Sociology 202 (Martin)
Lecture 27: December 8, 2005

· Chapter 12: Evaluation of Social Interventions.

· topics appropriate for evaluation research

· types of research designs

· special considerations in time-series analysis

· problems with doing evaluation research

A social intervention:  The 1955 Connecticut crackdown on speeding

· In 1955, a record 324 persons were killed in automobile accidents on Connecticut highways.

· On December 23 1955, Governor Ribicoff announced a crackdown on speeders.  

· first speeding offense: 30 day license suspension.

· third offense: 1-year suspension.

· In 1956, the number of fatalities dropped to 324.

· “Connecticut has succeeded in stopping the upward surge in highway deaths, and … contrary to the national trend, we have saved lives.  Fewer people died on the highways this year than in the same period last year, in Connecticut.  We did it by enforcing the law, something the safety experts said couldn’t be done because the people wouldn’t be behind it.”
Topics appropriate for evaluation research

· Evaluation research:  research to find the impact of some social intervention, such as a program aimed at solving a problem.

· government-funded soap operas to change sexual behavior in Tanzania

· Connecticut crackdown on speeding

· education initiatives, welfare reform, housing programs, Medicare drug plans.

· Common comparisons used in evaluation research.

· some experience the treatment, some don’t (by some level of nonrandom assignment).

· before-and-after testing 

Issues of measurement in evaluation research (1)

· Issues related to populations of interest:

· It can be difficult to identify the population of interest (example: effects of state welfare laws on state-to-state migration).

· Issues related to outcomes:

· sometimes the desired outcome is difficult to measure (how much people think about exposure to AIDS)

· often, the outcome that can be measured is not a clear social good in itself

· sometimes the desired outcome (such as a reduction in traffic deaths) has other causes 

· the scale used to measure the outcome can affect the result (traffic deaths versus traffic death rates)

Issues of measurement in evaluation research (2)

· Issues related to explanatory variables – also called interventions:

· The timing of an intervention may be unclear (for example – effects of no-fault divorce laws on divorce).

· Issues related to contextual or mediating variables:

· it is often critical to identify and measure such variables in order to make a compelling case.

Research designs in evaluation research

· Fully experimental (best, but this almost never happens)

· Quasi-experimental 

· time series (before and after)

· non-equivalent control groups

· Qualitative evaluations

· whenever possible, one should support quantitative results with qualitative evaluations (by what mechanisms is a crackdown on speeding expected to lower fatality?)

Major concerns in time-series analysis (1)

· Time series analysis is usually the most effective form of evaluation research, but it presents several key difficulties.

· History:  anything that happens at the same time as the intervention could be the cause of the measured outcome

· examples for 1955: bad weather in Connecticut, increased traffic congestion, changes in automobile design.

· Instability:  rates tend to go up and down anyway.

· an intervention imposed after an all-time high will tend to be followed by a decline even if chance alone is the only cause (this phenomenon is called regression to the mean)

Major concerns in time-series analysis (2)

· Testing:  The first measurement of the phenomenon can affect the second measurement in ways unrelated to the intervention.

· For example, media exposure of traffic fatalities might convince people to drive more carefully.

· Instrumentation and measurement:  the increased concern that leads to a social intervention can also lead to more careful screening for the outcome.

· For example, a nationwide campaign to urge people to quit smoking to prevent heart disease could lead to an increase in reports of heart disease caused by smoking.

Other issues in evaluation research

· Motivation: respondents, enforcers, or administrators often do not cooperate with the program or with attempts to gather data.

· examples:  school administrators and teachers for No Child Left Behind, judges who thought the Connecticut crackdown was excessive.

· Results are often ignored or attacked by interested parties.

· There are many ethical concerns as well

· who should be assigned to treatments?

· is it ethical to gather the information?

Steps in an evaluation of the Connecticut crackdown on speeding, 1955 – 1956.
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Summary questions

· 1.)  For the 1955-56 Connecticut Crackdown on speeding, identify the outcome and intervention. Summarize the main results from time series for Connecticut and for nonequivalent control groups.

· 2.)  For Babbie’s example of evaluation research on a soap opera in Tanzania, identify an outcome and intervention. Briefly describe one piece of evidence used to argue that the program was successful, and explain whether you find the evidence convincing.

· 3.)  Explain the difference between history and testing effects as conceptual problems in time-series research, and give an example of each.

Question for next time.

· Choose one of the questions from the previous slide.

· Answer it.

· Congratulate yourself that this is the last time you have to write a question for next lecture.



















































































































