Theme 1.  Methodological challenges to providing research evidence for policy

A major theme of the conference was how we answer complex social questions that involve many different actors and where the answers are required to identify the effects of policy interventions and/or to understand causal processes involved. 

This was addressed in different ways throughout the first day. In the first session on the evaluation of large-scale policy trails Lorraine Dearden explained the methods she and colleagues at IFS had used to assess aspects of the Educational Maintenance Allowance (EMA) trial. EMA is a means-tested allowance available to 16-19 year olds. It aims to encourage young people, particularly those from low income families, to stay on at school beyond 16. The pilot started in 1999 with 15 Local Education Authorities. In March 2001 David Blunkett, then Education and Employment Secretary, announced that:  ‘five percentage points more 16 and 17 year olds in the Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) pilot areas are staying in education because of the allowances. An independent evaluation published today of the first year of EMA pilots in 15 urban and rural areas showed that they are having a positive effect on raising the aspirations of young people to enter FE and to stay committed to their courses.’

The key question in an evaluation is to establish the effect of some treatment (an intervention) on the outcome of interest compared to the outcome if the treatment had not taken place. Answering this question poses considerable problems because you cannot, of course, observe the counterfactual. One solution is the use of a randomized control trial (RCT) where people are randomly assigned to the treatment or the control group. Whilst it is generally acknowledged that, if this approach can be achieved, it is very powerful and arguably the most effective method of evaluation, it is often very difficult to achieve in practice. In the case of the EMA, initial plans for a randomized design were abandoned and, instead, propensity score matching was used. This required a treatment group and a control group such that ALL relevant differences between the groups before the treatment would be captured by observable characteristics in the data. This is crucial to the success of the methods and very difficult to achieve. If these assumptions can be met then propensity score matching can give a good estimation of the effect of the intervention. However, Lorraine stressed the importance of also having qualitative evidence that could be used to validate the conclusion from the statistical analysis. The presentation and a background paper are available on the conference web-site.

A presentation by Ellenor Brooks from the DWP provided a comparison with the Employment, Retention and Advancement (ERA) trial conducted by DWP where the intervention was randomized. She highlighted some of the difficulties of ensuring that randomization had been done fully and effectively. However, if that could be achieved, the analysis of the results was very straightforward and simple. 

A great deal of social research is concerned with questions of causality and this is particularly the case with policy-related questions. The difficulty of establishing causal processes are well known (e.g. Cox and Wermuth, 2001) and yet research is routinely reported in terms of casual processes. Axinn and Pearce (2005) make very strong arguments for the importance of multiple sources of evidence in understanding causality. They argue that, whilst a great deal of work has gone into developing survey methods that allow for selection, non-response, etc., these have never managed to provide a complete answer (e.g. corrections for selection effects rarely manage to find the instrumental variables needed.) Experimental methods are important for assessing the effect of policy interventions but rarely operate under sufficiently controlled conditions to provide complete answers.

Lisa Pearce (Chapel Hill, North Carolina) argued for the importance of a range of different methods to provide a broader evidence-base and, in particular, the importance of ethnographic work to understand causal processes. Where multiple methods reinforce each other, there is greater confidence in the results; where they produce conflicting results it is of great value to unpick the reasons for this. Lisa argued that one can have more faith in a causal theory if there are multiple supporting strands of evidence. All methods had their problems and therefore it was important to use auxiliary evidence that could counterbalance the strengths and weakness of each method.  

In a discussion of the relative importance of theory, statistical method or qualitative methods in establishing causality, Ray Pawson (University of Leeds) prioritized the role of theory and argued for the theory-testing approach and the abstraction and testing of middle-range generative theory that provide the basis for transferable and cumulative explanation. The real challenge, he argued, is in bringing theory and method together.   

Simon Burgess (University of Bristol) emphasized the central problems of constructing counterfactual when trying to establish causality and capturing and understanding individual motivations and outcomes. Both statistical and qualitative methods were important in constructing counterfactuals whilst theory is crucial in constructing counterfactuals ex ante. He argued that all three were important. Theory was needed to construct ex ante counterfactuals; qualitative research was important in providing greater confidence in the answer and statistical analysis was fundamental. 

 The final session on day 1 discussed the role of randomised control trials in assessing the effect of interventions. RCTs are often seen as the ‘gold standard’ in terms of providing rigorous controls. However, there may be ethical, practical and policy-related issues in implementing them successfully – as well as the larger question of whether they can help in understanding why an intervention may or may not work.
Carole Torgerson (University of York) made a carefully argued presentation which gave examples of RCTs which had been of value in educational research – and other examples where RCTs could have been used to inform decision making but were not. Whilst Martyn Hammersley (Open University) voiced his scepticism about the value RCTs in social policy the ensuing discussion led to a high degree of consensus over the role that RCTs could play and also consensus over the difficulty of implementing them to a high standard.  The session concluded there is often very little opportunity for a rational discussion about RCTs that acknowledges the areas of consensus and allows collaborative research. 

