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Abstract

D espite recent growing demand from funders and governments, rigorous impact evaluations
in Latin America and the Caribbean remain the exception rather than the rule. Many
commissioned impact evaluations are methodologically weak, and thus only marginally useful
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in assessing the impact of social interventions. Other impact evaluations feature strong research
methodologies at their conception, but face considerable institutional challenges during key
points in the design and implementation phases. This paper identifies some of the barriers that
limit the design and implementation of rigorous impact evaluations in this region, as well as
several enablers to the successful design and implementation of such evaluations. The paper
also outlines some key practices for designing and implementing high-quality impact
evaluations in Latin America and the Caribbean. We use a case study methodology that combines
our experience designing and implementing impact evaluations in three ongoing or recent
social programs in El Salvador, Jamaica, and Mexico.
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Introduction

fter five decades of work and billions of dollars invested by governments of developing

countries and multilateral institutions, we have a limited understanding of what types of
interventions are successful in alleviating poverty and improving education, employment, health,
and nutrition outcomes in developing countries. Impact evaluations—studies that seek to assess
whether changes in social and economic outcomes can be attributed to specific programs—have
the potential to substantially enhance such understanding. By measuring the effect of social
programs with a high degree of accuracy, reliability, and validity, impact evaluations can increase
development assistance organizations’ knowledge base and provide them with a road map for
future interventions (Savedoffand Levine 2006).

The most rigorous approach to impact evaluation is random assignment, by which some
units (such as individuals, groups, or geographic areas) are randomly assigned to an intervention
and other units are randomly assigned to the control group (that is, the statu quo). The strength of
random assignment is that it relies on only a few assumptions to assert that an intervention caused
the measured results. For this reason, random assignment is widely accepted among academics,
government agencies, and multilateral funding institutions as the “gold standard” of impact
evaluation.! However, random assignment is not appropriate for every impact evaluation—
particularly in cases of limited generalizability of findings to other populations or when serious
ethical considerations or logistical barriers prohibit limiting potential beneficiaries’ access to services
(Ravallion 2009). In these instances, evaluators can employ quasi-experimental designs and a
variety of statistical techniques to substitute for random assignment.

' For example, the U.S. Department of Education’s What Works Clearinghouse, which reviews and assesses
numerous education studies at a national level, considers random assignment the optimal evaluation design.
The highest rating a well-implemented quasi-experimental design can receive from the Clearinghouse is “Meets
Evidence Standards with Reservations”.
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Although development assistance organizations recognize the merits of rigorous impact
evaluation, they often face incentives that discourage the widespread use of these evaluations.
First, an impact evaluation is a long-term investment in the context of short-term project cycles.
The benefits of an impact evaluation can take years to materialize, while its costs are immediate and
often substantial. Second, rigorous impact evaluations require coordination and sometimes
modifications of the implementation plans. Third, impact evaluations introduce a new degree of
accountability to the development assistance process for both funders and implementers. As
such, program staff and managers often see impact evaluation as a threat—especially if results are
not positive (Pritchett 2002). Consequently, donors and national governments traditionally do not
demand or produce enough rigorous impact evaluations, thus creating an evaluation gap (Levine
2006).

Several international nongovernmental organizations, such as the Center for Global
Development, have actively advocated for closing the evaluation gap (Savedoff, Levine, and
Birdsall 2005). Through their public testimony, studies, and reports, these proponents of impact
evaluation have gained many allies in the United States Congress and major development
institutions, such as the World Bank and the United Nations. Their cause has been further
strengthened by recent advances in economic and statistical methods for impact evaluation,
which have catalyzed acceptance of evaluation as a tool for effective policymaking and program
management (Duflo, et al. 2006). Furthermore, this cause has been supported by rigorous evaluations
of poverty-reduction programs in Latin America and the Caribbean, such as PROGRESA-
OPORTUNIDADES in Mexico and Bolsa Familia in Brazil, which are winning recognition worldwide
(Trevifio 2008).

As a result of these advocacy efforts and growing acceptance of rigorous social research,
demand for impact evaluation has incrementally grown in recent years—particularly in Latin America
and the Caribbean. Funders, primarily international and regional development banks and
foundations, have begun to require impact evaluations as part of their loan or grant requirements.
In addition, several national and regional governments in this region now require impact evaluations
of social programs to enhance accountability and transparency of their policies, make decisions
about public spending allocation, and assess program scalability and sustainability. For example,
Mexico passed public administration reform legislation in 2007 regulating the evaluations of federally
funded social programs (Estados Unidos Mexicanos 2007). This legislation culminated a process
started at the beginning of the current decade that required impact evaluations of these programs,
among other types of evaluations (CONEVAL 2009).

Despite this recent growing demand on the part of funders and governments, high-quality
and rigorous impact evaluations of government programs in Latin America and the Caribbean
remain the exception rather than the rule.? Many impact evaluations that are commissioned are

2 For instance, among informal skills development programs, only two evaluations have used experimental
methods to assess the impacts of subsidized, basic skills and technical/vocational training programs serving low
income youths in Colombia and the Dominican Republic (Attanasio et al. 2008; Card et al. 2007). Likewise,
researchers in Chile only recently began considering a rigorous evaluation of an intervention to enhance
teacher quality for preschool children (Un Buen Comienzo 2008), despite broad interest in evaluating early
childhood interventions in that country. Examples of high-quality impact evaluations of other social
interventions in the region are becoming more common but are still rare.
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methodologically weak, and thus only marginally useful in assessing the impact of social
interventions. This is mostly the result of misconceptions among both the funders and the program
managers about the potential consequences of using rigorous designs for impact evaluation, as
well as a lack of an evaluation culture that appreciates the advantages of rigorous impact evaluations
or, in the extreme, of evaluation at all. Other impact evaluations feature strong research methodologies
at their conception, but face considerable institutional challenges and barriers during key points in
the design and implementation phase, such as a lack of support from program implementers, hasty
implementation schedules, or scarce financial and human resources to sustain the impetus of the
long-term operations involved in conducting a rigorous impact evaluation.

This paper identifies barriers to, as well as enablers of, successful implementation of high-
quality and rigorous impact evaluations in Latin America and the Caribbean. For this purpose, we
use a case study methodology that combines our experience designing and implementing impact
evaluations in three ongoing social programs in El Salvador, Jamaica, and Mexico. Although these
barriers and enablers are particularly salient in Latin America and the Caribbean, we believe they
apply in varying degrees to low- and high-income countries alike.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows: First, we describe the context of the
evaluations. Second, we identify and discuss the barriers to effective impact evaluation. Third, we
identify and discuss enablers of effective impact evaluation. Fourth, we outline some key practices
based on our experience in the expectation that they may assist other evaluators to more effectively
design and implement rigorous impact evaluations. Finally, we discuss the evaluators’ desideratum
in the context of implementing high-quality impact evaluations in Latin America and the Caribbean.

1. Context of the Three Evaluations

We conducted or are currently in the process of conducting impact evaluations of the following
three programs: (1) two major components of the Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC)
“Compact” for El Salvador; (2) the “Program for the Advancement Through Health and Education”
(PATH), implemented in Jamaica; and (3) the infrastructure component of Habitat, implemented in
Mexico.

The objective of all three programs is to reduce poverty in targeted regions of the respective
countries (Table 1 of the Annex). However, the programs are fundamentally different in their scope
and primary activities. In El Salvador, contractors will provide technical and material assistance in
the areas of education and productive development in an underdeveloped region (Northern Zone),
which was the locus of the country’s civil war in the 1980s (Millennium Challenge Corporation
2008). Under Jamaica’s PATH program, the government provides conditional cash transfers to
participant households to promote investment in health and education of their children and high-
risk adults (Levy and Ohls 2007). In Mexico’s Habitat program, local governments receive funds to
support a variety of social projects (Campuzano and Levy 2007). Specifically, the programs target
marginalized or poor individuals or producers in both urban and rural areas (El Salvador); poor
children, pregnant women, lactating mothers, the disabled, and the elderly (PATH); and marginalized
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families in large metropolitan areas (Hdabitat). Regarding their duration, the Habitat and PATH
interventions are open-ended; El Salvador’s MCC Compact is scheduled to run for five years.

In the El Salvador program, the executive branch, with support from the legislature, established
a public agency, the Fondo del Milenio (FOMILENIO), to hire implementing organizations and
manage the program’s various components. In the PATH and Habitat programs, existing government
ministries handle program implementation. All three programs represent a substantial portion of
their country’s social investments. At $461 million U.S. dollars, the El Salvador program constitutes
an especially large monetary investment, equivalent to 1.4 percent of El Salvador’s gross domestic
product (GDP) in 2006 (Table 1).

Funding for the Habitat and PATH programs was provided by a regional development bank
(Inter-American Development Bank) and an international development bank (the World Bank),
respectively (Table 1). Funding for the El Salvador Compact was provided by a U.S. development
agency (MCC) through an innovative aid program that encourages country ownership (Phillips-
Mandaville 2008). In all three programs, the funding institution mandated an impact evaluation, set
aside funds for it, and imposed legal requirements for the evaluation. Noteworthy is MCC’s policy
of aid effectiveness, which looks for opportunities to use randomized designs or the next most
rigorous alternative as part of its monitoring and evaluation oversight of its compacts and other
programs (Wiebe 2008).

We completed impact evaluations for the PATH and Hdabitat programs in 2007, and will
complete an impact evaluation for El Salvador’s Compact in 2012. The entities contracting these
evaluations were MCC for the El Salvador Compact evaluation; the government of Jamaica for the
PATH evaluation; and the government of Mexico for the Habitat evaluation. There was a formal
procurement process for all three contracts. We were accountable to the Ministry of Labour and
Social Security (MLSS) and Secretaria de Desarrollo Social (SEDESOL) for the Jamaica and
Mexico evaluations, respectively. We are accountable to MCC for the El Salvador evaluation
(Table 1).

Mexico has some experience with impact evaluations of social programs, stemming from the
internationally recognized impact evaluation of its flagship social program, PROGRESA-
OPORTUNIDADES (Levy 2006), and the subsequent legislation requiring SEDESOL and other
government agencies to evaluate all programs. Most recently, Mexico created a government entity
that is responsible for the evaluation of its social programs (Consejo Nacional de Evaluacion de
la Politica de Desarrollo Social, or CONEVAL), so its experience with impact evaluation is
growing rapidly. In contrast, El Salvador and Jamaica have very limited experience with impact
evaluation. Furthermore, the implementing organizations in El Salvador and Jamaica had only
narrow experience with impact evaluation.

Overall, the El Salvador Compact, PATH, and Hdbitat programs rely on innovative and
ambitious social interventions to reduce poverty in marginalized zones. The funding agencies
mandated independent impact evaluations of their sponsored programs. Given the relatively limited
experience with impact evaluation in each of the three countries, it is not surprising that there were
substantial barriers to their implementation. We discuss these barriers in detail in the following
section.



TOWARD CLOSING THE EVALUATION GAP:
LESSONS FROM THREE RECENT IMPACT EVALUATIONS OF SOCIAL PROGRAMS IN
LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN

2. Barriers to Implementing a Rigorous Evaluation

Despite the initial enthusiasm and excitement of funders, program managers, and the independent
evaluator regarding the design and implementation of rigorous impact evaluations of the El Salvador
Compact, PATH, and Hdbitat programs, the following four institutional barriers complicated these
tasks:

2.1 Lack of support for rigorous evaluation designs

In El Salvador and Jamaica, senior political leaders and program managers had important concerns
about the equity and fairness of allocating beneficiaries to the interventions using random
assignment. For the El Salvador evaluation, MCC had initially encouraged the use of random
assignment where feasible and we had proposed it for several Compact interventions. Nevertheless,
due to the skepticism of FOMILENIO and the local implementer about the practicality of randomized
designs, this type of design was eventually rejected (except for the scholarship component, in
which FOMILENIO agreed to introduce randomization if demand for scholarships by eligible
candidates exceeded supply).’ The arguments of FOMILENIO and the local implementers in favor
of discarding experimental designs included the belief that random assignment of individuals was
unethical and largely infeasible, and that this methodology could delay the implementation of
program services, particularly in the productive development program. FOMILENIO also argued
against randomized designs because its intent was to select “winners” (that is, beneficiaries that
would truly benefit from the intervention, resulting in large program impacts), but it was unsure
that there would be enough of them at the beginning of the compact to warrant their random
assignment into intervention and control groups.* In Jamaica, random assignment also was judged
to be operationally infeasible and costly, so support for an experimental design quickly waned. In
Mexico, random assignment designs were not feasible given the stage of implementation of Habitat.

3 However, recently, an agreement among FOMILENIO, Mathematica, and the local implementor was reached
to use random assignment for the evaluation of the Productive Development Project.

4 This was a valid concern, as FOMILENIO was unable to reach compact-mandated targets for program
enrollees in other components of the El Salvador Compact intervention. MCC noted that, when using the cost-
benefit ratio as its primary selection criteria for potential beneficiaries of the water and sanitation components,
which favored proposals with the greatest beneficiary numbers per dollar spent, the resulting portfolio of
potential beneficiaries narrowly missed the full number of beneficiaries contemplated in the Compact. However,
had randomized selection been used, the average cost-benefit ratio would have been significantly lower, meaning
an even more significant breach of the goals defined and agreed between FOMILENIO and MCC in the
Compact. The Compact’s status as an international treaty raised the importance of this drawback of using
experimental designs with the selection process.
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Despite our intense and sustained efforts to allay the concerns of both El Salvador Compact
and PATH leadership regarding experimental designs, these designs were not adopted because of
issues related to their political, logistical, and financial feasibility. Most of these issues could have
been addressed if the leadership had been ready to address the restrictions, some of them minor,
that experimental designs involve. Thus, although a core group of program managers in Jamaica
and El Salvador were committed to rigorous impact evaluation, support from senior management—
including senior government officials—was not clearly available. This limited support constrained
our ability to implement experimental designs for these two impact evaluations.

2.2 Ambitious and unrealistic schedules for designing and implementing programs

Another factor that complicated the use of rigorous evaluation designs was the timing of the
evaluation relative to the start of program operations. For instance, in Mexico, the Habitat program
had already begun when we started designing the impact evaluation. Because randomization of
eligible areas was no longer feasible at that time, our only option for the evaluation design was to
propose a quasi-experimental design (Table 2 of the Annex). Furthermore, we were not able to
collect baseline data and had to rely on secondary (census) data to measure outcomes on
intervention and comparison areas before and after the start of the demonstration program. In
Jamaica, the evaluator was selected at nearly the same time the program was launched, but it took
the government many months to issue an evaluation contract and begin working with the evaluator.
The proposed randomized design relied on providing program services to households that were
nearly (but not quite) eligible for the program. The El Salvador evaluation started before the
programs were implemented. In theory, this would have made it possible to conduct key components
of a high-quality evaluation, such as collecting baseline data before the start of the programs.
However, FOMILENIO selected the implementing contractors after the evaluator had been selected,
and this made coordination among all entities regarding the evaluation quite challenging. This
decision also complicated the process of selecting the best possible design because the
implementers’ compensation was tied to their performance implementing the program on schedule.
Therefore, the urgency to get program operations going as soon as possible did not mesh well
with the schedule required to implement certain designs, such as random assignment.

2.3 Missed opportunities to build on lessons learned

Although the El Salvador Compact and PATH programs had a pilot program, the opportunity to
build on these pilots to develop an evaluation design jointly with the development of the program
did not fully materialize (Table 2). Furthermore, none of the early pilots were built into the program
from the beginning or were slated for formative (not impact) evaluation. For instance, in El Salvador,
FOMILENIO was urged by MCC to expedite implementation of pilot activities based on existing
field-based organizations to generate early results and associated lessons learned. This coincided
with pressure felt by both FOMILENIO and MCC to more quickly deliver assistance and disburse
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funds to beneficiaries. As a result, FOMILENIO’s pilot test of the productive development
intervention did not generate a full understanding of the target population, the key research
questions, nor the process for implementing the interventions—including the recruitment of potential
participants. This delayed the development of an optimal impact evaluation design and exerted
considerable pressure on the design and collection of baseline data. In Jamaica, the pilot program
was studied and, although some useful lessons were drawn for the purposes of full-scale program
implementation, the study was not as useful for the purposes of impact evaluation design.

2.4 Limited feasibility of using existing secondary data

Another area of contention was the quality and timeliness of secondary data. In Mexico, as noted,
only secondary data were available for the evaluation. Although these data were sufficient in
describing communities’ access to drinking water, sewage, drainage, and electricity, they limited
the scope of the evaluation to service access. The use of census data also limited the evaluation
time frame to two points in time. Furthermore, in all three countries, secondary data were typically
limited to census data (population and/or economic) and one or two national household surveys
(Table 2). Most of these data were of reasonable quality, although they were not representative of
the regions where the programs were implemented and they were unavailable for the time periods
required for measuring baseline or follow-up outcomes.

3. Enablers to Implementing a Rigorous Evaluation

Although barriers to rigorous impact evaluation in the region were formidable for these three
programs, several factors contributed to the accuracy, reliability, and validity of these impact
evaluations. The following factors served as enablers of rigorous impact evaluation of the El
Salvador Compact, PATH, and Habitat programs.

3.1 Support from program officers

All three evaluations benefited from capable and conscientious program officers within
implementing or funding agencies who were dedicated primarily to monitoring and evaluation
tasks. Particularly notable is the MCC program officer in charge of monitoring and evaluation of
the El Salvador Compact, who has secured data, advocated for random assignment designs, and
mediated among MCC, implementers, and evaluators throughout the course of the evaluation. In
addition, SEDESOL and MLSS program staff helped refine study designs and obtain data for the
Habitat and PATH evaluations, respectively. In all three evaluations—and in the El Salvador
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Compact evaluation in particular—program officers’ contributions were pivotal in building support
for strong evaluation designs, securing these designs over non-rigorous alternatives, and providing
the data necessary to conduct a rigorous impact evaluation.

3.2 Availability of funding for independent, high-quality primary data collection

Fortunately, in both Jamaica and El Salvador funding was made available for primary data collection.
In the case of Jamaica, three independent household surveys were conducted for the purpose of
the evaluation. In El Salvador, MCC funded a redesign of one of the annual national household
surveys so that estimates from the expanded survey would be representative of the Northern Zone
and a few departments within that region. We plan to use these new data in our evaluation of the
productive development program to the extent possible. Furthermore, MCC is funding several
rounds of independent surveys for evaluating the productive development, water and sanitation,
and infrastructure components. These independent, high-quality primary data will yield valid,
reliable, and accurate estimates of the impact of the intervention.

3.3 Existence of a policy and legal framework with political support

The impact evaluation of the El Salvador Compact was unique in that it featured a well-defined
policy and legal framework governing all implementation and evaluation activities. The MCC
Compact between the U.S. and Salvadoran governments defined the objectives of program and
evaluation activities; designated responsibilities among all key actors; and mandated that the
most rigorous impact evaluation designs be implemented, if feasible. As a result, nearly all
stakeholders in the evaluation had a basic understanding of their roles, as well as the range of
acceptable evaluation design options from the outset. However, during the design stage of the
evaluation some FOMILENIO program managers expressed their preference for non-rigorous
designs. Citing the Compact’s mandate for rigorous evaluation, the MCC program officer was able
to influence these managers to incorporate stronger evaluation designs into their program
operations. Ifthis legal framework had not been in place prior to program implementation, there is
no guarantee that negotiations with program managers would have resulted in rigorous evaluation
designs.
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4. Key Practices

In this section, we present five key practices for designing and implementing high-quality impact
evaluations in Latin America and the Caribbean. These practices can be employed both to overcome
many of the institutional barriers discussed in Section 2, as well as to harness the potential
benefits of enablers discussed in Section 3. The key practices include:

4.1 Maintain early communication with key decision makers to identify and mitigate
potential barriers to implementing a high-quality impact evaluation

Ideally, several months before program implementation is planned to begin, evaluators should
meet with the funder’s project officer, government officials of the implementing country, and
program managers involved in the evaluation. In these preliminary meetings, evaluators can gauge
stakeholders’ knowledge and attitudes concerning evaluation, discuss potential designs, and
identify key institutional barriers to rigorous evaluation—particularly issues of programmatic
support and timing of the intervention and/or evaluation. When barriers are identified, evaluators
can discuss with stakeholders the concerns that underlie these barriers, and take appropriate
steps to mitigate potential threats to a rigorous study design. This practice is particularly salient if
a pilot phase is being considered and the additional time required to introduce new concepts is
available. Although conducting a full impact evaluation of the pilot phase is not realistic, typically
due to limited sample size and time limitations on programs with relatively short periods of
implementation, the (formative) evaluation of such a pilot would offer key stakeholders the
opportunity to better understand the main components of an evaluation design, which are: (1)
target population, (2) selection process of potential participants, (3) key research questions, (4)
nature of the intervention, (5) key outcomes, and (6) feasibility of collecting baseline and follow-up
data. To the extent possible, this evaluation of the pilot should be included in the overall evaluation
budget. Thus, the evaluator will be in a better position to design an impact evaluation that is
adequately customized to the needs of the funder, the program, and the implementing country.

4.2 Communicate to program managers that the evaluation will provide answers to their
questions

Much of the lack of support for rigorous evaluation designs is based on a misunderstanding of the
primary objectives and uses of impact evaluation. If evaluators can successfully communicate to
program managers that the evaluation can address some of their fundamental questions about the
intervention—as well as explain exactly how and when the evaluation will answer these questions—
they can build much-needed support for rigorous designs. Evaluators should communicate the
pros and cons of each potential evaluation design in a clear and concise manner, as well as spend
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time with program managers and other stakeholders discussing how the impact evaluation will
address the country’s policymaking process. This would include discussing technical capacity
building and opportunities to enhance or expand the data collected for evaluating other social
programs. Communicating these ideas is another reason that it is critical for evaluators to meet
with program managers well in advance of program implementation.

4.3 Develop evaluation designs that will not disrupt program implementation

A great way to generate support among program managers for rigorous, high-quality impact
evaluations is to develop a design that will not complicate program implementation or burden
program staff with additional responsibilities. This is a well-founded concern that program managers
typically raise, because any delays or disruptions to their programs can have substantial economic
and political consequences (and might even put their jobs at risk). In addition to working out with
program managers the schedule for randomization of individuals, groups, geographic areas, or
other intervention units as part of potential beneficiary selection, evaluators might want to build
on the evaluation of the pilot phase to fine-tune their design. Although this exercise may add a few
weeks to the evaluation design process and, as noted, require additional resources, it might be
invaluable for demonstrating to program managers that the evaluation will not delay or derail the
full-scale implementation of the program.

4.4 Limit the discussion of the technical aspects of the designs to a small group of
interested stakeholders

Involving a wide array of stakeholders in discussions and negotiations related to study designs
only complicates an already intricate process. Misinformation raised in these discussions can also
erode support for rigorous designs. A good strategy is to involve only key stakeholders—funders,
management, and principal consultants—in discussions of the technical aspects of study designs.
This streamlines the study design process, increases the likelihood that stakeholders will settle on
arigorous design, and facilitates buy-in among key parties involved in the evaluation. Subsequently,
the funders, program managers, or evaluators can brief senior government officials so that they
can approve or address broad issues that require their attention without having to spend time and
effort understanding the technical aspects of an evaluation design. Achieving a balance between
transparency and stakeholder involvement, which are core values of funders such as MCC, and
widespread discussion of technical issues poses a challenge to evaluators. To address this challenge,
they should tactfully work with the project officer to determine whom to involve in key design and
technical discussions and when to do so.
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4.5 Ensure that all parties understand and comply with the legal framework for funding
and implementing the evaluation

If there is considerable resistance from key stakeholders regarding the use of rigorous designs or
ensuring the conditions for conducting a high-quality evaluation, evaluators should remind all
parties of the mandates and contract stipulations governing the impact evaluation. To do so,
evaluators need to fully understand the funder’s mandate for impact evaluation, communicate
regularly with the funder’s project officer, and request his or her intervention when there is a high
likelihood that a suboptimal impact evaluation design might be chosen.

Factors that could assist and enhance these practices include the evaluator’s fluency in the
main languages spoken in the country under consideration; full understanding of the culture,
history, and politics of the country under consideration; the ability to adapt to rapid and frequent
changes in circumstances; and tactful and effective communications with senior officials and
technical and management staff.

5. The Evaluators’ Desideratum

The key goal of any impact evaluation should be to provide stakeholders with credible estimates
of the impacts of a program. On the one hand, the role of evaluators is to propose the most rigorous
evaluation design to maximize the credibility of the estimates. On the other hand, the ultimate
choice of evaluation design frequently arises from a negotiation process that includes logistical,
political, and financial considerations. The evaluator’s role in this process is to present the tradeoffs
among competing evaluation designs clearly and to try to persuade the key decision makers of the
value of rigorous designs.

In all three cases presented here, the most rigorous design was not selected because it was
deemed infeasible from a logistical, political, or financial perspective. In all three programs, we and
the contracting entities chose quasi-experimental designs or case study methodologies following
a series of negotiations among stakeholders. However, these negotiations were far from
straightforward and facile. For instance, in El Salvador, MCC had to exert considerable pressure on
FOMILENIO’s leadership to ensure that baseline data collection for several components was not
delayed after the start of program operations or scrapped entirely. FOMILENIO’s leadership at the
time understood the importance of starting data collection early, so that appreciation of full—
rather than partial—program impacts could be generated. However, the relatively weak capacity of
the organization during its first year of establishment and operations, combined with competing
priorities, led to delays of several months. However, this has not compromised our ability to
undertake an impact evaluation of mixed rigor. In Mexico, we decided to withdraw from evaluating
an extension of the Habitat program when program administrators at SEDESOL moved to impose
their own methodology for measuring key outcomes and appointed a non-independent contractor
to conduct data collection. In Jamaica, we presented design options to the key stakeholders and
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ultimately settled on a design that was methodologically strong but not as advantageous as the
experimental design initially considered.

Thus, as evaluators, we walk the fine line between accepting less rigorous designs than
desired or feasible and the mandate to produce credible and solid evidence of the impacts of the
programs. Despite these challenges and the institutional barriers discussed above, in our experience,
the enthusiasm and support of the project officers of the funding agencies and a core group of
technical staff in each of the three countries facilitated the negotiation of compromises that,
although not ideal, still enabled us to use fairly rigorous designs in evaluating the programs in
these countries.

In sum, whether combined or individually, the key practices discussed in the preceding
section can facilitate the process of designing and implementing high-quality impact evaluations
in Latin America and the Caribbean. At a time in which reliable answers to the effectiveness of
social programs are critical for governments and funders to move forward with and sustain social
policy reform, every effort to reduce barriers to rigorous and high-quality impact evaluations by
relying on the best evaluation practices is a much-needed step in the right direction.
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