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Outcome and impact

• "an outcome is the state of the target population or the 
social conditions that a program is expected to have 
changed“ 

• “Outcome level is the status of an outcome at some 
point in time"

• "Outcome change is the difference between outcome 
levels at different points in time"

• "Program effect is that portion of an outcome change 
that can be attributed uniquely to a program as 
opposed to the influence of some other factor"

(Rossi et al., 2004, p.204-206)



What is impact?

Impact   Effect    Outcome   Outcome change  

Source of graph : Rossi, Peter H., Mark W. Lipsey, and Howard E. Freeman. 2004. 
Evaluation: A Systematic Approach. London: Sage, p.207
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Impact assessment

“The major difficulty in assessing the impact of the 
program is that usually the desired outcomes can 
also be caused by factors unrelated to the program. 
Accordingly, impact assessment involves producing 
an estimate of the net effect of a program - the 
changes brought about by the intervention above 
and beyond those resulting from other processes 
and events affecting the targeted social conditions". 
(Rossi et al 2004, p.58)



The experimental approach as a strategy to 
infer this « net effect » by creating a 
counterfactual
• «By experiment we refer to that portion of research 

in which variables are manipulated and their 
effects upon other variables observed“ (Campbell 
and Stanley, 1967)

• Randomized field experiment or randomized 
control trial (RCT): subjects are randomly assigned 
to the intervention group (receiving the 
intervention) or the control group (not receiving 
the intervention), and outcome levels are 
measured for both before and after the 
intervention



The experimental approach as a strategy to 
infer this « net effect » by creating a 
counterfactual

Source of graph: Rossi, Peter H., Mark W. Lipsey, and Howard E. Freeman. 2004. Evaluation: A 
Systematic Approach. London: Sage, p.207
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The New Jersey income maintenance 
experiment (1968-1971)

• See text excerpts by Garfinkel, 1972
• Context:

• Social welfare policy reflection on the idea of implementing a 
guaranteed income, including the working poor in the target

• Assumption from economic theory: supplementary income 
payments to poor families functions as a work disincentive

• Large-scale experiment launched by the Office for 
economic opportunity (OEO)

• Target population: two-parent families with income 
below 150% of the poverty level and male heads 
between 18 and 58



The New Jersey income maintenance 
experiment (1968-1971)
• Three year experiment
• 8 experimental groups with various combinations of income 

guarantees and tax rates, and 1 control group
• Eligible families were randomly allocated to one of the 

groups
• Data collected every three months (questionnaire, monthly 

earnings report)
• 1300 families initially recruited --> 700 remained for analysis 

(attrition)
• Overall finding : families and intervention groups decreased 

their work effort by about 5% (a lot less than what 
economic theory suggested).

(Sources: Garfinkel, 1972; Rossi et al, 2004, p.247)



Quasi-experimental approaches

• Quasi-experiment: "an impact research design in 
which intervention and control groups are formed 
by a procedure other than random 
assignment“(Rossi et al 2004, p.264)

• When randomized controlled trials are not possible, 
other statistical alternatives to conduct quasi-
experiments (Fougère & Jacquemet, 2019)

• Instrumental variables
• Matching methods
• Difference-in-differences methods
• Regression discontinuity method



Experimental approaches and 
causal inference
• (Quasi-)Experimental approaches: a very powerful 

method to infer causality between variables (thanks to 
creation/existence of counterfactual)

• Threats to internal/external validity
• Internal validity: to what extent can conclusions in terms of 

impact be drawn in this specific case, given the characteristics 
of the experiment? (« Internal validity is the basic minimum 
without which any experiment is uninterpretable » (Campbell 
& Stanley, 1967, p.5)

• External validity: to what extent can broader conclusions in 
terms of impact be drawn from this specific case? (« External 
validity asks the question of generalizability: To what 
populations, settings, treatment variables, and measurement 
variables can this effect be generalized? » (Campbell & 
Stanley, 1967, p.5))



Experimental approaches and 
causal inference

Examples of threats to internal validity:
• Interfering events
• Hawthorne effect (knowing one is in the 

intervention or control group changes one's 
behaviour)

• Selection bias/attrition



To sum up: Key concepts of experimental 
approaches

• Counterfactual 
• Lab/Field
• Control group/intervention group
• Randomization
• Internal/external validity
• Selection bias/attrition



The limits of experimental 
approaches
• Read text excerpts on causation
• Assumption: causality cannot be observed but must 

be infered
• Consequence: Interventions conceived as black 

boxes: inputs and outcomes are observed, but not 
the processes that connect them
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