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Learning Objectives

• Identify a continuum of evidence, including “evidence-based” and 
“evidence-informed” 

• Appreciate the value and limitations of Randomized Controlled Trials

• Reflect on the evidence you have for your program
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Why do you think your program activities will 
lead to the outcomes you want?
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What evidence do you have to support your 
logic model?
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Randomized 
Controlled Trials 

(RCTs)

Continuum of Evidence
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Common sense is not evidence  
- Your common sense can be wrong
- Examples?
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Casual observation
- Casual observation can be wrong, because people tend to 

remember what stands out, which can be the exception
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Evidence based on academic research  
. . . is the most convincing kind of evidence

- Systematic
- Produced by scientific method
- Peer reviewed
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Best evidence comes from RCTs

• Study subjects are randomly assigned to participate in a 
program

- A flip of a coin (or randomized number generator) determines whether subject gets 
treatment or not

- The program effect will be the difference in outcome between the Program (or 
Treatment) group and the Control group

• True experiment
• Shows causal relationship:  program caused changes
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Why not having random assignment is 
problematic

• volunteers are likely to be atypical
• Ex: voluntary busing –
• News reports can be very misleading 
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see https://www.the74million.org/article/for-50-years-this-voluntary-busing-program-has-desegregated-schools-1-
family-and-1-district-at-a-time/

https://www.the74million.org/article/for-50-years-this-voluntary-busing-program-has-desegregated-schools-1-family-and-1-district-at-a-time/


Programs that produce positive 
outcomes in RCTs meet the 
technical definition for 
“evidence-based”
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What Works Clearinghouse
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https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/


Realistic expectations of what a program can 
do
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They do help some people do better.  Good programs  
will move 10% - 34% of people above the average of 
where they would have been without the program.*   

*Corresponds to effect sizes between .3 and 1.



Washington State Institute for Public Policy

Program inventories for:
• children’s mental health
• child welfare
• juvenile justice
• adult criminal justice
• adult behavioral health 
• K–12 learning assistance
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http://www.wsipp.wa.gov
 Publications  Filter by Topic – Choose “Inventories”

http://www.wsipp.wa.gov/


Some programs that claim to be evidence-
based 
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aren’t



RCT’s are not perfect

• Many programs and approaches have no RCT

• Results may vary with different populations 
- Don’t guarantee external validity

• Fidelity
- Maybe it’s too expensive to do all of the elements

• ”Black box” 
- We don’t know what parts of a complex program made it work
- What if it was the relationship between the facilitator and the participants, 

and not the program per se?
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Observational

ACES study: adults who experienced more adverse childhood events 
have worse emotional and physical health.

See Felitti et al. 1998.  

Felitti VJ, Anda RF, Nordenberg D., Williamson DF, Spitz AM, Edwards V., Koss MP, and 
Marks JS. 1998. "Relationship of Childhood Abuse and Household Dysfunction to Many of 
the Leading Causes of Death in Adults. The Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study." 
American Journal of Preventive Medicine 14 (4): 245-58.
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Expert Opinion / State of the Art

• An expert in the field provides an overview of current understanding 
of the issue

• Example:  Harvard Center for the Developing Child report makes the 
case that childhood trauma affects executive function in adults . . . 
suggesting that programs need to help these adults manage complex 
tasks.
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See Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University.  2016. Applying the Science of Child 
Development in Child Welfare Systems. https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/child-
welfare-systems/



What evidence supports your logic model?
• Are there any RCT’s?
• Are there experts you rely on?   
• Are there key studies that people talk about?

- Good idea to read them if you haven’t already
- Good to know level of evidence
- Good to know if effects are modest

• Is your evidence based on experience?
- Are you responding to clients’ expressed needs?
- Have you tried different approaches and found one that is good?  If so, think 

about how you know it is good.
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Your questions and ideas
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