Brookings Institution
December 2014

Show Me The Evidence
Peter R. Orszag
Vice Chairman, Corporate and Investment Banking
Chairman, Financial Strategy and Solutions Group
Columnist, Bloomberg View

GAO, “Program Evaluation,” GAO-13-570, June 2013

•37 percent of managers reported “an evaluation had
been completed within the past 5 years of any
program, operation, or project they were involved in”
[italics added]

•Another 40 percent reported they did not know if an
evaluation had been conducted – suggesting they
didn’t use it if it were done

This has been noticed….

“Rigorous ways to evaluate whether programs are
working exist. But too often such evaluations don’t
happen. They are typically an afterthought when
programs are designed — and once programs have
been in place for awhile, evaluating them rigorously
becomes difficult from a political economy perspective.
This has to change….Wherever possible, we should
design new initiatives to build rigorous data about what
works and then act on evidence that emerges —
expanding the approaches that work best, fine-tuning
the ones that get mixed results, and shutting down
those that are failing.”

The Administration has made more progress than you might think

•Read the book!
•Depends on a lot of dedicated people. Just a
few unsung heroes:
–Kathy Stack
–Martha Coven
–Robert Gordon

The context: polarization

The context: tighter budget constraints

Youth Opportunity Grants
• In 2000, Department of Labor awarded Youth Opportunity (YO) grants to 36 high poverty urban,
rural and Native American communities
• Youth Opportunity Community Centers provided safe and accessible places to increase
education and employment skills and receive long-term supportive services, such as life skills
training and mentoring. Built partnerships among public, private, and nonprofit organizations to
leverage resources and expand outcomes.
Decision Information Resources, Inc. evaluation of YO grants:
• Reduced overall number of out-of-school and out-of-work (disconnected) youth.
• Reduced number of high-school dropout and increased postsecondary enrollment for foreignborn youths.
• Increased percentage of youth overall with at least an 11th-grade education, reducing the
percentage of youths not in school, and increasing the percentage in secondary school.
• Increased labor-force participation rate overall and specifically for teens ages 16 to 19, women,
native-born residents, blacks, and in-school youth.
• Increased employment rate among blacks, teens, out-of-school youth, and native-born youths
and had a positive effect on the hourly wages of women and teens.

RCTs: The Potential
• Historically tax deductions on 401(k) and IRA contributions and tax deferrals on earnings have
not proven particularly effective at encouraging retirement savings among low- and middleincome families.
– Value of preferences low because of low marginal tax rates.
– Matching contributions may be more effective since size of contribution not tied to MTR
• Difficult to draw clear conclusions from previous literature on the topic.
– Previous research drew on Saver’s Credit, enacted in 2001, provides a reduction in federal
income taxes up to 50 percent of contributions to an IRA or 401(k).
– But use of the credit is limited because it has low income eligibility thresholds, its structure is
complex, and it is not refundable.
– Employer matching contributions to 401(k)s also difficult to study because matching rates may
be tied to worker characteristics, changes in the company’s financial position, and other factors.
• RCT in St. Louis:
– 14,000 tax filers that came into one of 60 H&R Block offices in low- and middle-income
neighborhoods
– Clients were randomly assigned to different IRA contribution match rates from H&R Block: 0
(control group), 20 percent, or 50 percent.
– Instead of reducing tax liability, the match was contributed directly into an IRA up to a limit of
$1000.
Source: Duflo, Gale, Liebman, Orszag, and Saez, 2006

Saving Incentives

• Take-Up Rates
– No Match  3% take-up rate
– 20% Match  8% take-up rate
– 50% Match  14% take up rate
• Average Contribution Levels (conditional on take-up and excluding match)
– No Match  $765
– 20% Match  $1102
– 50% Match  $1108
• Average Contribution Levels (unconditional on take-up and excluding match)
– No Match  $22
– 20% Match  $85
– 50% Match  $155

Source: Duflo, Gale, Liebman, Orszag, and Saez, 2006

Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA)
• In 2008 the Department of Education helped fund a program through H&R Block that provides
assistance completing financial aid applications for college to low- and moderate- income
families.
• In North Carolina and Ohio, randomly selected low-income tax filers were provided with prepopulated FAFSA forms using tax return data. Furthermore, an H&R Block tax professional
answered the families questions in an interview and estimated how much financial assistance
the student was eligible to receive. The tax professional also offered to submit the FAFSA
electronically on the family’s behalf.
• Results
– The treatment group was more likely to attend college the next year (34.2 percent of the
control group and 42.3 percent of the treatment group).
– The treatment group was more likely to be enrolled in college for two straight years (28
percent of the control group vs. 36 percent of the treatment group).
– The treatment group was more likely to receive a Pell grant in the first year after the
intervention and received $375 more in Pell grants over the follow up period.
– The program was relatively inexpensive, at $90 per participant.
• Partly as a result of this research, applicants can now pre-populate their FASFA with information
from the IRS and the Department of Education has worked to further simplify the FAFSA
application.
Source: Bettinger et. al, 2012; Economic Report of the President, Chapter 7, 2014

RCTs vs. Non-RCTs

“claiming that RCTs are the best
way to definitively establish
causality does not imply that all
other evidence has no value”
[page 20]

Evaluation gets its own chapter in the ERP (2014)!

Coalition for Evidence-Based Policy low-cost RCT competition
Three winners
• A large, multi-site RCT of Bottom Line, a program that provides one-on-one guidance to help lowincome, first-generation students get into and graduate from college. This study will measure college
enrollment, persistence, and completion outcomes for a sample of nearly 1,400 students over a seven-year
period, using administrative data from the National Student Clearinghouse. The study cost is $159,000.
• A large RCT of Durham Connects, a postnatal nurse home visiting program designed to improve child
and mother health and well-being. The study will use hospital administrative records to measure program
impacts on families’ emergency department use and related healthcare costs through child age 24-months, for
a sample of about 1,100 families in Durham County, North Carolina. The study cost is $183,000.
• A large, multi-site RCT of workplace health and safety inspections conducted by the federal
Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA). For a sample of about 29,000 business
establishments eligible for a randomized inspection, the study will test whether being randomly chosen for
inspection affects establishments’ subsequent injury rates and business outcomes (e.g., sales, business
closures) over a multi-year period – all measured through administrative data from OSHA and other sources.
The study cost is $153,000.

Second RFP in December; 6 winners will be selected

J-PAL North America (US Health Care Delivery Initiative)

Moneyball for Government (http://moneyballforgov.com/)

Agenda for more

1. Dedicate 1 percent for evaluation – 1 percent of
discretionary funding set aside to evaluate the
other 99 percent
2. Cross-government prizes for innovation in
evaluation
3. What Works Clearinghouses – best example is
Institution of Education Sciences
4. Pay for Success and social impact bonds – with
evaluation embedded in design
5. Chief Evaluation Officers
6. Budget process and funding

