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. 1 

Reforms as experiments – cases and experience from the international context  

(USA, Germany, Sweden) 

1. „Reforms as experiments“ – a approach to “improved policy-making”? 

In 1968 Donald Campbell, a renowned  American psychologist gave a lecture (see Camp-

bell 1968)  in whose title “reforms as experiments”  a leitmotif was struck of what was part and 

parcel of  policy-making in the 1960s – at first in the USA and subsequently also in other “West-

ern” countries, such as in (West) Germany and in Sweden (see Hellstern/Wollmann 1983).. 

This “new wave” and profile of policy-making was marked particularly by five features. 

• First, it rose in a period of reform policies through which governments attempted 

to meet new social and infrastructural challenges. In the USA which were faced with mounting 

social (and ethnic) problems and tensions particularly in big cities a “War on Poverty” was em-

barked upon revolving around social action programs. In European countries reform policies 

were directed at further advancing the welfare state and its public infrastructure. 

• Second, in order to carry out such expansion of reform policies the political and 

administrative structures of state and local government were to be “modernised” by improving 

its  planning, information and management capacities. Temporarily so called PPBS (Planning 

Programming Budgeting System) became the “trade-mark” of a planning logic meant to make 

future developments and events more “predictable” and transparent. 

• Third, within the “management cycle” (running from policy formulation through 

implementation to termination) evaluation was introduced as an analytical tool to identify the 

processes and results of (reform) policies and measures and to “feed them back” to the policy 

makers and project managers.  

                                                            

1 Hellmut Wollmann – professor-emeritus at the Humboldt-University (Berlin, Germany); Past President of Euro-

pean Evaluation Society. Email: hellmut.wollmann@rz.hu-berlin.de  
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• Fourth, the conceptualisation of reform policies and of planning and evaluation 

procedures went hand in hand with an unprecedented involvement of (social) scientists and “sci-

entification” of policy making.  

• Finally (and most important to our topic), the claim and idea of placing policy-

making on a more “scientific” basis epitomised in the concept of Donald Campbell’s call for “re-

forms as experiments” through “social experimentation” that, conceptually and methodologically 

drawing on natural science-type experiments, were meant to “test” certain policy programmes 

and policy measures by way of scientifically designed, conducted and evaluated projects (see 

Danielson 2007: 301). 

 

2. Concepts and methodology of “social/ policy experimentation” 

“Social/policy experiments” mostly come as policy programs or policy measures to be 

“tested” by way of “experimentation”. Typically such experiments aim at identifying the results 

and consequences in terms of the “efficacy” or “effectiveness” of policy programs and measures, 

while the their “efficiency” (as the relation and ratio between input/costs and output/benefits are 

left to the self-standing type of “cost-benefit” analyses). 

Another variant of “social/policy experimentation” can be seen in “sun-set legislation”, 

inasfar as it is directed, as “experimental legislation”, “testing” a piece of legislation or a legal 

provision by putting in force for a certain (“experimental”) period of time and by evaluation its 

effectiveness (see Wollmann 2006: 217).  

Methodologically the “classical” form of “social/policy experiments” hinge, in being tai-

lored on the “natural science” experiment, on selecting and juxtaposing a “treatment group” and 

a “control group” – with the “treatment group” being exposed to the policy programme or meas-

ure (methodologically called “treatment”) under consideration, on the one hand, and the “control 

group” which should be as “identical” as possible (“ceteris paribus”) with the “treatment group” 

except for the crucial feature of not being exposed to the “treatment” (see Wollmann 2007: 397 

ff.). Under this given constellation it is assumed that any change in which the “treatment group” 

differs from the “control group” can be “causally” related to the policy programme/measure 

(“treatment”). In its methodologically rigorous form the selection of the two groups can be done 

by random sampling or, as a methodologically feebler “second choice”, by a “matching” process. 

Needless to say that the analytical “performance” and conclusiveness of the experimental ar-

rangement essentially depends on whether and to which the “being identical” (ceteris paribus) 

clause can be realized between the two groups under discussion.  
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Another important methodological approach is the “time series” analysis which, in its 

“crude” form, comes as an “before and after” account. Since the mere “before/after” (“prae-

tor/propter”) conclusion is methodologically weak, its validity can be enhanced by combining 

the “before and after” analysis with a “control group” design.  

 

3. Selected examples from the US, Germany and Sweden 

In the  following only a few examples can (sketchily) be given. 

USA 

• Initiated in 1964 the Head Start program was the earliest and largest “social 

experiment” undertaken in the “War on Poverty”. Aiming at improving the educational per-

formance of minority youth by offering summer schools to them, the programme was con-

ducted (and evaluated) by selecting, by way of random sampling, some 2000 children to be 

exposed to the “treatment” of the summer school, on the one hand, and a “control group”, on 

the other hand.  

• A later “social experiment” was the New Jersey Negative Income Tax Experiment 

(NIT) which had several “treatment groups”, each of which was subject to a different combina-

tion of minimum guaranteed income and a tax rate on income earned above the guarantee. The 

core aim was to test whether adults would reduce their hours of work if they knew they were 

guaranteed a minimum income (see Haveman 1987). 

• In some US States “speed control” experiments were undertaken to find out 

whether their is a (cor-)relation between the speed on motorways and the mortality toll. 

 

Germany 

(West) Germany, too, saw a spree of “social/policy experiments” in the late 1960s and 

early 1970s (see Hellstern/Wollmann 1983). 

• In most regions (Länder) large scale “experiments” were undertaken to identify 

and evaluate the educational performance of traditional primary schools, on the one hand, and of 

the (reformist) “comprehensive schools”, on the other.  

• In the early 1970s large-scale “speed control” experiments were carried out both 

on the national roads and on the Autobahnen. 

• In some Länder “experimental clauses” were introduced in local government leg-

islation meant to allow the municipalities, for a period time, to be exempted from certain legal 
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(particularly budgetary) provisions and to evaluate the effects possibly feeding into future legis-

lation. (see Wollmann 2006: 217). 

 

Sweden 

• In Sweden, in the mid-1970s, the “Free Commune experiment” designed to give 

selected municipalities the opportunity, under an evaluation scheme, to be exempted from certain 

provisions of the existing local government legislation in order to widen their local autonomy. 

The results of the experiment came to bear in the legislative amendment of 1990 (see Balder-

sheim/Stâhlberg) 

 

4. Methodological problems 

Serious methodological problems arise from the difficulty to spell out and define “meas-

urable” goals, since, for instance, in education, the performance goals are typically multi-

dimensional. By contrast, “technical” parameters, such as the rate of speed and the scale of traf-

fic mortality in speed control experiments lend themselves more easily to “measuring”. 

In most examples, establishing the “as identical as possible” (ceteris paribus) clause on 

which the “experimental” logic hinges is often difficult to achieve. 

Thus, the evaluative findings of “social experiments” have often been criticised and ques-

tioned on methodological grounds (which not seldom “camouflage” disagreement on substantive 

policy matters). 

 

5.  Ethical problems 

By some the question has been raised whether it can be morally justified to “experiment” 

with human beings like in a “zoological laboratory”. Apart from these general moral qualms, it 

has been questioned whether, in view of the constitutional principle of equality, experimental 

designs are legally acceptable according to which one group of citizens, say, receives “benefits” 

(such as housing allowances) on “experimental grounds”, while other citizens, on the “experi-

mental” purpose to form a “control group”, are explicitly excluded from such benefits..  
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6. Political problems of subsequently accepting and using the analytical evidence 

from “social/policy experiments” 

While, in pursuit of Campbell’s call for “reforms as experiments”, the design, conduct 

and evaluation of social/policy experiments are guided by “scientific rationality” and its com-

mitment (ideally) to the (interest-free, non-partisan) “search for truth”, their “scientific” findings 

are often confronted with the “real world of politics” and its prevalent “political rationality” 

which is imbued with the political and interest of different stake-holders and political, adminis-

trative, economic etc actors each of whom may have a very different interest in interpreting, ac-

cepting or rejecting the findings. Thus, as it has documented in extended international research 

that has been undertaken on so called “knowledge utilization”, social science-produced findings 

and evidence often encounter serious difficulties and hurdles to make their way into political and 

administrative decision-making, being often blocked by influential political groups and actors 

whose interests would be touched, if the analytical findings were accepted and translated into 

political decisions.  

 

7. Perspective 

Despite the manifold methodological and political difficulties and hurdles social/policy 

experimentation has encountered as a strategy and an approach to pursue policy-making on a 

more “scientific” or at least an analytically more “enlightened” ground, there is hardly any doubt 

that, over the years, not least as a result of “social experimentation” and of ensuing evaluation, 

policy-making has unmistakenly moved towards what has been called “evidence-based policy-

making”.  

 

References: 
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. 2 

The Strategic Intent of evaluation in Public reforms 

Due to higher attention to Public reforms, the focus of evaluation is shifting from small 

projects to national programmes and policies. This shift requires a systemic approach to 

evaluation so that policy decisions can be informed by knowledge streams that are the result of 

continuous analysis. In addition, Evaluation function is more and more used with a prospective 

approach, aiming at better informing the design and implementation of Public reforms, and 

demostrating what works and what doesn't work in public reforms.  

The presentation will also introduce best practices and lessons learned  of the United 

Nations Evaluation Group (which is composed of the Head of Evaluation offices from 18 UN 

agencies) in using Evaluation to inform Public reforms. 

 

 

                                                            

2 Jean Quesnel – Director of Evaluation Office, UNICEF Headquerters (New York, USA). Email: 

jquesnel@unicef.org  
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. , .  3 

The role of evaluation in evidence-based policy making 

Evidence-based policy has been defined as an approach that “helps people make well in-

formed decisions about policies, programmes and projects by putting the best available evidence 

at the heart of policy development and implementation”. The concept of ‘evidence-based policy’ 

has been gaining currency over the last two decades. Literature suggests that this new interest in 

bringing impartial evidence to the policy making process comes in response to a perception that 

Government needs to improve the quality of decision-making. 

Policy makers are increasingly asked  to explain not just what policy option they advise and 

why they think it is appropriate, but also what they know of its likely efficacy. Proponents of evi-

dence-based policy and practice acknowledge that not all sources of evidence are of a sufficient 

quality to form the basis of sound policy making. Many research and evaluations are flawed by 

unclear objectives, poor research/evaluation designs, methodological weaknesses, inadequate sta-

tistical reporting and analysis, selective use of data, and conclusions that are not supported by the 

data provided. The presentation will explain how UN agencies are supporting Governments in the 

CIS region to use good quality Evaluations to strategically inform Public reforms.  

 

 

                                                            

3 Marco Segone— Senior Regional Monitoring & Evaluation Advisor, UNICEF Regional Office for Central and 

Eastern Europe and the CIS (Geneve, Switzerland). Email: msegone@unicef.org  Muhammad Usman Akram -

Regional Evaluation Advisor, UNDP Regional Center (Bratislava, Slovakia). Email: muham-
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1. Böhret, Carl; Konzendorf, Goetz, Handbuch Gesetzesfolgenabschätzung. Baden-

Baden: Nomos, 2001.  
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. 10 

Horizontal evaluations 

 

With more policies and programs being delivered by multiple sectors (private, public, 

nonprofit) and multiple partners, there is a need to closely examine both the achievements of the 

overall policies or programs (cross-cutting or horizontal dimensions) as well as in-depth evalua-

tions of the contributing policies and programs themselves. This has now become one of the 

most important areas of evaluation, but little is known about how to do it. 

 

 3.   

.  11 

The relationship between evaluation and politics 

Evaluation is a young discipline that, according to Pawson & Tilly (Realistic Evaluation. 

London: Sage, 1997), has passed its adolescence. If evaluation is now in its adulthood, it is rea-

sonable to consider whom evaluation should have as its “life partner” or “partners.” The evalua-

tion family traditionally has included good researchers with their ideal of neutral, objective re-

search as the prototype for evaluation and these partners in the evaluation enterprise have been 

recognized with awards and high status. 

Evaluation work, however, is always couched within a political context, and this reality 

brings different kinds of partners into the relationship. These partners, including politicians and 

policy-makers, often make the evaluation family uneasy. There has been a basic conception that 

evaluation (and similarly research) becomes adulterated when it mixes with politics. Generally 

the discussion is permeated by a negative view of politics. Politics conjures up images of trouble, 

                                                            

10 Arnold Love – international evaluation consultant; Past President of the Canadian Evaluation Society (Toronto, 

Canada). Email: ajlove1@attglobal.net 
11 Ross Conner – President, International Organization for Cooperation in Evaluation (IOCE); Director, Center for 

Community Health Research, University of California (Irvine), Past President of the American Evaluation Associa-

tion (USA). Email: secretariat@ioce.net 
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disruption, and even violence, on the one hand, and deceit, manipulation and lies, on the other. It 

is less common to see a positive or at least neutral view of politics as an important and inevitable 

part of human life and interaction. 

If politics and evaluation are destined to be “life partners” in the adulthood of evaluation, 

then what forms could the relationship take – marriage, cohabitation or living apart?  

 

 

 5.   

 

. 12 

« »     

,        -

           -

.          -

.             -

  ?       

   « »       

  /      .   

    ,     

       -

 ,   ,  .  

           

 « »   ,    .    

  « »,    , –   

    (  «4- »  «5-  »)   Action Research.  

         -

  (      ,     -

 ),      .     -

                                                            

12   -      ( , ). Email: savin-

skaya@gmail.com 

171



 

  (    , « » ), 

         , 

 « »      .      -

      ,     

« »          

(       ).  

        

           

,          

  . 

 

 

. 13 

Performance Measurement: Using Logic Models for Program Planning and 

Evaluation 

Rising to the challenge of change and accountability in state and local governmental 

agencies undergoing reform requires the systematic evaluation and assessment of its policies, 

programs and services. Inferred in systematic evaluation and assessment is in knowing where the 

program is going. Program goals should be evaluated, not simply clarified, at the outset of a 

program. Further, consensual goals, as established by key stakeholders, is essential. Patton 

makes this point clear:  “…goals provide direction for action and evaluation, but only for those 

who share in the values expressed by the goals.” (Patton, M. Q. Utilization-focused evaluation. 

Sage Publications, 1997. p.174) 

This presentation will describe how to systematically develop logic models with practical 

applications for identifying program goals and outcomes, and for measuring program 

performance or outcomes. Clear guidelines for building reverse order linkages from long term 

project outcomes (love to see) to intermediate outcomes (like to see) to immediate outcomes 

(expect to see) to activity inputs and outputs will presented. When such guidelines are used, 

performance measures for each of the outcomes can be identified or developed. 
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. - , . 14 

Evaluation of Advocacy initiative programs as one step towards policy improvement 

In Armenia starting from 1995 there were implementing a lot of national and community 

advocacy programs financed by different international organizations.  

As an important component of most civil society and different policies development 

programs, advocacy should face riggorous evaluation standards. For evaluating local initative 

advocacy compaigns and their results on policy changes at first organisation’s advocacy 

capacities to conduct advocacy activity and compaigns should be evaluated. Forthermore, only 

arganisations advocacy capacities evaluations are not enough for advocacy compaigns 

evaluations and here there will be needed comprehansive methods to evaluate advocacy 

compigns effectiveness and it’s results on policy changes. 

The presentation will present the Counterpart International’s partner grant administering 

organizations (Civic Development and Partnership Foundation, Goris Teathers Union NGO and 

NGO Center-North) best practice methods on evaluating advocacy capacities of grantee 

organizations. What is more, the case studies from advocacy campaigns evaluations will be 

presented from Civic Development and Partnership Foundation and from other above mentioned 

grants administering organizations as well. 
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. 16 

Role of Civil Society on Counter-defining lobbying in Armenia 

The presentation will consist of the four main components and will try to give a general 

overview on the coordination of Armenian civil society against the newly drafted lobbying law and 

the role of the civil society in policy making, the second part will talk about the coordination of 

international donors and how they contributed to the process, then we will presnt the main input level 

activities and, finally, we'll talk about the results achieved an outcome of the whole process.  
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Monitoring and Evaluating National Development Strategies Using DevInfo Technology 

Objective of the session will be to demonstrate the main features of DevInfo database system 

and how it can be used for better planning and advocacy. This course provides an introduction to the 

basic concepts and features of DevInfo User module. It provides a demo of the system with examples 

                                                            

26 Marco Segone— Senior Regional Monitoring & Evaluation Advisor, UNICEF Regional Office for Central and 
Eastern Europe and the CIS (Geneve, Switzerland). Email: msegone@unicef.org   
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of how the system is used in various country and regional settings.   Also, it instructs on how to use the 

database system to retrieve data through selection of indicators, time periods and geographic areas. On 

successful completion of this session, the participants should be able to use the DevInfo database to 

access information and make presentations in tables, graphs and maps. 

Session will be delivered in a format of training using Personal Computers that will be 

made available by the organizers. Expected audience are Managers responsible to M&E National 

Development priorities, Public Policies, etc. Due to limited number of Personal computers avail-

able, the session will have a maximum number of participants. 

As we will have only 30 computers available, two sessions of 90 minutes each are fore-

seen, to be able to give the opportunity to 60 people to attend. 

What is DevInfo ?  

DevInfo is a database system that provides a method to organize, store and display data in 

a uniform format to facilitate data sharing at country level across government departments and 

UN agencies using the same system. DevInfo has been adapted from UNICEF ChildInfo data-

base technology. DevInfo is an integrated desktop and web-enabled tool to assist countries in 

their reporting on the MDGs. It has simple and user-friendly features that can be used to produce 

tables, graphs and maps for inclusion in MDG reports, presentations and advocacy materials. 

The software supports both standard and user defined indicators. The standard set of indicators 

(the 48 MDG indicators) are at the core of the package and cannot be modified. However, at the 

regional and country levels, database administrators still have the option to add their own sets of 

local indicators to their databases.  

For more information on DevInfo please refer to http://www.devinfo.org 
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