
Draft on 20 August 2015 
 

Bringing diversity into Impact Evaluation: Towards a broadened view of design and 

methods for impact evaluation by Prof. Sanjeev Sridharana 

 

Sanjeev Sridharan is Director of the Evaluation Centre for Complex Health 

Interventions at Li Ka Shing Knowledge Institute at St. Michaels Hospital and 

Associate Professor at the Department of Health Policy, Management and 

Evaluation at the University of Toronto.  Prior to his position at Toronto, he was 

the Head of the Evaluation Program and Senior Research Fellow at the Research 

Unit in Health, Behaviour and Change at the University of Edinburgh.    He is a 

former associate editor of the American Journal of Evaluation and is on the 

boards of the Canadian Journal of Program Evaluation, New Directions for 

Evaluation and  the Journal of Evaluation and Program Planning. 

Workshop Outline 

Much of the focus around impact evaluation is on “best” methods and designs, often without a 

consideration of what are useful classes of impact questions that policy makers, program planners and 

implementers find useful. This workshop is driven with a view that we need to move beyond a fixation 

with best methods towards matching suites of methods and designs carefully to what needs to be 

learned from an impact evaluation.  

In recent times a number of evaluators and implementers have called attention to the need for a 

broadened set of designs and approaches to addressing questions on impact evaluation. Much of this 

call has come from a focus on the complexity of the ‘real world’ and has called attention to incorporate 

a deeper understanding of the dynamically changing contexts in which our interventions are 

located.  This workshop will highlight that most of our policies and programs are complex in the 

following ways: (a) They often change over time and during implementation; (b) They need to adapt to 

specific contexts; (c) They often consist of multiple interconnected interventions that themselves change 

over time.  

While the standard impact evaluation question ‘Does it Work’ is still of great importance, this workshop 

will discuss a systematic approach to broadening our set of ‘best designs’ and approaches for impact 

evaluation.  This workshop will provide a simple  step-by-step guide to developing an impact evaluation. 

Our staring point is trying to understand the types of information policymakers and practitioners need 

for impact: they often need an 'ecology of evidence’ related to impacts. This often implies going far 

beyond ‘does it work’—this workshop will describe how thinking ecologically about impacts can help 

enhance our evaluations.  

The workshop will be informed by a recent report titled Broadening the Range of Designs and Methods 

for Impact Evaluations  (Stern and Mayne, 2013; https://www.gov.uk/government/.../design-method-

impact-eval.pdf). 
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The workshop is organized into the following sections:  

1) Examples of evaluation questions related to Impacts: The notion of a ‘learning framework’ is 

introduced -- classes of questions that policy makers and practitioners find useful from an impact 

perspective are discussed;  

2) Models of causation: Two general types of models of causation including successionist and generative 

causation are then discussed; We argue that most policymakers would care about issues of generative 

causation; 

3) Evaluation approaches and impacts: Different evaluation traditions and approaches of impact 

evaluation including experimental, quasi-experimental, realist and participatory approaches are then 

discussed;   

4) Threats to validity: Threats to internal and external validity and how different evaluation approaches 

deal with such threats are also discussed. A special focus in this section is on experimental trials. Classes 

of questions in which experimental trials are especially useful are discussed.  

5) Designs: The design section will cover both conventional designs as well as recently developed 

multilevel and sequential adaptive designs. One of the innovations of this workshop is introducing a 

multi-level realist perspective for a range of impact evaluation questions. 

6) Methods:  The workshop will highlight the use of both quantitative and qualitative longitudinal 

methods in assessing impacts. 

7) Diagnostics: The role of pattern matching approaches and knowledge discovery approaches in 

learning about the quality of our impact estimates will be discussed 

  




