to also 
publish negative or insignificant results.  

Data manipulation: some DFE 
implementers could cherry-pick which 
results to share with the public rather 

Pre-analysis plans: these are documents prepared 
by DFE implementers that detail their analysis 
methods before the DFE is implemented. These 

http://www.socialscienceregistry.org/
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Credibility concern Mitigation 

than the full picture. Others could 
“mine” their data until they get results 
that are significant. All of these could 
be misleading. 

documents are then published publicly. This reduces 
the potential that DFE implementers will manipulate 
their data analysis process along the way. 

Lack of replicability: DFE results 
should be replicable. That is, another 
group of technical experts should either 
be able to 1) use one’s DFE data and 
analysis plan to replicate one’s results 
or 2) apply one’s DFE protocol in a 
different context and get similar results. 
If a DFE is not replicable then it is hard 
for decision-makers to decide whether 
they can and should use its results. 
Replication gives a DFE study an 
additional layer of credibility.  

DFE implementers should as much as possible 
publish their data using Open Data resources. This 
way, other researchers can easily replicate their 
results and/or replicate their DFE protocol in other 
contexts or reanalyse. 
 
Research funders should also be willing to sponsor 
replication studies otherwise researchers will not feel 
incentivised to do “me-too” DFEs.  

Lack of engagement: even if one’s 
DFE is conducted to the highest ethical 
and methodologic standards, if relevant 
stakeholders were not sufficiently 
engaged throughout the development 
and implementation process, they 
could reject the DFE results or 
questions its credibility.  
 

It is crucial to ensure that all relevant stakeholders are 
informed and engaged from the beginning of the DFE 
and throughout its implementation. This engagement 
could take the form of stakeholder meetings, monthly 
newsletters, quarterly and annual reports, virtual chat 
rooms, among others. Even regular emails from the 
lead implementers can go a long way in keeping 
stakeholders engaged.  

 
 
 

 
 
 

Main take away 
 

It is critical for DFEs to be designed and implemented to 
ensure that the highest standards of ethics and credibility 

are attained. 
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3.4 Discovering DFE studies 
There are multiple avenues for discovering DFEs that are taking place around you or 
elsewhere in the world. In this lesson we highlight where to find DFE studies in general. In the 
next lesson we will zone in on where to find DFE results. 
 
Discovering DFEs begins with knowing what kinds of organisations or institutions conduct 
DFEs. Commonly, these include: 

 Academic institutions such as universities and colleges 

 Research institutions and networks such as NIERA 

 International development agencies 

 Local and international non-profits 

 Government departments (such as Evaluation Units) and agencies (such as national 
research institutes) 

 Consulting firms and freelance consultants.  
 

 
Typically, these entities would publicise their DFEs through their own official communication 
channels: 

 Websites  

 Social media and blogposts 

 Newsletters, reports and publications  

 Knowledge portals, registries and repositories  
 
DFEs can also be publicised at participatory events such as: 

 Conferences, summits and workshops 

 Webinars and symposia 

 Stakeholder meetings  
 

Finally, DFEs can be publicised in the mainstream media including but not limited to: 

 Featured articles and stories 

 Talk shows 

 Documentaries and short clips. 

Some organisations advancing Decision Focused Evaluation 
 

 Network of Impact Evaluation Researchers in Africa, NIERA (www.nieraglobal.org) 

 Center for Effective Global Action, CEGA (www.cega.berkeley.edu) 

 Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab, J-PAL (www.povertyactionlab.org) 

 Innovations for Poverty Action, IPA (www.poverty-action.org) 

 IDInsight (www.idinsight.org) 

 World Bank/Strategic Impact Evaluation Fund 
(www.worldbank.org/en/programs/sief-trust-fund) 

 Evidence Action (www.evidenceaction.org) 

 Precision Agriculture for Development (www.precisionag.org) 

 Busara Center (www.busaracenter.org) 

 International Initiative for Impact Evaluation, 3ie (www.3ieimpact.org) 
 

 

http://www.nieraglobal.org/
http://www.cega.berkeley.edu/
http://www.povertyactionlab.org/
http://www.poverty-action.org/
http://www.idinsight.org/
http://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/sief-trust-fund
http://www.evidenceaction.org/
http://www.precisionag.org/
http://www.busaracenter.org/
http://www.3ieimpact.org/
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The list above is certainly not exhaustive. Evidently, DFEs can be discovered in a wide variety 
of ways.  
 
We encourage you as media practitioners to develop an active curiosity for DFEs.  Be on the 
lookout for DFEs on topics that might be of interest to you or your organisations.  
 
 

  

Main take away 
DFE implementers tend to publicise their work through a 
wide variety of ways. Media practitioners should develop 
an active curiosity for seeking DFEs on topics of interest 
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3.5 DFE dissemination 
DFE results are disseminated in a variety of ways. Obviously, DFE implementers would 
generally tend to disseminate the results of their work through any of the platforms described 
in the previous lesson −websites, conferences, blogs etc. 
 
However, for DFE results to have a higher chance of influencing policy and practice, DFE 
implementers tend to target very specific outputs through which they disseminate their results.  
 
We will categorise these outputs into technical and non-technical. 
 
a) Technical dissemination outputs tend to target the scientific community. They include but 

are not limited to: 

 Peer reviewed publications 

 White papers 

 Scientific abstracts and presentations 

 Technical reports 

 Books 
 
These technical outputs are very important because they expose DFEs to an added layer 
of scrutiny and critique. They also provide an opportunity for other scientists to try to 
replicate DFE results. All these work towards testing the credibility of a DFE.  
 
Obviously, there are limitations with technical output. For one, they tend to require quite a 
long process. Getting DFE results published in a high-impact journal could take a year or 
more. Decision-makers don’t usually have the luxury of waiting too long.  
 
Additionally, technical outputs are not generally designed for non-technical people. So, 
most lay people will struggle with making sense of DFE results published in scientific 
journals, for example.  
 

b) Non-technical dissemination outputs commonly include: 

 Policy briefs 

 Infographics  

 Slide presentations to stakeholders e.g. policymakers 

 Media interviews and stories 

 Social media outputs e.g. short YouTube clips, tweets, Facebook posts etc. 
 

DFE implementers are getting increasingly better at disseminating their work in non-
technical outputs. If need be, they work with communications or knowledge translations 
experts to assist them.  
 
This underlines the importance that DFE implementers give to ensuring that the results of 
their work reach a wide range of relevant stakeholders −not just the technical or scientific 
community.  
 
They recognise that this is the most effective way of positioning the DFE results for 
influence.  
 
As media practitioners, the non-technical outputs would generally suit you better.  
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However, in the event that these are not available or accessible, there are ways to interact 
with the technical aspects of DFE at a high level.  
 
The next module will show you how. 

 
 

 

Main take away 
 

DFE results can be disseminated in technical and non-
technical formats. Both formats generally have different 

target audiences but are equally important for placing DFE 
results in a good position for policy influence.  
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Module 4 - Making a case for Decision Focused Evaluation 
Contents 
4.1 Learning outcomes  
4.2 What to look out for in DFE studies  
4.3 Interpreting DFE results 
4.4 Opportunities for promoting DFE  
4.5 Telling a DFE story  
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4.1 Learning outcomes 
At the end of this module, you should be able to: 
1. Classify, at a high level, various DFE studies by their technical quality  
2. Interpret, at a high-level, results of DFE studies 
3. Identify opportunities for promoting DFE through the media 
4. Identify what makes a DFE story newsworthy
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4.2 What to look out for in DFE studies 
Now that you are familiar with DFE concepts and methods, and you know how and where to 
find DFE results, we believe you are now in a stronger position to become a champion of DFE 
at your organisation and throughout your career. 
 
In this final module, we will go a step further by providing you with a checklist for identifying 
high-quality DFEs; showing you how to interpret DFE results; and exploring what opportunities 
there might be for you to promote DFEs through your work. Lastly, we will brainstorm with you 
about how best media practitioners can tell the DFE story. 
 
Quality checklist for DFEs 
As we have said a few times throughout this course, a DFE is only as good as its design and 
implementation. There is no one-size-fits-all approach for determining whether a DFE is of 
high quality or not.  
 
Based on our own experience, we have developed the checklist below that highlights some 
important considerations of a well-designed and well-implemented DFE.  

 Is the DFE aimed at determining the effectiveness of a contextually 
relevant policy or program intervention? 

 

 Is the DFE a gold-standard RCT? If not, why not? 
 

 Has the chosen DFE method been sufficiently justified? And, was it this 
method upon through a comprehensive collaborative process with 
relevant stakeholders? 

 

 Does the lead implementing team inspire confidence based on their 
expertise, experience and knowledge of the implementation context? 

 

 Are there plans to subject the DFE protocol to ethical review by an 
accredited or mandated IRB/ERC? 

 

 Has the DFE protocol been registered or published publicly? 
 

 Is there a pre-analysis plan? 
 

 Did the team take adequate steps to ensure quality control throughout 
the implementation process? 

 

 Are there plans for peer-review? If yes, what kinds of journal are being 
targeted? 

 

 Are there plans to make the data Open Access? 
 

 Are there dissemination plans for non-technical audiences? If yes, what 
outputs are planned and how will they reach the intended audiences? 

 



 

49 

 

 
 
This checklist is only indicative, and the questions could be reframed depending on whether 
the DFE is still being planned, implemented or has already concluded.  
 
There is no specific scoring system attached to it.  
 
It is up to you, based on everything you have learned in this course, to make a judgement call 
based on the responses that you get on whether or note the DFE is of high-quality.   
 
 

 
 
 

Main take away 
There is no one-size-fits-all apprach to determining the 
quality of a DFE. However, there are key considerations 

that can aid you in making a judgement call. 
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4.3 Interpreting DFE results 
Without a strong background in statistics or econometrics, interpreting DFE results from a 
technical perspective can be quite a daunting if not futile task. 
 
Nevertheless, there are some key terms that you should become familiar with. We have 
summarised these terms in the box below.  
 

Key term Description 

Treatment Effect  This term generally represents the effect of a program or 
intervention on an outcome of interest. 
 
The value or unit representing a treatment effect depends 
on the specific outcome of interest.  
 
Commonly, treatment effects are represented in terms of 
percentage points, percentages, standard deviations or 
mean values.    
 
Treatment Effects can be further characterized by the 
specific kind of DFE. E.g. RCT tends to produce "Average 
Treatment Effects. While IV tend to produce "Local Average 
Treatment Effects" 

Null hypothesis DFE implementers often begin with a formal assumption that 
their program or intervention has NO effect. 
 
This assumption is what is known as the null hypothesis. 
 
The DFE then seeks to determine through the statistical 
methods if the null hypothesis should be rejected (i.e. the 
program or intervention proves to have an effect) or not 
rejected (i.e. the program or intervention proves to have no 
effect). 

P-value A p-value is used in statistics to help you decide whether or 
not to reject the null hypothesis.   
 
Generally, the smaller the p-value, the stronger the evidence 
that you should reject the null hypothesis.  
 
P-value are generally represented in decimals e.g. 0.001 

Significance levels The significance level is the probability of making the wrong 
decision when your null hypothesis is true.  
 
DFE implementers tend to set this level at 5%. What this 
means is that there is only a 5% chance that a DFE finds 
that the program or intervention works when in reality it does 
not.  
 
Other commonly used levels of significance are 10% and 
1%.  
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Key term Description 

 
The smaller the significance level, the more confident you 
can be that the estimated impact of your program or 
intervention is real. 
 

Relationship between p-value and significance level 
If you set your level of significance say at 5% (or 0.05), 
what this means is if the p-value you get from your 
statistical test is less than 0.05, then you can reject your 
null hypothesis.  
 
But if it is higher than 0.05 then you cannot reject your 
null hypothesis. 
 

95% Confidence 
levels  

A 95% confidence level means that if a DFE experiment 
were repeated, 95 percent of the time the results of the DFE 
would match the results from the entire population.  
 
Most times, your DFE can't include the entire target 
population (think about how much it would cost to do a DFE 
involving all 3+ million high school students in Kenya!). 
Therefore, DFE are only performed on a sample of the target 
population.  
 
Having a 95% confidence level means that you’re almost 
certain your results are the same as if you had included the 
entire target population. 
 
95% confidence level is the most common in DFE, but you 
can also increase your confidence level to as high as 99% 
or lower it to 90%. 

Sample size  In statistics, a sample is a subset of a population of interest. 
Usually, it is impossible to conduct a DFE on everyone in a 
population of interest.  
 
Therefore, it is often necessary to select a representative 
subset of the population and conduct the DFE with them. 
 
In order to be scientifically valid, the process of deciding 
what constitutes a representative subset (the number of 
study participants) requires a statistical calculation known as 
power and sample size estimation.  

 
As a non-technical person, the treatment effect is most likely what you will be of most 
relevance to you.  
 
Below are a few real-life examples of how the treatment effects are presented in DFEs: 
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Example 1: An impact evaluation study by Kremer & Miguel (2004) in Western Kenya 
found that deworming pupils (the intervention) increased school attendance rates by 7.5 
percentage points (the treatment effect) in the treatment group (dewormed pupils) 
compared to the comparison group (non-dewormed pupils). 
 
Interpretation: Deworming significantly increased school attendance among pupils.  
 
Example 2: In Ethiopia, Frölich et al (2019) evaluated the effects of an agricultural 
extension program and an additional video-based information campaign on farmers’ 
adoption of a package of technologies for integrated soil fertility management (ISFM). 
They found that receiving only extension was associated with an 8.4 percentage point 
increase (55.3 percent) in the likelihood of adopting the package of ISFM technologies 
relative to the comparison group. At the same time, the likelihood to adopt the package of 
ISFM technologies of farmers who received extension and the video was 10.9 percentage 
points (71.7 percent) higher than the comparison group. 
 
Interpretation: The agricultural extension program significantly increased farmers’ 
adoption of IFSM technologies and more so if the extension program was accompanied 
by a video explaining the ISFM technologies.  
 
 
Example 3: In Rwanda, Habyarimana et al (2017) conducted a randomized evaluation 
over two years to measure the impact of the Rwanda Government’s Community Based 
Environmental Health Promotion Program (also known as community health clubs) on 
diarrhea prevalence among children under age 5. The study found that among children 
under five, the prevalence of diarrhea in was 14 percent in the group that received the 
community health club intervention, and 14 percent in the comparison group. 

 
Interpretation: Community health clubs were not effective in reducing the prevalence of 
diarrhea in children under age 5. 

 
You will explore more real-life examples during the groupwork. 

 

 

Main take away 

 

From a non-technical perspective, interpreting DFE results 

really boils down to understanding the treatment effect −that is, 

the effect that a program or intervention has on the outcome of 

interest. 
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4.4 Opportunities for promoting DFE 
The path from producing DFE results to influencing policy or practice is complex.  
 
Obviously, not all DFE results have policy or practice implications. And even those that do, 
still require an alignment of multiple and often unpredictable factors in order for them to 
influence policy or practice.  
 
Take for example Kremer & Miguel’s deworming study that was mentioned in the last lesson. 
Eventually, their findings led to the creation of an international initiative known as Deworm the 
World.  This initiative has gone on to support governments in Kenya, India, Ethiopia and 
Vietnam to deworm over 40 million school children annually. Would this DFE have been so 
influential in Kenya for example, if Deworm the World was never launched and funded 
internationally? It’s hard to say. 
 
In any case, not many DFEs end up having the kind of influence that Kremer and Miguel’s 
did.  
 
One challenge that DFE practitioners face is having dedicated champions to advance their 
work across the corridors of policy influence.  
 
Media practitioners like yourselves have tremendous potential to influence decisionmakers in 
your country or region to pay more attention to DFEs. 
 
Here are some opportunities that you could leverage to champion the DFE cause: 
 

1. When a development challenge is making headlines locally, regionally or even 
globally: 

There are times when certain development challenges make headlines. For 
example, food security becomes a major talking point during droughts.  Such 
moments could be ideal for media practitioners to draw public attention to 
organisations that have been using DFEs to try to find solutions e.g. agricultural 
researchers working on drought-resistance crops.  
 
Whether it is a persistent development challenge or a completely new one in your 
context, you could still reach out to organisations that are known for conducting 
DFEs on development issues and see if you can come up with an angle to make 
a case in the media for using DFEs to address that challenge. 

 
2. When policymakers announce plans to roll out a new development policy or program: 

Quite often, government authorities announce plans to implement a major policy 
or program. For example, in December 2017, President Uhuru Kenyatta 
announced plans to make healthcare affordable in Kenya. This could have been 
an ideal time for media practitioners to create a buzz around how DFEs could help 
the Kenyan government find the most cost-effective model for affordable 
healthcare.  
 

3. To justify the continued existence of a successful development policy or program: 
In the 90s, the Government of Mexico launched a social safety program known as 
PROSPERA. It was designed to tackle poverty by providing cash payments to 
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families in exchange for regular school attendance, health clinic visits, and nutrition 
support. Since then it has been hugely successful and credited with decreasing 
poverty and improving health and educational attainment across Mexico. It has 
even been replicated in several countries across the world.  
 
Despite its success, each time Mexico faced elections, there was always a risk that 
a new administration would scrap the program. In fact, is has been rebranded 
severally −it used to be called OPORTUNIDADES and before that, it was called 
PROGRESA.  
 
What has saved this amazing program is the overwhelming evidence from DFEs 
that show that it is a very cost-effective program. Most likely, the Mexican media 
played its part in highlighting this evidence. 
 

4. When you come across a novel DFE study that has the potential to positively impact 
hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of lives: 

There will be times when you learn about a DFE in your context either by chance 
or perhaps you get invited to a stakeholder meeting. If the DFE is of high quality 
and if you can clearly see the potential impact that it might have on people’s lives, 
then don’t wait to be asked, run with it! 
 

Again, this is not an exhaustive list. Can you think of other opportunities? 

 
 
 
 

Main take away 
 

Whenever you come across any opportunity to promote 
DFE, by all means take it. 
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4.5 Telling a DFE story 
This final lesson will be a brainstorming session.  
 
As media practitioners you are very well versed in what makes a good story.  
 
From what we gather, a newsworthy story should have one or more of the following 
characteristics4: 
 

1. Proximity 
Location, location, location: If an event is happening nearby, it will impact the audience 
more than if it were happening somewhere else that doesn't affect them as much – 
say, in another country or another region. 

 
2. Prominence 

A well-known person, place, or event has a stronger news angle than something that 
the audience isn’t familiar with.  

 
3. Timeliness 

Current news has more impact than something that happened yesterday or last week. 
The news media loses interest quickly and past events become stale when there's 
always fresh news somewhere. 

 
4. Oddity 

If something is unusual, shocking, or bizarre, the strangeness alone could make it 
newsworthy. 

 
5. Consequence 

If the impact of an event may directly affect readers, they'll want to know about it. 
 

6. Conflict 
Audiences are always interested in disagreements, arguments, and rivalries. If an 
event has a conflict attached to it, many consumers will be interested on that basis 
alone.  

 
7. Human interest 

If a situation draws any sort of emotional reaction, it might contain the news element 
of a human-interest story.  
 

8. Extremes/superlatives 
Reporters and audiences might be interested in the first, the best, the longest, the 
smallest, the highest – if you can legitimately claim one. 

 
9. Scandal 

                                                 
4 Source: https://www.axiapr.com/blog/elements-of-news 

 

https://www.axiapr.com/blog/elements-of-news
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Everyone loves to hate on the philandering congressman who sends inappropriate 
pictures under an absurd virtual handle. Reporters want a scoop on scandal. 
 

10. Impact 
The number of people affected by the event will affect its newsworthiness, whether it's 
an adjustment of minimum wage or an alleged outbreak of Ebola.  

 
 
Obviously, not all these characteristics would be applicable to a DFE. For example, we hope 
that no DFE ever ends in a scandal! 
 
Nevertheless, we would like to learn from you −what would it take for a DFE to be 
newsworthy? How best can a DFE story be told? 
 
 
Conclusion 
In concluding this course, we hope that you are now convinced that DFE has a strong role in 
influencing development policy and practice.  
 
We hope that you are now a DFE champion and that you feel equipped to engage with DFE 
practitioners and outputs.  
 
We hope that you will make a commitment to tell the DFE story as often as you can. 
 
 

 
 
 

Main take away 
 

You are now equipped to be a DFE champion 
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SECTION III – COURSE EVALUATION FRAMEWORK 
 
Evaluation 
Level 

Goal  
 

Evaluation 
Questions 
 

Data 
Collection 
Tools 
 

Data 
Sources 

Level 1 - 
Reaction 

To determine 
immediate 
reaction of 
course 
participants to 
the course 
 

What did the 
media 
practitioners  
think of the 
course? — 
how satisfied 
were they with 
the content and 
learning format? 
 

Course 
evaluation 
survey; 
conducted right 
after final 
module of final 
day of the 
course. 
 

Course 
participants  
 
 
 

Level 2 - 
Knowledge 

To assess if 
course 
participants can 
demonstrate that 
they 
acquired 
learning and 
can perform the 
intended skills  
 

What information 
and 
skills did the 
media 
practitioners 
gain from the 
course? 

Group work and 
role play 
conducted 
during the 
course 
 
 

Instructor 
observations 

Level 3 -
Behaviour 
change 

To ascertain if 
course 
participants 
behavior 
changed as a 
result of the 
course 
 

Have media 
practitioners 
transferred 
knowledge, 
learning, and 
skills to their 
jobs? 
 

Follow-up 
surveys by 
phone or email 
after 6 months or 
more 

Course 
participants  

Level 4 - 
Results 

To determine the 
overall impact of 
the course 
 

Are the media 
and other 
stakeholders 
such as 
policymakers 
showing more 
interest in DFE?  
 

Mid- to long-term 
media 
monitoring  
 
 
 
 
Need 
assessment 
surveys after 12 
months or more 

Media content 
(headlines, 
editorials, 
features etc.) 
 
 
Stakeholders  

 
Guidance notes 
The four evaluation levels are based on the Kirkpatrick Model. They are successively more difficult 
to implement. The course implementers should, at a minimum, seek to evaluate each completed 

https://www.kirkpatrickpartners.com/Our-Philosophy/The-Kirkpatrick-Model
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course at Evaluation Levels 1 and 2. These two levels of implementation are relatively easy to 
implement and can provide a rich resource for continuously improving the course. Level 3 
evaluation is recommended but depends on the ability of the course implementer(s) to follow-up 
a reasonable number of course graduates after 6 months or more from the date the course is 
completed. This might not always be feasible.  A Level 4 evaluation can be particularly challenging 
because it might require a significant level of effort and resources to collect “impact” data e.g. 
from monitoring media content years after the course is launched. Moreover, it is difficult if not 
impossible to attribute impact directly to course. Nevertheless, if resources permit, it can be 
considered. 
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Annex 1 - Sample Course Evaluation form 
A. Course objectives (Circle the appropriate number): 

1=Strong disagree 2=Disagree 3=Neither agree nor disagree 4=Agree 5=Strongly agree 

□ I am now able to describe decision focused evaluation and differentiate it from 
other evaluation methods. 

□ I am now able to recognize various DFE methods and outline their respective 
applications and limitations. 

□ I feel confident about discussing and summarizing DFE results from an informed 
layperson’s perspective. 

□ I can now articulate a coherent argument about the role of DFE in decision making 
  

B. Course content and presentation (Circle the appropriate number): 
1=Strong disagree 2=Disagree 3=Neither agree nor disagree 4=Agree 5=Strongly agree 

□ Content was presented in an organized manner 
□ Content was presented clearly and effectively 
□ Instructor was responsive to questions/comments 
□ Teaching aids/audiovisuals were used effectively 
□ Teaching style was effective 
□ Content met stated objectives 
□ Content met my needs 
□ Content presented was applicable to my practice 
□ Length of the course was adequate 

 
C. Result of course participation  

As a result of attending this course, I see the value to me in the following ways (Check all 
that apply): 
 ___I gained one or more specific ideas that I can implement in my area of practice. 
 ___I learned a new approach to my practice. 
 ___It may help me do a better job. 
 ___I do not see the impact of this course on my job. 
 ___Other 

 
By attending this course, I believe (Check all that apply): 
 ___I was able to update my skills. 
 ___I acquired new and/or advanced skills. 
 ___I have better knowledge upon which to base my actions in the practice setting. 
 ___I am reconsidering my views toward the topic(s) presented. 
 ___The topic presented was appropriate, but I am undecided as to my own views. 
 ___Other 

  
D. Course format  

In-person lectures (Enter the appropriate number in each box. Skip this question if course 
was not delivered in-person) 
1=Very unsatisfactory 2=Unsatisfactory 3=Neither 4=Satisfactory 5=Very satisfactory 
NA=Not applicable 
 

 Lodging  
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 Food Services  

 Maim meeting room  

 Audiovisual facilities e.g. projection screen 

 Breakout rooms 

 Restrooms  

 Day of week  

 Time of day  

 Location  
  

Comments: _________________________________________________ 
  

Virtual lectures (Enter the appropriate number in each box. Skip this question if course 
was not delivered virtually) 
1=Very unsatisfactory 2=Unsatisfactory 3=Neither 4=Satisfactory 5=Very satisfactory 
NA=Not applicable 
 

 Audio quality 

 Video quality 

 Presentation quality 

 Break-out rooms 

 Day of the week 

 Time of the day 

 Length of each session 

 Not applicable  
 

Comments: _________________________________________________ 
 
 

E. General: 

What did you like most about the course? ______________________________ 
 
What specific things did you like least about the course? __________________ 
 
If the course was repeated, what should be left out or changed? _____________ 
 
Overall, I would rate this course as (Check only one option): 
 ___Excellent 
 ___Good 
 ___Average  
 ___Poor 

 
Other learning needs: (List any other topics you would be interested in for the future) 

1. __________________ 
2. __________________ 
3. __________________ 
4. __________________ 
5. __________________ 
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Annex 2 – Sample Evaluation Case Studies 
 
Case study 1 
While preschool is recognized as a good investment and effective approach to preparing children 
for school and later life, developing countries have struggled with the question of how to introduce 
a scalable and cost-effective preschool model. In Mozambique, only about 4 percent of children 
attend preschool. Upon reaching primary school, some children from rural communities show 
signs of developmental delays and are often not prepared for the demands of the education 
system. Moreover, despite the primary school enrollment rate of nearly 95 percent, one-third of 
children are not enrolled by the appropriate age. In 2006, Save the Children piloted a community-
based preschool program in rural communities of Mozambique aiming to improve children’s 
cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development. In what is believed to be the first 
randomized evaluation of a preschool program in rural Africa, a research team conducted an 
impact evaluation of the program in 2008. 
 
Based on the evaluation’s positive results, the government of Mozambique adopted and decided 
to expand Save the Children’ community-based preschool model to 600 communities. The 
evaluation found that children who attended preschool were 24 percent more likely to enroll in 
primary school and 10 percent more likely to start at the appropriate age than children in the 
comparison group. In primary school, children who had attended preschool spent almost 50 
percent more time on homework and other school-related activities than those who did not. The 
evaluation also showed positive gains in school readiness; children who attended preschool 
performed better on tests of cognitive, socioemotional, and fine motor development in comparison 
to the comparison group. Other household members also benefitted from children’s enrollment in 
preschool by having more time to engage in productive activities. Older siblings were 6 percent 
more likely to attend school and caregivers were 26 percent more likely to have worked in the 
previous 30 days when a young child in the household attended preschool. 
 
This evaluation showed that even in a low-income setting, preschools can be an effective way to 
foster cognitive development, prepare children for primary school, and increase the likelihood that 
children will begin primary school at the appropriate age. 
 
Case study 2 
In a randomized experiment in western Kenya, Dupas (2011) tested the effectiveness of two 
different HIV/AIDS education treatments in reducing unsafe sexual behavior among teens. The 
first treatment involved teacher training in the national HIV/AIDS curriculum, which focused on 
risk aversion and encouraged abstinence. The second treatment, the Relative Risk Information 
Campaign, aimed to reduce sex between older men and younger girls by providing information 
on HIV rates disaggregated by age and gender. 
 
The study took place in two rural districts in Kenya, with 328 primary schools in the sample. The 
researchers randomly assigned 163 schools to receive the first treatment, stratified by location, 
test scores, and student gender ratio. Seventy-one schools were then randomly assigned to the 
second treatment, stratifying for participation in the first treatment. This produced four groups of 
schools: schools receiving treatment one, schools receiving treatment two, schools receiving both 
treatments, and schools receiving neither treatment. The randomized assignment of schools 
ensured there would be no systematic difference in the information students were exposed to 
before the program started. A year after the program ended, Dupas found that the Relative Risk 
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Information Campaign led to a 28 percent decrease in the likelihood that a girl would be pregnant. 
In contrast, schools that received only treatment one showed no effect on teenage pregnancy. 
 
Guiding questions 

1. What was the development problem that needed to be addressed? 
2. What kind of impact evaluation was this?  DFE or KFE? Why? 
3. What kinds of “impact” did the study report? 
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Annex 3 – Sample Ethical Dilemma Case Study 
 
Ethical dilemma case study:  

The Ministry of Agriculture in your country has finalised plans to roll out what it hopes will be an 
innovative Agricultural extension program for rural farmers. There are 200,000 smallholder 
farmers countrywide. However, the Ministry of Finance has approved a budget that can only cater 
to 50,000 farmers. The Evaluation unit of the Ministry of Agriculture recommends that an impact 
evaluation is conducted to establish the effectiveness of the proposed extension program. The 
Minister is hesitant about an impact evaluation. She is concerned that due to a limited budget it 
could be a waste of resources to conduct an evaluation. Her preference is to go ahead and rollout 
the program to the 50,000 farmers but then she is also concerned about how the remaining 
150,000 smallholder farmers would react from being left out. Besides, the Ministry of Finance has 
made it clear that there are no guarantees that any future national budget will cater for the 
remaining farmers.   

As a team of journalists, you get inside information about the above situation. Now, consider the 
following:  

1. What ethical challenges can you anticipate from the case scenario?  
2. If you were the Minister of Agriculture, would you approve the impact evaluation? Why or 

why not?  
3. Assuming you agree to proceed with an evaluation, how would you overcome any ethical 

challenges?  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright Statement  
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