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Summary

This paper outlines the Obama Administration’s plan to strengthen the evidence base for US social
policy.

The Obama Administration has created the most expansive opportunity for rigorous evidence to
influence social policy in the history of the US government.! No president or budget director for

a president have ever been so intent on using evidence to shape decisions about the funding

of social programs as President Obama and former Budget Director Orszag.2 The Obama plan to
create evidence-based social policy initiatives turns the normal relationship between policy decision
making and use of social science evidence on its head. Instead of evidence being on the outside
of the decision making process trying to get in, Obama brings evidence inside from the beginning.
The Administration must still convince others that the use of evidence will improve policymaking
and program outcomes, but the argument that evidence deserves a prime role in policymaking is
being made by people inside the Administration and they are arguing to retain an evidence-based
approach as a fundamental part of the President’s legislative agenda, rather than fighting from
the outside to insert evidence-based policies into the decision making process.> Although less
emphasized, the Obama plan for basing program decisions on rigorous evidence can be useful for
cutting spending as well as funding new programs.

Even as early as his inaugural address, the President made it clear that an important goal of his
Administration would be to expand programs that work and eliminate programs that don’t.* Based
on interviews with Administration officials and advocates, it is clear that from the earliest days of
the Administration senior officials at Office of Management and Budget (OMB) were planning
several initiatives to advance the use of evidence-based program models and to generate high-
quality evidence on new program models. When President Obama took office, career officials at the
OMB, who are often the origin of ideas for increasing government efficiency, were already involved
in a formal attempt to encourage federal agencies to conduct high-quality evaluations of their
programs. Building on this effort, by the end of the second year of the Obama Administration there
were six evidence-based initiatives underway.’

In the current age of fiscal austerity, cuts in many social programs are almost inevitable and
opportunities for new program spending will be limited. In this environment, it will be far better for
the national welfare if the President and Congress cut programs that have minimal or no (or even
negative) impacts rather than successful programs or programs that show promise. The nation’s
social programs are unlikely to be improved until we learn to enact programs based on evidence-
based models, to improve existing programs based on evidence, and to shut down failing programs,
again based on evidence from high-quality program evaluations. Reliable evidence on program
effects can be put to good use both in expanding and cutting programs.

But even when ineffective programs have been identified, it does not follow that the Administration
or Congress will take action. According to Isabel Sawhill and Jon Baron, since 1990 there have been



ten instances in which a large-scale federal social program was evaluated by a scientific research
design. In nine of these ten cases (including Job Corps, Upward Bound, 21° Century Community
Learning Centers, and Head Start), popular programs were shown to have modest or no impacts

on their participants.® So far, only the evaluation of Head Start has resulted in significant program
changes, and even here the changes are only in the initial stages of surviving the Washington policy
maze and not a single Head Start program has been directly affected yet.’

These examples show that the federal government needs to find a better way to spend money

on social intervention programs. The Obama initiatives for funding social programs are the most
important attempts so far to find this better way and could have a major impact on how social
programs are funded in the future by elevating the role of program evaluations in program
expansion or contraction. Moreover, if the initiatives work, the average impact of social intervention
programs on the well-being of children and families will increase and the nation will be better off.

Based on several interviews with members of the Obama Administration and others inside and
outside Congress knowledgeable about the Obama initiatives, we think the following outline
captures key components of the President’s evidence-based initiatives (although all the initiatives
do not follow every component of the outline):

1. Select an important social problem that would make individual citizens and the nation better
off if the problem could be successfully addressed by social policy.

2. Identify model programs addressed to the problem that have been shown by randomized
trials or other rigorous research to significantly reduce the problem.

3. Obtain funds from Congress to scale up evidence-based programs of this type that attack
the problem in accord with the verified models.

4. Make the funds available to government or private entities with a track record of good
performance to replicate the successful model programs and to develop new model
programs.

5. Continuously evaluate the projects as they are implemented to ensure they are faithfully
implementing the model program and producing good results.

The Obama team at the OMB came into office with strong views on the value of rigorous program
evaluation. With a team of powerful OMB officials fully committed to the value of experimental
evaluations, the Obama Administration lost little time in launching its initiative to expand evidence-
based social programs.® What follows is an overview of the major characteristics and state of play
for the Administration’s six evidence-based initiatives. Table 1 provides an overview and comparison
of the major characteristics of the six initiatives.

» Home visiting. Home visiting is a service strategy to help families in one or more of three
domains: maternal and child health, early childhood development, and family functioning.®
Several home-visiting model programs have been shown by random-assignment studies to
produce significant impacts on a variety of parenting behaviors and, less often, child outcomes.’
The impacts on mothers include reduced smoking, increased employment, and improved child
rearing practices. The Obama home-visiting initiative, for which Congress has approved $1.5
billion over the 2010-2014 period, is awarding funds in a three-stage process. In the first stage,
which has been completed, all states were eligible for a share of funding if they submitted
proposals that met Administration requirements, primarily that they present a plan for conducting
an assessment of the need for home visiting programs in their state. Forty-nine states, the
District of Columbia, and five territories were awarded funds to enter the second stage. In the
second stage, states are required to complete their needs assessment and submit the results. The
specific requirements for the third-stage submission have not yet been published, but it seems
possible that most or all states will receive some money and that the best applications will receive
more money.

» Teen pregnancy prevention. The teen pregnancy prevention initiative has proceeded in almost
complete accord with the components of the Obama initiative outlined above. Teen pregnancy



Table 3: The Obama plan for expanding evidence-based programs
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is not only a serious national social problem with demonstrated impacts on the mother, the
father, the child, and society, it is also an area of intervention that has a long track record of
creative and diverse programs. A comprehensive review of programs by Douglas Kirby published
in 2001 found eight programs that had what Kirby called: “Strong evidence of success.”"" The
Coalition for Evidence-Based Policy, by contrast, has identified only one program that meets
its criteria for reaching the ‘“Top Tier’ of evidence.'? There is also a comprehensive review of the
evidence published by the Campbell Collaboration in 2006 that identified successful evidence-
based programs.™ Thus, the first two components of our outline — selecting a serious problem
and ensuring that there are evidence-based model programs — have certainly been met by

the Administration in the case of teen pregnancy prevention. Similarly, the Administration
commissioned a literature review from Mathematica Policy Research that was made available
to the public. The review identified twenty-eight program models that were supported by
high-quality evidence.'® Based in part on the Mathematica review, the Administration issued
its request for proposal in April 2010. The applications for funding were reviewed by a panel of
experts based on review criteria published by the Administration. Seventy-five programs were
selected for Tier 1 funding of $75 million. In addition, $25 million was awarded to 27 Tier 2
projects that have some, but not strong, evidence of success. These projects are now in various
stages of implementation.

Investing in Innovation Fund (i3). The i3 Fund and the Social Innovation Fund (see below) are
very different from the home visiting and teen pregnancy reduction initiatives in that both fund
a more diffuse set of programs. In the case of i3, virtually any K-12 intervention with evidence of
success or promise could receive funding. Another difference is that the i3 fund recognized three
levels of evidence-based programs. The top tier of funding, called scale up funds, were awarded
for programs supported by evidence from random-assignment evaluations; validation grants were
awarded to programs with some but less evidence of success; development grants were awarded
to programs with a reasonable hypothesis but little or no evidence of success. In order to qualify
for funding, the programs had to improve outcomes for pre-school children, help students qualify
for or succeed in college, help students with disabilities or with limited-English proficiency, or
serve schools in rural areas. At $650 million, i3 is the second biggest of the Obama evidence-
based initiatives. Awards for 49 projects were announced in August 2010 for all three categories
of evidence-based programs.

Social Innovation Fund (SIF). The President has said that solutions to America’s challenges:
“Are being developed every day at the grass roots.” and that his Administration wants to support
those grassroots efforts.' SIF is one method by which the Administration intends to: “Identify
and grow high-performing nonprofit organizations.” with experience at the local level.® SIF funds
are being awarded in a two-step process. The Administration first allowed ‘intermediaries” to
accept funds and then in turn to conduct competitions to determine which local organisations
should receive funding. The intermediaries were organizations that had: “Strong track records of
identifying and growing high-performing nonprofit organizations.”" Eleven such intermediaries
were awarded $50 million in funding to go with another $74 million they had raised in matching
funds to be distributed to nonprofit organizations. The nonprofits, which are in the process of
being selected now, will use the money to conduct evidence-based programs addressed to at
least one of three broad areas of social policy: economic opportunity, youth development and
school support, and promoting healthy lifestyles and avoiding risky behavior.

Community College and Career Training Program. The US Department of Labor had only a
modest commitment to rigorous evaluation at the beginning of the Obama Administration. Even
so, the Administration was eventually successful in getting the Department to sign off on an
evidence-based initiative to provide funds for training of displaced and unemployed workers and
other young adults by the nation’s community colleges. On January 20, 2011 the Department of
Labor, in conjunction with the Department of Education, announced a $2 billion initiative ($500
million a year for four years) for: “The development and improvement of postsecondary programs
of two years or less that use evidence-based or innovative strategies to prepare students for
successful careers in growing and emerging industries.”"® An important characteristic of the grants
is that community colleges and other entities receiving the funds are to experiment with existing
employment and training materials in order to adapt them for use with young adults who seek
employment. Given the paucity of post-secondary strategies for career preparation that have a
strong evidence base, it appears that this initiative will be one that focuses on developing new



curriculums and testing them with rigorous designs. The awards will be for between $2.5 million
and $20 million and can be used to support projects using strategies that have been shown

to have: “Strong or moderate evidence of positive impacts on education and/or employment
outcomes.” Evaluation is a central feature of the Challenge Fund: 25 per cent of the assessment
of proposals is based on the evaluation plan; all evaluations must include treatment and control
groups; and the Department of Labor will select some grantees for rigorous evaluation using
random assignment designs.

Workforce Innovation Fund. This initiative is also being run by the Department of Labor

in conjunction with the Department of Education. Five per cent of the 2011 budgets of the
Workforce Investment Act (WIA) Adult program and the WIA Dislocated Worker program

were set aside to create this fund of nearly $108 million. The fund will be used to create
competitive grants to states or localities to replicate proven practices in training, employment,
and reemployment services, especially for vulnerable groups. Like the other evidence-based
initiatives, the fund will also be used to test promising practices. As with community college
training programs, there are relatively few program models for employment and training programs
with young adults that have been shown by rigorous designs to produce impacts on student
learning. It is anticipated that funds will be focused on ‘learn and earn,” apprenticeship, and
on-the-job training programs. This initiative is currently on hold because Congress did not

pass any of the 2011 appropriations bills and instead enacted a “continuing resolution” which
funded programs at the 2010 level and suspended all the substantive changes (with a few minor
exceptions).

In addition to these six initiatives, the Administration also included money in the President’s 2011
budget for program evaluation. Administration staffers estimate that there are enough funds in
the 2011 budget to pay for 23 rigorous evaluations of: “The most promising new programs” being
conducted by the various administrative departments. Indeed, the budget has well over $60 million
for the Department of Labor alone to: “Continue to pursue a robust, Department-wide evaluation
agenda.” including rigorous evaluations of WIA performance measures, effects of job counseling,
use of administrative data in workforce programs, incentives for dislocated workers, and effects of
Occupational Safety and Health Administration inspections.' In addition, the White House worked
with the Department of Labor to create a new Chief Evaluation Office that will manage the new
evaluations and work with other components of the Department to assist them in conducting
rigorous evaluations of their programs.

These six evidence-based initiatives, plus the new funds for rigorous evaluation across the federal
agencies, constitute the most sweeping and potentially groundbreaking emphasis on rigorous
program evaluation ever pursued by the federal government.

Appendix 1: Coalition for Evidence-Based Policy’s mission and activities 2009-2010

Evidence-Based Reform
Key to Major Gains in Education, Poverty Reduction, Crime Prevention, and Other Areas of Social
Policy

The Coalition is a nonprofit, nonpartisan organization, whose mission is to increase government
effectiveness through the use of rigorous evidence about ‘what works.” Since 2001, our work
with Congressional and Executive Branch officials has helped advance important evidence-based
reforms, described below. A recent independent assessment of our work, conducted under our
grant agreement with the William T. Grant Foundation, found that:

“The Coalition has successfully influenced legislative language, increased funding for evidence-
based evaluations and programs ... and raised the level of debate in the policy process
regarding standards of evidence. The Coalition has established a generally positive reputation
as a rigorous, responsive, honest, and impartial advocate for evidence-based approaches,
primarily at the federal level.”



Problems we seek to address
Federal social programs, set up to address important US problems, often fall short by funding
models/strategies (‘interventions’) that are not effective.

When evaluated in scientifically rigorous studies, government-funded social interventions in areas
such as K-12 education, job training, crime prevention, and poverty reduction are frequently found
to be ineffective or marginally effective. Interventions found to produce sizeable, sustained effects
on important life outcomes do exist, as discussed below, but tend to be the exception. This pattern
occurs in many diverse areas of social policy, as well as other fields where rigorous studies have
been conducted (e.g. medicine and psychology).

Why it matters
Improving social programs is critically needed. The United States has failed to make significant
progress in key areas such as:

» Poverty reduction: We have made no overall progress in reducing US poverty over the past
several decades. The official rate is now 13.2 per cent — slightly higher than in 1973.

» K-12 education: We have made very limited gains in K-12 achievement since the 1970s,
according to the respected National Assessment of Educational Progress long-term trend.

« Economic mobility: We have seen no increase in the ability of youth to move up the economic
ladder relative to their parents since about 1970, according to careful studies.

The opportunity
Rigorous studies have identified a few highly-effective social interventions.

These interventions are backed by strong evidence of effectiveness — i.e., well-conducted
randomized controlled trials, carried out in typical community settings, showing sizable, sustained
effects on important life outcomes. Although rare, their very existence suggests that a concerted
effort to grow the number of proven interventions, and spur their widespread use, could
fundamentally improve the lives of millions of Americans. lllustrative examples include:

 Nurse-Family Partnership — a nurse visitation program for low-income, first-time mothers (in
long-term studies, reduced child abuse and neglect by 50 per cent and, for the most at-risk
children, produced sizable gains in educational outcomes, such as 10 per cent higher GPA).

« Carrera Adolescent Pregnancy Prevention Program — a youth development program for low-
income teens (at age 17, reduced girls” pregnancies by 40-50 per cent).

« Career Academies — a program for at-risk students in low-income high schools (increased
average earnings by $2,200 per year, sustained through eight years post-graduation).

« Success for All in grades K-2 — a school-wide reform program, primarily for high-poverty
schools (three years after program start, increased school-wide reading achievement in second
grade by 25-30 per cent of a grade level).

Such examples of proven effectiveness are rare in part because rigorous studies, such as well-
conducted randomized controlled trials, are still uncommon in most areas of social policy.
Meanwhile, careful investigations show that the less-rigorous studies that are typically used can
produce erroneous conclusions and lead to practices that are ineffective or harmful.

Precedent from medicine
Rigorous studies — particularly randomized control trials — have led to remarkable improvements in
human health over the past 50 years.

Well-conducted trials have stunned the medical community by overturning widely-accepted
practices, such as hormone replacement therapy for post-menopausal women (shown to increase
the risk of stroke and heart disease for many women), and stents to open clogged arteries (shown
no better than drugs for most heart patients). Such trials have also provided the conclusive



evidence of effectiveness for most of the major medical advances of the past half-century,
including vaccines for polio, measles, and hepatitis B; effective treatments for hypertension
and high cholesterol; and cancer treatments that have dramatically improved survival rates from
leukemia, Hodgkin’s disease, breast cancer, and many other cancers.

Our specific goal
Incorporate two main reforms into government social programs:

1. Increased funding for rigorous — including randomized — evaluations, so as to grow the
number of research-proven interventions.

2. Strong incentives and assistance for program grantees to adopt research-proven
interventions, and put them into widespread use.

Accomplishments
The Coalition’s work with key Executive Branch and Congressional officials has helped inform and/
or shape major new evidence-based policy initiatives, including:

« The Office of Management and Budget’s (OMB) Program Evaluation initiative ($100 million
in the FY11 budget for rigorous evaluations to determine what works across 17 federal agencies).

» The Department of Health and Human Services’ (HHS) Evidence-Based Home Visitation
program for at-risk families with young children ($1.5 billion over five years, enacted in 2010).

» The Education Department’s Investing in Innovation Fund, to scale up evidence-based K-12
educational strategies ($650 million enacted in the 2009 Recovery Act).

« HHS’s Evidence-Based Teen Pregnancy Prevention program ($110 million enacted for FY10).

» The Corporation for National and Community Service’s Social Innovation Fund, to support
public/private investment in evidence-based programs in low-income communities ($50 million
enacted for FY 10).
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